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below freezing, which both Humboldt and Bonpland, “from our long
residence in the tropics,” found “quite benumbing.” The altitude where
they stood was 19,286 feet, higher than anyone had ever been before, even
in a balloon.

They had attained the top of the world, they thought. For Humboldt it
was a supreme, indescribable moment. Nearly thirty years later, in 1828,
when the surpassing magnitude of the Himalayas, long a subject of much
conjecture, was verified by the first reliable instrument surveys, Humboldt
was noticeably stunned. To a friend he wrote, “All my life I prided myself
on the fact that of all mortals I had reached the highest point on Earth.”

Chimborazo itself would not be climbed for another seventy-eight years.
In 1880, Edward Whymper, the British mountaineer and artist, the first
man to climb the Matterhorn (in 1865), would reach the top of Chim-
borazo, following what he figured to be Humboldt’s route. That Humboldt
had come as far as he did, Whymper found extraordinary. Darwin, after a
brief hike in the Chilean Andes, at an elevation of about 13,000 feet,
would write that it was “incomprehensible” to him how Humboldt had
done it.

Humboldt and the others in his party descended from Chimborazo in a
great hurry—the first 3,600 feet in all of an hour, according to Humboldt,
a claim Edward Whymper would declare preposterous. And like our own
men on the moon, they busily gathered up all the rocks they could carry.
“We foresaw that in Europe,” Humboldt said, “we should frequently be
asked for a fragment from Chimborazo.” Whether he had such a memento
with him when he arrived at the White House is not known.

From Chimborazo the party pushed farther south, into the valley of the
upper Amazon. Then they were climbing again into the rarefied air of
the Andes, traveling now, on occasion, along the “wonderful remains of the
Inca Roads” and taking, as it happens, about the same route as the present-
day Pan-American Highway. The Inca Road and the thought of the effort
and ingenuity it represented left the two Europeans feeling strangely hum-
bled. Nothing built by the Romans had ever struck Humboldt as so impos-
ing, and at one point, according to his calculations, this road was at an
elevation of thirteen thousand feet. At Paramo and Cajamarca they exam-
ined Inca ruins. No ignorant savages were these, he concluded.

He was immensely taken, too, by the giant condors that circled over-
head, high above all the summits of the Andes. How was it possible—
physiologically—he wondered, for a creature to fly in circles for hours in

air so thin, then descend all at once to the level of the sea, “thus passing
through all gradations of climate.”
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“If you enjoy good stories well tald about interesting people and places,
you should read this book. You will learn something about history—
and also about good historical writing.”—Cleveland Plain Dealer




