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SIGHTSEEING - Tucumán and its heritage

Quilmes

Just a few kilometres south of Cafayate you can read another chapter in the sorry story of the extermination of the Indian races in South America.  The silent stone ruins of the indigenous city of Quilmes, once one of the most important Indian settlements in the country, are all that are left of this fierce tribe of warriors that once pledged allegiance to the Emperor Huasi of the Incas and resisted the Spanish conquerors to the last.  The quilmes tribe worshipped the serpent, which represented the ray of lightning that precedes the rain; the toad whose song heralded storms and the ñandú, the south American ostrich which represented the rain clouds.  

Quilmes, a fort founded around 1000 A.D., repelled the efforts of the colonisers for many centuries but finally fell under the siege mounted by the troops of the Viceroy of the River Plate in 1667 which left the city bereft of food and trade.  Unable to communicate with other tribes or feed their children, the most influential women in the community decided that they would not surrender their freedom or that of their offspring in exchange for food and thus flung themselves and their babies off the top of the mountain.  A short and unequal struggle left some 2000 survivors who were taken prisoner and marched all the way to Buenos Aires, some 2000 kilometres to the south-east.  Those that survived the journey were allowed to settle in the community that bears their name to this day, Quilmes, a suburb of Buenos Aires, but they took the decision that their race could not live under Spanish rule.  They elected to have no children and thus died out.   Today, the ruins of the Quilmes fort which lie some 50 km from Tafí del Valle in the province of Tucumán, are held to be among the finest pre-Hispanic archaeological treasures in South America.  

Tafi del Valle

The most important tourism destination of the province of Tucumán, its name comes from the Diaguita Indian phrase Taktillakta, meaning “town with a splendid entrance”.  Indeed, any road into Tafi offers a magnificent view of the mountains, orchards, waterfalls and rivers surrounding the gentle hollow in which Tafi lies.  Not only known for its natural charms, Tafi is also the cradle of pre-Hispanic civilization, an enigmatic and apparently highly-developed people who erected a series of 114 menhirs over 2000 years ago, some almost 3 metres tall and others carved with symbols which are strongly reminiscent of the Easter island statues.  One particular monolith is carved in the likeness of a human face, very similar to those found around Lake Titicaca made by the Tihuanaco people who would have been contemporary and possibly related.  

In February, the National Cheese Festival is held to celebrate the famous cow milk cheese, pungent and salty, often flavoured with herbs and spices, made from fresh un pasteurized milk and entirely free of preservatives or colouring.  Originally a technique introduced by the Jesuits in the early 18th century, cheese-making in Tucumán has not changed over the centuries and is now highly valued.  The cheeses are kneaded by hand, placed into moulds, pressed and salted before being left to dry.  The flavour is quite unique, although some compare it to the French Cantal cheese, and is due as much to the drying process as to the micro flora present at 2000 metres and the particular cow pasture, possibly seasoned by wild aromatic herbs which only grow in this area.  


