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R egionally and historically, there have 
been many terms for mountaineering; 
a mountaineer could be called an alpiniste, 

bergsteiger, or taternik. Recently, French historian 
Patrick Clastres proposed looking into the emer-
gence of neologisms such as andinisme1. In recent 
decades, Andean mountaineering has been 
studied throughout this mountain range, and 
much can be learnt from studying andinismo. It 
offers a wide range of approaches, from environ-
mental to social and connected histories2. To open 
this discussion, I will briefly look at the introduc-
tion of the word andinismo by Nicolás G. Martínez 
(1874-1933), Ecuadorean scientist and moun-
taineering pioneer. This baptismal or founda-
tional gesture leads to the question of what made 

andinismo Andean3. Further, I will discuss two 
encounters between elite figures and indigenous, 
subaltern subjects, which are very symbolic in 
understanding how andinistas saw, treated, and 
positioned these subjects. These encounters lead 
to questions on how a modern activity such as 
andinismo was permeated with oral elements, 
and reproduced representations of subalternity. 
Andinismo literature and historiography construc-
ted ways of legitimising this activity which were 
key throughout its history.

The two cases are both traversed by moder-
nity in different ways, characterised by oral 
accounts. Both represented in some way subal-
tern figures, that is to say, figures mostly forgot-
ten by mountaineering historiography. The 

MODERNITIES, SUBALTERNITY, 
AND ORALITY IN ECUADORIAN 

MOUNTAINEERING HISTORY 
(CA. 1900-1960)

JEROEN DERKINDEREN 
LOMBEIDA
Universidad Andina 
Simon Bolivar 

Abstract: Mountaineering has been studied as an activity that was a part of 
waves of different modernities. In the Ecuadorian Andes this activity was named 
andinismo by Ecuadorean pioneer Nicolás Martínez in 1904. So, how Andean 
was andinismo? This sport was characterised by changing values and practices, 
gradually becoming a leisure activity for a literate social class. In the Andes the 
practice initially had an important oral component. Attempting to understand 
what stories were told can initiate discussions on the representation of the 
subaltern, subjectivity of experiences, and personal and collective memory. 
The orality found in the history of Ecuadorian andinismo had many forms, and 
I propose my interpretation of listening to two particular stories from the first 
half of the 20th century. Two different accounts reflect the changing relation-
ships with oral testimonies, indigenous subjects, and ways of legitimation.

D
O

I :
 10

.3
30

55
/S

PO
RT

SM
O

D
ER

N
ES

.2
02

3.
00

1.0
1.1

39

3217-SportsModernes_INT-HDIMP.indd   1393217-SportsModernes_INT-HDIMP.indd   139 27.02.23   13:5127.02.23   13:51



140� Les Sports Modernes   No 1   2023

to social class, as it also responds to concepts 
of ethnicity and gender. Subalternity refers in 
this sense to the oppressed and the voiceless, but 
also to a positionality – in relation to the state or 
hegemonic structures8. Although I am attempt-
ing to listen to two particular encounters, I do 
not pretend to «speak for or about» the subaltern. 
Subalternity is a diverse and ample concept, but 
in the first half of the 20th century as part of 
Ecuadorean Andean mountaineering history, 
subaltern groups and subjects were in most cases 
indigenous and Quichua-speaking. Although 
mule drivers, or arrieros, played a crucial role, 
their contribution to mountaineering history 
has been understated by subsequent historio
graphies. I find the orality in these testimonies 
important as it offers a distinct perspective in 
understanding these encounters, a subaltern 
agency, while challenging the places of enun-
ciation of both authors, Martínez and Sandoval. 
This leads to the possibility of questioning these 
official accounts and helps us to understand 
what made andinismo Andean9.

Andinismo symbolised the appropriation of 
high mountainous spaces through a scientific 
or a leisure activity by a particular social and 
ethnic group that wrote extensively about its 
own exploits. These texts gradually became an 
ample body of historical and historiographical 
writings. Both authors were part of a literate 
and intellectual criollo elite or blanco-mestizo 
social ethnic group10. Within Ecuadorean 
historiography, Nicolás Martínez symbolised 
the national re-appropriation of a foreign-led 
activity. Sandoval’s texts are key to understand-
ing the further development of a local andinismo 
historiography, where certain elements were 
starting to fade: the role and importance of 
indigenous subjects within this activity, and 
indigenous ways of seeing, perceiving, and living 
in high mountainous spaces. From the 1960s, 
Ecuadorean andinismo historiography tended 
to reproduce the same list of foreign scientists, 
along with Nicolás Martínez, who explored the 

encounter in 1904 between Nicolás Martínez 
and Lorenzo Guiagua, who was Antisana’s 
Urcu-Cama, is important on many levels. The 
Urcu-Cama was a guardian or a protector 
of a space, in the case of Lorenzo Guaigua he 
seemed to be also responsible for the cattle 
on the hacienda4. Guaigua claimed to have a 
memory of scientists Alexander von Humboldt 
and Jiménez de la Espada, who visited the region 
in 1802 and 1865, respectively. Nicolás Martínez 
quoted him literally in parts and estimated his 
age to be around 135 years. This case leads to 
questions on recollection, memory, orality, and 
subalternity. By 1951, José Sandoval, one of the 
founders of Quito’s oldest mountaineering clubs, 
published a book, En Pos de Nuevos Horizontes5. This 
text is unique as it was one of the few publications 
on Ecuadorean mountaineering between 1930 
and 1960, and it is also imbued with oral elements 
and encounters with subaltern figures. His 
encounter with Miguel Quishpe, an indigenous 
mule driver, is very different from the first one. 
Quishpe claimed to have scaled Mount Cotopaxi 
(5,897 m). Somewhat laconically, Sandoval did 
not hesitate to put this down as a mere rumour. 
The questions here become more about legit-
imation and subalternity. Both Martínez and 
Sandoval operated under a hacienda logic, where 
porters, mule drivers, or guides could be hired in 
a hacienda. These relationships were character-
ised by an apparent master-servant relationship. 
Nicolás Martínez practised mountaineering as 
a positivist scientist; Sandoval’s work is much 
more influenced by pervasive mestizaje narra-
tives, which asserted the dominance of a particu-
lar socio-ethnic group, the blanco-mestizo elites6. 

These two encounters illustrate how a new 
and modern practice, Ecuadorean andinismo, has 
since its foundation been permeated with inter-
actions between indigenous subjects and mestizo 
elites and is characterised by an oral component. 
Here, I consider subalternity as elaborated by 
Antonio Gramsci and Gayatri Spivak7. The subal-
tern, as a historic concept, stands in contrast 

3217-SportsModernes_INT-HDIMP.indd   1403217-SportsModernes_INT-HDIMP.indd   140 27.02.23   13:5127.02.23   13:51



Jeroen Derkinderen Lombeida  •  Modernities, subalternity, and orality in Ecuadorian mountaineering history (ca. 1900-1960)� 141

and economic importance. During colonisation, 
the Andes around Quito were feared because of 
their unpredictable volcanic activity. Hieleros, 
icemen, climbed steep slopes to cut glacial ice to 
provide the major cities of the Sierra and coast 
with this important preservative, a practice that 
still exists today17. Throughout the country trade 
could be hazardous, as the journey from the coast 
to the Sierra was complicated and the many high 
mountain passes were difficulties in themselves 
for traders and mule drivers alike. During the 
19th century, an incipient modern form of look-
ing at these mountainous spaces initially had 
a scientific impetus and relied heavily on local 
knowledge and labour18. The many generations 
of indigenous porters are seldom mentioned, 
and if they are it is very often as a group, peones, 
referring to their position within the hacienda 
and late 19th-century Ecuador19. 

Nineteenth-century mountaineering in 
the Ecuadorean Andes had been practised 
by foreign travellers and scientists such as 
Alexander von Humboldt, Jiménez de laEspada, 
and Edward Whymper20. This new activity relied 
on a series of conditions but moving through 
and up mountains required a specific vocab-
ulary. Edward Whymper, for instance, refers 
to this activity as «mountain-travel», «mountain-
eering», or even the «art of mountaineering». For 
steeper sections, he used the word «climbing»21. 
A few decades later, between 1904 and 1911, 
Nicolás G. Martínez, who was from a criollo family, 
used the term «alpinismo» several times in his texts 
to refer to this activity22. He most probably used 
this term because of his many encounters with 
foreign travellers and amateur climbers, such 
as Doctor Pierre Reimburg, member of the Club 
Alpin Français, or Paul Suzor, commercial attaché 
at the French embassy in Quito at the time23. A 
francophone influence seems thus to have been 
important. Nonetheless, Martínez introduced 
andinismo in a 1904 text about a climb up the 
Antisana volcano (5,758 m)24, where he invited 
young people to follow his footsteps in the sport of 

Ecuadorean Andes. As sources on indigenous 
subjects in Ecuadorean Andean mountaineer-
ing in early 20th-century history are relatively 
scarce, contemporary historiography has rarely 
addressed this absence11. The mountaineers 
themselves, who tended to reproduce these 
chronologies of foreign and national scientists, 
wrote most of the accounts. Although this short 
essay does not try to fill this particular gap, it 
tries to understand the complexities within the 
construction of modern Ecuadorean andinismo. 
This particular issue, where an ethnic element 
is prevalent, has been studied in Himalayan 
mountaineering by Sherry B. Ortner, where 
she addressed the inequalities between Sherpa 
porters and western expeditions12.

Lastly, mountaineering has been studied as 
a distinctly modern activity, and this discussion 
has been very fruitful13. An important distinc-
tion needs to be made between modernization 
and modernity. By modernisation, I understand 
an accelerated series of conceptual and material 
changes, of which the arrival of new ideas and 
practices such as mountaineering was a part. 
Modernity is in this sense the result of multi-
ple encounters and changing cultural forms 
were the ensuing consequences14. Andinismo is 
certainly a product of a 19th-century European 
modernity, but, again, how Andean was andin-
ismo? Why did some of the elements that we can 
find in Martínez’ texts become blurred or even 
erased by the middle of the 20th century? Why 
was orality so important for the construction 
of this activity? What place did these subaltern 
subjects have within this activity?

1. Andinismo, an Andean practice?
The relationships between the mountain 

range that is now known as the Andes and its 
inhabitants are ancient and complex15. Before 
the Spanish invasion, the Andes mountains 
were part of a spiritual world, places of devotion, 
or even part of a cosmovision16. Mountainous 
spaces were inhabited and had social, political, 
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in Ecuador. There was also an important indig-
enous population, especially in the countryside. 
The contrast between the wealthy literate elite, 
and the rural mostly illiterate indigenous popu-
lation, characterised post-colonial and republican 
Ecuador. Martínez himself was a man of many 
trades: a scientist, a public servant, and at one 
point even a politician. He was concerned with 
meteorology, geography, botany, geology, and 
volcanology. He was a liberal thinker, a strong 
believer in progress and in the Ecuadorian 
Republic. His texts perhaps read more like travel 
diaries but were focused on scientific research as 
much as on mountaineering.

Whilst imagining andinismo as an intersection 
of science, sport, and health, he constructed a 
distinctly Andean type of modern mountain-
eering. Also, by envisioning a community, andi-
nismo was part of a search for identity. Martínez 
thought of andinismo in an encompassing way; for 
instance, he suggested using the term Andenstick, 
as opposed to Alpenstick (sic)31, which was a piece of 
equipment used by mountaineers on glaciers and 
was a precursor of the contemporary T-shaped 
piolet or ice axe. The Andenstick was quickly 
replaced by the piolet, which became the symbol 
of this new activity32. By the 1930s, andinismo was 
in common use throughout the entire mountain 
range, it was symbolic of the place where it was 
practised and of the growing Andean mountain-
eering communities, who were in search of their 
own (national) identities33. Andinismo was shaped, 
imagined, and constructed through a word; it 
is important to note that it was also composed 
of territories, places and spaces, landscapes, 
legends, and people.

Nicolás Martínez did not climb Ecuador’s 
major summits alone. He was accompanied by 
his brothers, female pioneers, friends, colleagues, 
students, mule drivers, and indigenous compan-
ions34. Martínez made a clear distinction between 
the peones (who were often anonymised) and his 
indigenous climbing partners. Most famously, 
during his climb up Chimborazo (ca. 6,265 m) 

andinismo because «it is the most brilliant of all [sports]; 
since it gives us the possibility to admire and study Nature, 
and at the same time it fortifies our organism». 

He added that he hoped to see a community 
of «sportmen» in alpine matters25. In Martínez’ 
time there was no mountaineering community, 
something that had changed by the middle of 
the 20th century. This gesture, of naming this 
activity, was preceded by an abyss, a void where, 
without a specific designation, andinismo could 
not exist. Naming this activity symbolised a 
poetic, and very symbolic, invention26. Although 
seldom mentioned in Andean mountaineering 
literature, this could be considered a founda-
tional or a baptismal gesture27. Martínez opened 
up new forms of seeing, practising, and giving 

meaning to the concept of andinismo. In short, 
he imagined ways of practising mountaineering 
in the Andes. Martínez elaborated in his texts 
on the construction of a modern Andean activ-
ity and a nascent Ecuadorean mountaineering 
historiography28. 

Nicolás Martínez Holguín is still considered 
the national mountaineering pioneer – although 
he was not the first Ecuadorean to reach a snow-
capped summit29. Martínez came from an aris-
tocratic family from Ambato, in the highlands 
south of the capital city Quito, and grew up in 
La Liria, an important hacienda at the time. Many 
of Nicolás Martínez’ brothers were also active in 
politics, science, literature, the arts, and practised 
some mountaineering30. In around 1900 Ambato 
was an industrial city, and the 4th most populous 

This gesture, of naming this 
activity, was preceded by an 

abyss, a void where, without a 
specific designation, andinismo 
could not exist. Naming this 
activity symbolised a poetic, 

and very symbolic, invention.
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«I do not believe this age is exaggerated, since 
Guaigua remembers the visit of Baron von Humboldt 
to the Hato of the Antizana, at the beginning of the 
19th century, and […], the visit of Marcos Jiménez de la 
Espada in 1860, but remembering this last visit he was 
already a mature and old man.»39 

Lorenzo Guaigua is not the only subaltern 
figure Martínez’ relied on. The same expedi-
tion was carried out with many local guides. 
Calixto  Ortiz, who remembered Edward 
Whymper, Abraham Mosquera «semi-civilised 
and jovial», «and three Indians»40, but Martínez 
paid special attention to Guaigua because of his 
memory of those scientists41. 

More than a simple anecdote that could depict 
Martínez as a trusting mountaineer, it leads to 
questions on memory and remembrance. We can 
explore how Martínez perceived Guaigua, and 
how Martínez assessed Guaigua’s testimony. This 
story illustrates Martínez’ subjective apprecia-
tion of this particular oral avowal. But, first of 
all, why did Guaigua claim to have remembered 
Humboldt and Jiménez de la Espada? And why 
did Martínez value this testimony so highly? 
What does this encounter illustrate about the 
relationships between elite people and their 
subaltern subjects?

For now, we do not know much about 
Lorenzo  Guaigua, apart from this short 
portrayal by Nicolás Martínez. From these 
descriptions, we can deduce that Guaigua was 
well respected, and that he could count on a 
certain status and authority as the protector 
of Antisana, even from an upper-class criollo 
male such as Nicolás Martínez. Through this 
position, Guaigua was able to produce legiti-
mising discourses. At that time, it was possi-
ble for subaltern forms of knowledge to prevail 
and to rise to the surface through the validating 
discourses of Martínez. We can speculate about 
Guaigua’s age, but I believe Guaigua constructed 
his recollections of the European voyageurs in 
different ways. A key element is Guaigua’s role as 
Urcu-Cama; he could have been a central figure in 

in 1911, the indigenous Miguel Tul had a lead-
ing role. Martínez described Tul as a very calm 
man, even under the most strenuous of circum-
stances, and with an enormous resistance to 
fatigue. Martínez observed that Tul was just as 
comfortable high up a mountain as in his own 
house35. Martínez scaled several peaks with 
him and recognised his part in their success on 
Chimborazo. Most revealing of Tul’s agency is 
when he broke trail in deep snow and summited 
Chimborazo before Martínez, which made Tul the 
third Ecuadorean to reach the summit. Although 
briefly, their relationship of master and servant 
had changed. Through that performative act, Tul 
not only displayed his physical strength, he also 
briefly resisted serving his superior. Afterwards, 
their relationship was re-confirmed through 
several gestures, such as when Martínez asked Tul 
to leave «one of the four pairs of trousers he was wear-
ing»36 and when Tul warmed Martínez’ feet during 
the climb. In later accounts from the 1950s, Tul 
was merely mentioned as Martínez’ companion37. 
An andinista in those texts was never indigenous, 
and certainly not a mule driver or a hielero.

2. Encounters: orality and subalternity

2.1 Remembrance and the sciences
In Martínez’ account on his climb up 

Antisana, he narrated his encounter with «the 
famous Indian» Lorenzo Guaigua, the «traditional 
Urcu-Cama of Antisana», as Urcu-Cama Guaigua 
was the protector or guardian of that mountain. 
His age at that point, in November 1904, was esti-
mated to be 120 years, «...unlike his advanced age, 
he is strong and traverses the highlands with the same 
agility and resistance as a youngster; he is small-bodied, 
broad-shouldered, fat and well muscled; he has a full 
dentition […] his hair is mostly black and he wears a 
woollen hat like Santo Tomás Aquino.»38 

In a note, Martínez mentioned that 15 years 
after this climb he had heard that Guaigua was 
still alive, concluding that he must have been 
135 years of age. 
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with this space, but he also found a way through 
Guaigua’s memory. Through this embodied 
experience, by following Jiménez de la Espada 
and Whymper’ exact tracks, he connected with 
the past. In this particular case, the history of 
a scientific past and historical space was repre-
sented in the route that Guaigua chose and 
became intertwined with his testimony and 
Martínez’ appreciation of it. 

Martínez mainly focused on his own expe-
riences of his expeditions, but this leads to a 
new problem: how was Guaigua’s oral testi-
mony translated into Martínez’ report in 
written language? Throughout the text, there 
seems to be a tension where Martínez was 
confronted with these testimonies, whereby he 
resorted to interpretations which were selec-
tive, mediated, and incomplete44. Martínez 
paraphrased Guaigua’s words, and only once 
did he cite Guaigua literally, when he remem-
bered Jiménez de la Espada’s suffering during 
the summit attempt on Antisana: he was «slaving 
on the summit like a vulture»45. Jiménez de la Espada 
did not claim to have summited Antisana, but 
Whymper did. Due to the rather vulgar nature of 
this expression, a translation into conventional 
language was rather complicated, so he decided 
to quote Guaigua’s expression literally. 

The importance Martínez accorded to these 
accounts is a permeation of an indigenous herit-
age in scientific and mountaineering literature. 
In sum, Martínez was part of a republican 
modernity, where knowledge was constructed 
through norms in universities and intellectual 
circles by literate elites, although this modernity 
still included space for oral traditions. Martínez’ 
positivist attitude may have made this possible, 
or his local Andean contexts were an appro-
priate ground for these types of permeations. 
Andinismo had an important oral component, 
despite late 19th-century and early 20th-century 
literary modernity.

his community. His father and grandfather may 
have had the same position, and it might have 
been included in Humboldt’s expedition, or have 
been heard of. Guaigua could have picked up 
these stories from his family and/or community. 
This oral testimony could illustrate how Guaigua 
assimilated parts of the stories told within his 
community as his own, while Guaigua embodied 
in that sense the histories of his ancestors. An 
alternative explanation could be that, as Urcu-
Cama, Guaigua was also a protector of a certain 
place and space42, whereby he embodied this 
territory and its history. Therefore, something 
in the present may have triggered Guaigua to 
adopt a narrative that he had some memory of 
figures from the past such as Humboldt. One of 
the visitors, such as Martínez, might have asked 
him questions about his recollections of those 
European travellers. Accordingly, as an Urcu-
Cama, Guaigua was an intermediary between 
the past and present of that mountain, forming 
through his narratives and memories a space 
where the past and present were one. 

As a man of science, Nicolás Martínez was 
a convinced positivist and very rigorous in his 
reporting and measurements. Mountains could 
be drawn on maps, heights could be measured, 
photographic evidence was key to documenting 
new findings, and geological layers could be 
studied with precision. This attitude might help 
to understand a part of why he seemed to believe 
Guaigua’s age and the ensuing implications with 
such ease. Guaigua’s account was for Martínez 
as precise as a thermometer measurement. In 
that sense, it responded to a 19th-century type 
of reporting, accounts needed to be as accurate 
as possible43. Also, the sense of the possibility of 
connectedness, or Martínez’ wish for it, with this 
glorious scientific past seems to have fascinated 
him. Guaigua even claimed they had followed 
the exact same route as Jiménez de la Espada and 
Whymper, thus putting himself in a legitimis-
ing position. Martínez connected as a scientist 
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During the Cotopaxi expedition, Sandoval 
mentioned his encounter with a local indigenous 
porter, Miguel Quishpe. It was rumoured that 
Quishpe ascended Cotopaxi «de pinganillo»49. This 
expression indicates his lack of equipment, as he 
was only wearing one pair of trousers; according 
to Sandoval, Quishpe was too underequipped to 
have made such an attempt. Sandoval did not 
grant any importance to this testimony later on. 
This brief passage, again, leads to an important 
discussion. Sandoval clearly understated the 
possibility of Quishpe’s climb, or the validity 
of his account, but what had changed since the 
early 1900s? Quishpe might not have enjoyed 
the same status as an Urcu-Cama like Guaigua, 
but this encounter is revealing of the changes 
in the perception of an indigenous figure and 
his testimony in Sandoval’s society. As there 
were half a dozen expeditions to Cotopaxi in 
the 1930s50, it is plausible that Quishpe accom-
panied one of those parties. As the sources of the 
time are relatively scarce, we can only speculate. 
If Sandoval had any more interest in Quishpe’s 
climb, he does not say so in his book. By treat-
ing it as a rumour and not a valid testimony, 
his interpretation was confined by the society 
he lived in and had thus no «truth effect»51. In 
that sense, the social distance between Sandoval 
and Quishpe seems to have been enormous, 
but this rumour appears to have been a form 
of negotiation between Quishpe and the existing 
power structures. Quishpe’s claim could even be 
considered a subversive act, as he claimed to be 
a peer of the andinistas52.

During the 1950s and most of the 1960s, 
Nuevos Horizontes was the most important 
mountaineering club in Quito, it preached 
the legitimate ways of practising this activity 
and regulated access to Quito’s mountaineer-
ing circles. A very small but distinct commu-
nity had formed in the 1940s, this also meant a 
signficant increase in ascents and expeditions, 
and an acceleration in the succession of notable 

2.2 The legitimation of andinismo
If Nicolás Martínez and his brothers were 

national pioneers in Ecuadorean mountaineer-
ing, the same could be said about Ambato, the 
city of their birth. Martínez himself mentioned 
two mountaineering clubs from Ambato: Club 
Ecuador and Club Andino – again, a sign of the 
reappropriation of the mountainous spaces 
in the Ecuadorean Andes46. After his death 
in 1933, only one club appeared to remain in 
Ambato, Club Nicolás Martínez. Throughout the 
Americas, large numbers of scouting and excur-
sionista movements appeared between the 1920s 
and 1940s47. From these traditions, a group of 
friends founded the Agrupación Excursionista 
Nuevos Horizontes in Quito in 1944; one of the 
founders was José Sandoval Piedra (1917-1997). 
Nuevos Horizontes was an upper-class club, a 
distinct social marker, and a sportive sociability 
that was part of Quito’s social fabric48. Many of 
its first-generation members were concerned 
with the sciences; they visited sites of histori-
cal and geographical interest. The exploration 
of the Patria, the mother country, remained of 
central importance in the 1940s and 1950s. By 
the early 1950s, Nuevos Horizontes was grad-
ually becoming an amateur andinismo move-
ment. Ecuadorean andinismo became structured 
through clubs such as Nuevos Horizontes, also 
becoming more and more institutionalised. 

Following the tradition of great scientists such 
as Humboldt, Jiménez de la Espada, Whymper, 
and Nicolás Martínez, Sandoval wrote a book 
in 1951, En pos de Nuevos Horizontes, which reads 
like a traveller’s journal but included a large 
amount of scientific data. Like Martínez, he 
measured temperature, altitude, atmospheric 
pressure, and distance, and added a descrip-
tion of the minerals that could be found on 
Ecuadorean territory. He included accounts of 
two climbs, up Cotopaxi and Chimborazo, and 
an expedition to the Quilotoa crater lake. 
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populations were restricted to marginalised 
spaces at the edges of society57. In part, this 
reaffirmed a series of exclusion processes that 
were reproduced within the Ecuadorean Andean 
mountaineering community that were echoes 
of Ecuadorean society at large.

Sandoval also included a strong patriotic 
narrative. His generation took flags to the summits 
and they sang the national anthem. Observing 
landscapes made them «feel more Ecuadorean»58. 
His language was heavily gendered and even 
militaristic, perhaps unsurprisingly, as the defeat 
against Peru in 1941 was still a lingering wound 
and Ecuador had experienced a significant social 
upheaval in 194459. Although the Ecuadorian 
nation was built throughout the 19th century, 
Sandoval seems to legitimise mountaineering 
as a socially relevant activity by persuading the 
reader of the importance of this particular form 
of patriotic mountaineering. In weaving these 
narratives together, Sandoval also put together 
the ideal climbing body comprising white male 
upper-middle-class urban subjects. The mestizaje 
narrative employed at some points by Sandoval, 
where pre-Incan indigenous peoples could some-
times be glorious precursors of modern Ecuador, 
but their descendants, such as Quishpe, were 
seldom included in these patriotic discourses. 
This is revealing of the reproduction of a polit-
ical agenda, where indigenous subjects needed 
to adapt to the blanco-mestizo society, and not 
the other way around60. At that point in time, 
Quishpe was indigenous and had no equipment, 
and for Sandoval it was inconceivable that he had 
climbed Cotopaxi. 

Throughout his book, Sandoval had one hero 
in mind, Nicolás Martínez. He contrasted his 
narrative of foreign scientists and mountain-
eers (Humboldt, Whymper) with a national 
one (Martínez, and Nuevos Horizontes), and 
he positioned his climbing club (and himself) 
as the legitimate heirs of this grand scientific 
and mountaineering tradition. One of the most 

events within the mountaineering community. 
If Sandoval did not consider Quishpe’s claim, it 
is because Sandoval was part of a small group 
that practised this activity that did not acknowl-
edge outside participation. Who climbed what 
and which stories were told, was decided within 
Nuevos Horizontes. This case seems to illustrate 
how legitimation worked within andinismo circles: 
accounts needed to be published and reports 
archived. In that sense, outsiders or subaltern 
indigenous figures such as Quishpe were at best 
represented briefly, but in most cases ignored.

Sandoval’s attitude also exemplifies a 
different relationship with oral testimonies. If 
his role model, Nicolás Martínez, had indeed 
listened carefully to Guaigua, Sandoval did 
not listen to Quishpe. Written narrations from 
George  Mallory or Francis  Younghusband 
contained for him more value and truth, and 
oral testimonies became mere rumours53. As 
Sandoval encountered this particular testimony, 
he did not complete the effort of translating 
it into a passage in his book. Contradictorily 
enough, he digressed in great detail about his 
encounter with Johnny Lovewisdom, an ascetic 
who lived in the Quilotoa crater lake54. Orality 
was by that time limited by the legitimation of an 
upper-class author in a written account, which 
was embedded in socio-political structures and 
reproduced narratives where indigenous popu-
lations did not play an important role.

The middle of the 20th century was a time 
when Ecuadorean literary fiction writers held 
in high esteem the written accounts of indig-
enous voices in indigenista literature. Orality 
was translated on paper and produced heavily 
essentialised and folkloric narratives of indig-
enous men and women55. In other accounts, 
Sandoval limited the presence of indigenous 
populations to «their well-known misery and without 
a solution»56, confining their condition to other-
ness and barbarism, reproducing the concep-
tions of the local indigenismo where indigenous 
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Conclusion
A s a foundational act, by naming a 

modern form of mountaineering andinismo, 
Nicolás Martínez not only translated an existing 
concept, he also imagined what scope this new 
practice, and its historiography, could reach. It 
was not only scientific, it could also be sportive, 
and there were health benefits attributed to this 
practice. He hoped to see a growing community 
of mountaineers over the years. In his texts, he 
elaborated on his experiences, encounters, and 
observations in the high Andes of Ecuador. These 
encounters were first and foremost very reveal-
ing for the social construction of this activity, 
but they also reflected and reproduced values of 
the more ample early 19th and early 20th-century 
Ecuadorean society.

In these two case studies I hope to have 
illustrated how different forms of modernity 
affected social life and relationships in the 
construction of a local form of andinismo. Where 
Nicolás Martínez gave great importance to the 
oral testimony of Lorenzo Guaigua, Sandoval 
was more reluctant to believe Miguel Quishpe. 
Guiagua’s testimony was carefully handled as 
he symbolised a bridge between past and pres-
ent, and embodied a territory. By the middle of 
the 20th century, andinismo had become more 
patriotic, and in Quito an incipient community 
was being formed. Because of this process of 
institutionalisation, the activity had become 
increasingly restrictive. In light of this, the testi-
mony of Quishpe became a mere rumour, as he 
was delegitimised by the author. Orality in both 
texts by Martínez and Sandoval expressed ways 
to understand thoughts, feelings, and values that 
sometimes fell between the cracks of historio-
graphical narratives and the limits of written 
language. They are also both clear examples of 
different forms of orality: one with authority 
and another without63. These oral testimonies 
were ultimately legitimised or de-legitimised 
by the two authors.

important ways in which Martínez was remem-
bered in Quito’s mountaineering community 
was through Sandoval’s work and in subsequent 
publications such as mountaineering maga-
zines61. These narratives also gave a secondary 
position to subaltern figures such as Miguel Tul 
and made them fall between the cracks of a histo-
riography under construction. 

Equally important was the struggle to name 
places, especially mountain peaks. As a re-ap-
propriation, Sandoval named the peak of Iliniza 
Sur (5,263 m) Nicolás G. Martínez, as he claimed 
that the previous climbers, all foreigners, had 
not claimed their right to baptize the summit. 
There was no question of asking if the summits 
already had a native name or not. As a moun-
taineering community was under formation in 
the 1950s and 1960s, these name suggestions 
often did not travel beyond the sphere of the 
mountaineering clubs. Also, any discussions 
were only held within a small urban mountain-
eering community that had legitimised itself.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Nuevos 
Horizontes remained the dominant climb-
ing club in Quito, and to access it an appli-
cant needed to be backed by two established 
members. The candidate then had two months 
to «prove his value»62. By the late 1960s, climbing 
clubs had appeared everywhere in the city, as 
access to Nuevos Horizontes was so restrictive. 
Some of those clubs embraced spiritual values, 
while others were slightly more working-class 
oriented. This was closely related to the insti-
tutionalisation of Ecuadorean mountaineer-
ing, where access to this activity was decided by 
mountaineering clubs. As much as Sandoval was 
a product of a more literate society, his focus on 
written records and social distance from indig-
enous populations, he seemed to be a part of a 
new type of modernity. If Martinez and Sandoval 
had different attitudes towards orality and oral 
history, modernity played a major role in those 
transformations. 
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ers and national heroes. Within this construc-
tion, oral testimonies had partially lost their 
importance. Subaltern figures were even further 
relegated to the margins through mestizaje-nar-
ratives by the blanco-mestizo urban upper social 
classes. Was andinismo Andean? This topic 
certainly needs more discussion. Subalternity 
and orality are only two components of how one 
Andean activity was formed, so further research 
on territory, landscapes, symbols, myths, and 
legends is mandatory to understand the scope 
of andinismo in the Andes.

In the first few decades of the 20th century, 
subaltern indigenous figures such as Miguel Tul 
played key roles in the development of this 
activity. The texts of Nicolás Martínez and 
José Sandoval are vital to understanding the 
construction of this Andean historical subject64. 
This could be through their labour, acts, testi-
monies, or historical remembrance of particular 
places. Only a few decades later, the narratives 
about these figures had faded, and the histo-
riography of Ecuadorean mountaineering had 
become more of a chronology of foreign explor-
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Résumé: L’alpinisme a été étudié comme une activité faisant partie de différentes 
vagues de modernité. Dans les Andes équatoriennes, le pionnier Nicolás Martínez a 
qualifié cette activité comme andinismo en 1904. Mais à quel point l’andinismo était-il 
andin? Ce sport a été caractérisé par une évolution des valeurs et des pratiques, et est 
devenu progressivement une activité de loisirs pour une classe sociale lettrée. Dans les 
Andes, la pratique avait initialement une importante composante orale. La façon dont 
les histoires ont été racontées, peut ouvrir des discussions sur la représentation du 
sujet subalterne, la subjectivité des expériences et la mémoire personnelle et collective. 
L’oralité que l’on retrouve dans l’histoire de l’andinisme équatorien avait de nombreuses 
formes, et je propose mon interprétation d’écouter deux histoires particulières de la 
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