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IN THE ECUADOREAN ANDES, A REmOTE VALLEY LIES TESTAmENT TO THE 
EFFORTS OF mAN TO TAmE HIS SURROUNDINGS. THE BATTLE GOES ON … 

GUARDIANS OF THE      wILD   

marvels
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This tiny schoolhouse, dwarfed by the 
might of the Andes, offers visiting children 

information on Ecuador’s environment -  
while native condors circle overhead.

BY TED O’CALLAHAN   pHOTOS kIm HUBBARD
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Spanish territory. In 1565, the Jesu-
its established a sheep farm and wool 
mill 2,800 metres above sea level, but 
it was later transferred to the Zuleta 
family, who gave their name to the ha-
cienda and nearby village. The current 
sprawling Spanish-style buildings, with 
whitewashed walls and red-tiled roofs, 
were built in 1691.

One of Hacienda Zuleta’s early own-
ers, Leonidas Plaza, served two terms as 
president of Ecuador, from 1901 to 1905 
and again from 1912 to 1916. Plaza’s son, 
Galo Plaza Lasso, was president from 
1948 to 1952. His grandson, Fernando 
Polanco, is the current manager of Zu-
leta and is clearly proud of his family’s 
contributions to the country, including 

Built in the 17th century, Hacienda Zuleta (top, 
centre) is a combination of working farm and 
ecological haven. Ancient earth mounds or tolas 
(opposite, bottom) are a constant reminder of 
the Caranqui, a pre-Incan society that lived here 
and cared for the land, just as Zuleta’s owners 
do today.

Built around 750 years ago, the larg-
est tola measures nearly 100 square 
metres and is 10 metres tall. They were 
used as platforms for the houses of 
chiefs and nobility. The tolas represent 
extraordinary human effort as they 
were built without the aid of metal 
tools, according to archaeologist Dr 
Stephen Athens of the International 
Archaeological Research Institute in 
Honolulu in the US state of Hawaii. He 
explains that the people who built the 
tolas, the Caranqui, were a highly de-
veloped agricultural society. Around 
the mounds were raised fields or  
camellones, a type of wetlands reclama-
tion for crops. There, they grew maize, 
beans, quinoa and various Andean tu-
bers, including potatoes. The Caranqui 
also kept guinea pigs and llamas, and 
hunted deer in forests that held puma, 
mountain tapir and spectacled bears 
(Tremarctos ornatus). 

“The Caranqui were the apex of this 
[period of] history,” says Athens. “They 
fought off the Incan empire for years 
until finally falling in 1510.” Then, in a 
twist of fate, the Incas fell soon after, at 
the hands of the Spanish conquistadors 
in 1534. Caranqui culture, however, fad-
ed into history.

Home in tHe Hills
The Spanish crown granted huge tracts 
of land to those who helped expand 

few hours north of 
Ecuador’s capital 
Quito, lies Hacien-
da Zuleta. At first 
glance, it looks like 
any other working 

farm in the country. But 
closer inspection reveals 
the ancient remains of 
about 100 earth mounds. 
Called tolas, they are centu-
ries-old reminders of a  
culture that eked out a liv-
ing for over 4,000 years in 
this harsh but beautiful val-
ley high in the Andes.

A



being among the first to bring agrarian 
reform to Ecuador.

Today, as the sun sets behind the 
mountains, the only sound to be heard 
is the clatter of hooves on cobblestones 
as the horses are driven to their evening 
pasture across the expansive courtyard 
with its grand stone cross. It could still 
be the 17th century. “This is not a show. 
It is how we live,” says Polanco. This 
idyllic lifestyle, long hidden from all ex-
cept the country’s elite, has now opened 
its doors to tourists and visitors. But it’s 
a long way from being a package-tour 

destination. “I am not selling a bed. 
I am selling an experience,” Polanco  
emphasises. “It’s a very intimate en-
counter with the Ecuadorian Andes.” 

Last year, Zuleta hosted 3,350 guests, 
mostly from the United States and Eu-
rope. They came to ride the horses or 
unwind in the many gardens. Rooms 
are simple but elegant and beehive fire-
places warm them perfectly. Meals are 
family-style. Often, everything on the 
table comes from the hacienda itself: 
from the organic vegetables to the fish, 
milk and even the cheeses.

This isn’t just a scenic destination, 
points out Polanco; it’s also an ex-
periment in ecological preservation. 
The highlands above Zuleta include a 
4,000-hectare grassland preserve, pro-
tecting an ecosystem that is critical 
both as a wildlife habitat and as a source 
of fresh water. The land was donated 
by the hacienda as part of an unusual  
experiment in cultural and environ-
mental sustainability.

“Bringing tourists can ruin a commu-
nity, so we have had to be very careful,” 
Polanco notes. “Across Ecuador, people 

The alpaca, a South American Camelid species, was domesticated by the Incas thousands of years ago as 
a source of soft, fine and resistant fibre, a tradition which continues today. Agriculture is the big thing at 
Hacienda Zuleta, which has its own gardens that are used to grow flowers and organic vegetables (above, 
left). The farm is also known for its delicious home-style meals featuring fresh ingredients – like cheese 
(above, right) – that are produced on site. THIS ISN’T jUST A SCENIC DESTINATION. IT’S ALSO

AN ExpERImENT IN ECOLOGICAL pRESERVATION

are leaving their rural livelihoods for 
better-paying work in the cities.” But 
when visitors come to Zuleta to see the 
traditions of the Andes, the money they 
spend gives Zuleteños – many of whom 
are descendants of the Caranqui – an 
economic incentive to stay and keep 
their culture alive. 

animal Farm
As a result, Zuleta has been given the 
UNESCO-recognised Smart Voyager 
certification for its efforts to protect 
the area’s cultural and environmental 
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population. Another success for Zuleta’s 
environmental stewardship.

Zuleta’s ambitious efforts to bring 
economic development to Ecuador’s 
high valleys through tourism, conser-
vation, sustainable agriculture and  
respect for the living local culture make 
it a unique endeavour. “It feels like be-
ing in a novel by Isabel Allende,” says 
one visitor, Kerstin Lehmann of Frank-
furt, Germany. She remembers staying 
in a room that was once a president’s 
study. “You could still imagine a mem-
ber of the [president’s] family sitting at 

uniqueness. It remains a working haci-
enda and ranch, employing some 100 
people. The dairy produces 6,000 litres 
of milk daily, its cheese is sold through-
out the country, a trout farm produces 
26 tonnes of fish a year and vermicul-
ture composting generates 900 tonnes 
of fertiliser for sale and for the haci-
enda’s organic vegetable gardens. All 
of which gives the locals less reason to 
migrate to the cities.

Polanco hopes this approach will 
become a model for other haciendas. 
“In addition to preserving the pla-

teau grasslands, [we are] reforesting 
the slopes of the mountains and pro-
tecting travel corridors for wildlife,”  
he says. The efforts seem to be paying 
off. A pair of spectacled bears, mother 
and cub, are periodically spotted mov-
ing along the valley walls, chomping  
on bromeliads, a type of flowering 
plant. Polanco says the bears are thriv-
ing in Zuleta, although there are just an 
estimated 2,000 of them across the en-
tire country.

Above the same spot, nine massive 
and elegant-but-ugly Andean condors 

(Vultur gryphus) ride the thermals. 
The birds are attracted to a carcass put 
out by zoologist and condor expert Dr 
Friedman Koster, who is rehabilitating 
eight injured birds. When possible, the 
condors will be released back into the 
wild. For now though, they have a safe 
home in large aviaries. 

School groups visit the hacienda to 
learn about the birds and the role they 
play in the Andes’ ecosystems. Incred-
ibly, the condors around Zuleta could 
represent as much as 25 percent of Ec-
uador’s highly endangered wild condor 

the desk and looking into the garden,” 
Lehmann says. 

It is easy to sense the rich cultural 
heritage of the hacienda permeating 
throughout the whole property. The 
unique hospitality and personal atten-
tion lets visitors slide back through the 
centuries of history that are written 
onto the land. Just like the silent tolas, 
they will settle into the landscape and 
experience the primitive beauty of this 
special place, alongside nature and the 
animals that have been here for centu-
ries before man. n

To manager Fernando Polanco (opposite, bottom), the hacienda is not just a business – it is home. Guests 
are treated like family members and can join the staff to ride horses across the pasture lands (left) or 
hike into the hills to watch the Andean condor (above) in its habitat. 

pOLANCO HOpES THIS AppROACH wILL BECOmE
A mODEL FOR OTHER HACIENDAS  


