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The Biggest Surprise of Our Peru Expedition

By George Potter

As a missionary in the Bolivia and Peru Missions, I had the opportunity to live on the Altiplano of Peru. I served in the city of Juliaca near Lake Titicaca, the giant lake that rests at an elevation of 12,500 feet above sea level. The blue waters of the lake stretch for 135 miles. The northern waters of the lake are found in Peru, but the southern end of the lake is in the territory of Bolivia. While serving in La Paz, Bolivia, I visited Lake Titicaca on three occasions. Unfortunately, I never had the opportunity to visit what I believe is a very important Book of Mormon archaeological site, the Isle of the Sun in the Bolivian waters of Lake Titicaca.
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During my June expedition to Peru and Bolivia, I saved the last day for visiting the Isle of the Sun. Why do I believe the sacred island of the Incas is an important Book of Mormon site? 

The Peruvians believe the first Incas were four fair-skinned brothers. They refer to them still as the first Viracochas, which some historians believe means “foam of the Sea.”
 This odd meaning was possibly derived from the fact that the four brothers arrived in the land from the sea, like the sea foam that is carried on waves to the shore. The four Inca brothers did not stay long at the Pacific shoreline. Instead, they migrated to an island in Lake Titicaca. 

The Book of Mormon does not disclose where Nephi led the family when they left the seashore and headed into the wilderness. However, Nephi hints that they had moved into the towering Andes Mountains, for on occasion he was “carried away upon exceedingly high mountains” (2 Nephi 4:25).

Eventually the Nephites settled in the land of Nephi, a large area where many cities existed and over which wars were fought and long missions served. The place where the Nephites finally settled does not appear to have been an island. However, Nephi’s brother, Jacob made an interesting insertion on the golden plates. He wrote that they had lived upon an “Isle of the Sea” (2 Nephi 10:20). I believe Jacob’s noting that they had at one time lived on an island is a possible parallel between the history recorded in the Book of Mormon and the oral traditions of Manco Capac, the first Inca King. Loren McIntyre (National Geographic Magazine) notes that “According to a legend still learned by  Andean school children, the first Inca, Manco Capac, wandered northward from [Lake] Titicaca to the Cuzco. Reaching Cuzco, Manco Capac [possibly Nephi] founded a dynasty whose armies and disciplined society would spawn one of the world’s great empires.”
 In other words, before settling in Cuzco, Manco Capac had lived at Lake Titicaca; and according to the legends of the Incas, Manco Capac and his people lived on an island. 

[image: image2.jpg]



The Incas thought of Lake Titicaca as a concha or “sea.” The giant body of water has an area of 3,200 square miles and is nearly 1,000 feet deep. Lake Titicaca has scores of islands, but one, the Island of the Sun, is very special. It was the original home of Manco Capac before he migrated to the north. Followed only by the central Inca temple in Cuzco, the Island of the Sun was the second-most sacred site of the Incas. University of California at Los Angeles archaeologist Charles Stanish writes of the Island of the Sun: 

Cobo also describes a large architectural complex that is today called the Chincana, and notes the presence of a small set of buildings now called Mama Ojlia {Manco Capac’s wife} and a set of natural marks on the bedrock which were believed to be the footsteps of mythical Inca, Manco Capac {Nephi}. On the other hand, some features that Cobo mentions, like a round altar stone in front of the rock, no longer exist….
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The far-side of the [Sacred] rock descends much of the distance down to the lake. Cobo calls this broad descending side, “the convex side of the stone“ and says it was covered in cumbi, a finely woven cloth. He stated that the plaza side of the rock was covered with sheets of gold and that an altar was located in the prominent concavity near its center.

[image: image5.jpg]


      

What I did not realize before visiting the island was the design of the Chincana. It is possible that the temple is one of the most sacred antiquity sites for believers in the Book of Mormon. Its exceptionally beautiful setting is matched only by its possible historical significance. First of all, it is believed to be the very place where Viracocha, the bearded white god of the Andes, created the universe and all things within it. Second, it was the first temple built by Manco Capac, possibly Nephi, and includes an altar of unhewn stones (Nephites practiced animal sacrifices, 1 Nephi 5:9). Third, the Chincana is where the Incas believe that the white god Viracocha descended a second time to earth to teach the people how to live together in prosperity, to heal the sick, and to raise the dead.
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The design of the Chincana suggests that it was an ancient temple of the truth faith. An Inca trail leads from the shore of Lake Titicaca up to the temple. Before reaching the altar, the patrons had to pass through three doors (or rooms) along the trail. After the third door, they came to the altar. Watching over the altar, a few feet to the east, is the west face of the sacred rock. The natural feature believed to be their Lord’s face, the Incas covered with sheets of pure gold. The shiny metal plates highlighted Viracocha’s crown, eyes, nose, mouth, and beard. The back or east side of the sacred rock covers an area covering approximately 150 feet by 60 feet. This side of the rock the Incas covered with fine cloth. 
Just north of the altar is a structure believed to have been built by Manco Capac. It is known as the temple of Viracocha. The temple contained the “fountain” of the Incas, a small spring that still flows from the temple down to the lake. Since the Mosaic law required animal sacrifices to be washed, a spring would have been an essential feature of an ancient temple. 
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Is there archaeological evidence that a person like Nephi lived on the Island of the Sun?”

We know that both Nephi, the first Nephite king, and Manco Capac, the first Inca king, were great teachers and were leaders who were loved by their people because of the principles and skills they taught them. The Island of the Sun is located on the southeast end of Lake Titicaca. Archaeologists have discovered that there was a marked change in the level of civilization in this area starting approximately 500 B.C., the period classified as early Tiwanaku IV.
 

If Nephi temporarily settled his colony on the Isle of the Sun, it would explain why the early Spanish chronicler Cieza de León reported the legend that bearded white men once lived on an island in Lake Titicaca.

Initially settling on an island probably made a great deal of sense to Nephi. The island is fertile, has springs of sweet water, and most important, it would have been a natural fortification against any native tribes trying to eliminate the newcomers. This first migration of the Nephites might have taken place within months, one growing season, from the time Lehi’s family reached the Promised Land. The family would still have been a small group of virtual strangers, not yet knowing the native languages yet still trying to bridge friendships and alliance with the indigenous peoples. It would have been a high-risk environment and, being surrounded by water on an island with steep cliffs, would have provided a refuge.

It could appear that if the Nephites lived on an “isle in the sea” (2 Nephi 10:20) in Lake Titicaca before they founded the city of Nephi (2 Nephi 5), then there is a conflict in chronological events in the Book of Mormon. However, a closer look at The Second Book of Nephi indicates that the book is composed of four parts. The first four chapters are Lehi’s prophesies and blessings. Chapter 5 is Nephi’s entire history of his kingship, from the time he separate from his brothers until forty years had passed away from the time they left Jerusalem (2 Nephi 5:34).  Chapters 6-24 are Jacob’s lectures on faith, including his insertion of the words of Isaiah and an historical note that they had lived at a prior time on an isle of the sea. Finally, Chapters 25-33 are Nephi’s parting message to his people. 

In other words, the only historical events Nephi recorded on the small plates were 1)  a short note that they arrived in the land of Promise, planted crops, and journeyed in the wilderness (1 Nephi 18:22-25); 2) That he was commanded to make plates on which he wrote that they had made “journeyings in the wilderness” (1 Nephi 19:1); and 3) his condensed forty-year history, which is found in Chapter 5. The detailed account of their multiple journeys (migrations) in the Promised land before settling in the land of Nephi must have been recorded by Nephi on his Large Plates, which were his secular history of his people. When Nephi gave the small plates to Jacob, he instructed him that he “should not touch, save it were lightly, concerning the history of this people, which are called the people of Nephi. For he said that the history of his people should be engraven upon his other plates. (Jacob 2-3). Even so, in the Second Book of Nephi Jacob appears to have inserted a small historical reminder to his family that they had once lived on an isle in the sea. Jacob was not giving a history lesson, rather he was emphasizing a spiritual point he was trying to convey. In the sermon, he recounts events that had previously happened to the family including the time they crossed the sea and the time, probably years before they settled in the city of Nephi, when they lived on an isle of the sea (2 Jacob 10:19-20). 
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