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INTRODUCTION

“I have something to attend to. Shall we go?”

Not long ago Henry 1 commented that he was going home, that he had 
“something to attend to” and, with a seemingly indifferent attitude added, “Shall 
we go?” The off-handedness with which he made the remark perked my attention. 
When I echoed his question about my going, he reaffirmed the invitation but 
offered no further explanation. I accepted, knowing that in good time I would 
understand what that “something” was all about.

Twenty-plus years of living cross-culturally among the Panao Quechua  
people of Peru have taught me that some subjects are not talked about  

 
 

 

1 Fictive names are used in this account to respect the identity of the participants.
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2 Over the past 27 years of living in Panao Quechua society my wife and I have entered into multiple 
social relationships: informally adopted as “son and daughter” in the Jorge Lino family, as godparents 
to newborns, to children at their first hair cuttings, at school graduations and at weddings—at several 
warmi ashiy, civil and religious weddings—which also establishes the comadre and compadre 
relationships with the parents of our godchildren, and as executor of Alfonso Jorge Jara’s will. As 
Alfonso’s executors we “step into his shoes” and not only implement his written requests, but his role 
in the household and extended family are, to various degrees, transferred to us.
3 The state provides land titles and Peru’s Servicio Nacional de Seguridad Agraria (SENASA) monitors 
the movement of large animals for sanitary purposes and to control rustling. In these cases a written 
document by the two parties is prepared, money is exchanged, and often an official third party 
signature and seal is required.

openly. 2 (see also Smith 2006 and Coombs 2011). These taboo issues, however, 
when observed, may reveal key components of the culture’s worldview. Traditional 
marriage-making is one of those occasions not publicly discussed, but establishing 
those relationships is essential to the perpetuation of society. 

As I soon found out, Henry’s brother Pete was getting married and I was 
invited to participate in the warmi ashiy, “taking of a wife,” (literally woman + to 
look for). Throughout the night’s marriage ritual I was amazed to see covenant-
making protocol unfold (see Horton 2006).

My interest in covenant-making and the language used stems from translating 
the New Testament into the Panao Quechua language. The Greek word diathekes is 
translated as “covenant” or “agreement” 
in some English Bibles, in Spanish 
it may be “pacto” or “alianza,” 
and in many Quechua versions, it 
is transliterated from Spanish as 
“cunträtu” or “tratu”.

The word “contract” is borrowed 
from Spanish by the Panao Quechuas 
and is used in the context of buying 
and selling property or large animals, 
exchanges typically involving cash and 
subject to intervention by Peruvian civil 
authorities. 3 A colleague contract may 
also be established between a property 
owner and a skilled builder who will be 
paid to oversee the construction of a 
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new house. These transactions reflect Western mercantile practices introduced into 
the Andean world. The Panao Quechua, however, do not need to borrow words 
from outside their ancestral lexicon since it has a rich variety of terms for making 
agreements: 

 1. ayni- the verb root used when agreeing to exchange the same type of labor.
 2. mincacu- is to exchange one type of help for another.
 3. maña- and manacu- are to ask for and borrow with the implicit promise to 

return the object or favor.
 4. challi- is to borrow, promising to return something of equal value.
 5. auni- is to promise or give one’s word.
 6. parlanacu- (borrowed) is to discuss and, normally, come to agreement.

In North American culture marriage may be referred to as a legal contract, 
Spanish commonly uses the phrase contraer matrimonio (to contract marriage), but 
the traditional Panao Quechua warmi ashiy does not utilize this term, even in the 
context of the rites sanctioned by the Peruvian state or the churches. Rather, the last 
two terms from the list above—to promise, and to discuss and come to agreement 
(auni- and parlanacu-)—are verbs of 
daily use. They are also the words used 
in the relationship-affirming events 
typified by Pete and Lizzy’s story.

As I witnessed the events of that 
special night and all that took place in 
the following month, I became aware 
that the rituals of a traditional marriage, 
transacted in the heart language of 
the Panao Quechua people, embody 
the fullness of the covenant-making 
process. The protocol of that process 
will be outlined in the following section 
and then illustrated in the narrative as 
Pete takes Lizzy for his wife.  
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4 The Quechuas, when they identify themselves, use the term “Quechua from Panao”, in reference to 
the capital city of the Province Pachitea, Region Huánuco. This distinguishes them from the many 
other Quechua cultures as well as the national mestizo culture. Common terms used for Quechuas 
from Panao are pañaco and panatahua and, occasionally by onomatopoetic word play on the name of 
the country of Panama, de panamá or panameño.
5 dyad, “A pair; two individuals (as husband and wife) maintaining a sociologically significant 
relationship” (see Merriam-Webster’s 11th Collegiate Dictionary).

COVENANT-MAKING

The Panao Quechua people are very much a group-oriented society; 
relationships are a core component of their culture. Identity is derived from 
relationships within the nuclear and extended family, through bonds of ritual 
kinship, by membership in a community, as well as belonging to the ethnic group 
that describes themselves as being “Quechuas from Panao.” 4 

A term from Bruce Malina (1993: 67) that we could use to describe the 
Quechua culture would be to say that it is dyadic. 5 Elaborating on what constitutes 
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6 Or, it might be argued, marriage perpetuates the established social groupings. Panao Quechua people 
can usually recall the names of their grandparents but not those of preceding generations and kinship 
is presumed if people share an ancestral paternal or maternal surname. I can claim kinship with all 
those whose surnames include: Jorge, Jara, Lino and Yalico due to my relationship with Alfonso and 
his wife Jeronima. Even with Quechuas I have not met before, their attitudes become inclusive when 
they discover that “we are related.”
7 American Bible Society. 1976. Today’s English Version.

the dyadic personality he writes, “Persons [of the first century Mediterranean 
world] always considered themselves in terms of the group(s) in which they 
experienced themselves as 
inextricably embedded.” Being 
embedded in a social group, 
however, is not a static state; 
dynamic social life necessitates 
establishing new groupings, 
the marriage-making covenant 
agreement is a case in point. 6

An ancient precedent for 
covenant-making—Eve formed 
from the rib of Adam—is attributed 
to God; in the Bible, Genesis 2:24 
reflects on the culmination of that 
first human relationship-making 
event this way, “That is why a man 
leaves his father and mother and 
is united with his wife, and they 
become one.” 7

It would be hard to trump the 
precedent of a covenant established on the sixth day of Creation! Archeological 
discoveries, however, reveal that covenant-making was part of life centuries before 
Israel coalesced as a social unit in Canaan (Kitchen 1989). Excavation of ancient 
sites of the Hittite Empire, 1450-1200 B.C., revealed a set of basic elements in 
the structuring of covenants; Viktor Korošec (1931) has been credited with their 
analysis. But, as George Mendenhall (1954) notes, “…covenants occur already in 
Old Sumerian texts of the third millennium B.C., and it would seem likely that 
covenants upheld by oath must go back many centuries if not millennia before.”

Another source of ancient covenant-making texts is the Bible. Hebrew berith, 
and diatheke, its most frequent equivalent in Greek, both carry the sense of treaty, 
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8 This author notes: “The English word ‘covenant’ comes from the Latin convenire, which means 
‘to come together or agree.’ ” The definition he offers is: “A covenant is a binding, unbreakable 
obligation between parties, based on unconditional love sealed by blood and sacred oath, that creates a 
relationship in which each party is bound by specific undertakings on each other’s behalf. The parties 
to the covenant place themselves under the penalty of divine retributions should they later attempt to 
avoid these undertakings. It is a relationship that can only be broken by death.”
9 Included, on pages 299-301, of Mendenhall 1954 is a table titled “Mendenhall’s Chart Comparing 
Covenant and Law” which summarizes the differences between two models for guiding social 
behavior.
10 Other characterizations of the suzerain-vassal relationship are: king or queen and colonies; emperor 
and client or tributary states; feudal knight and tenants. 
 Genesis 24:1-67, describing the arranged marriage of Isaac and Rebecca, shares many components 
of a traditional Panao Quechua warmi ashiy.

agreement, or promise, always in the context of a relationship (M. Smith 2002). 8 
Thus, in a nutshell, a covenant is, “A legal framework for expressing, establishing 
and defining a relationship” (Spriggs 2009?).

“Legal” is perhaps an infelicitous restriction in the context of relationship-
making if it only calls to mind formalized statutes and judicial codes which 
prescribe behavior and enforce compliance. Many societies around the world do not 
have formal rules of law, but they 
do have cultural norms of behavior 
handed down from generation to 
generation. John Walton (2006: 299), 
citing Mendenhall, describes this 
as “governance by value systems 
rather than social control.” 9 If 
then we allow the term “legal” to 
also refer to these unformalized 
customs and practices then the 
sense of prescription and sanction is 
preserved; the traditional Quechua 
warmi ashiy will testify to that. 

Covenant-making protocols 
manifest both asymmetrical or 
symmetrical relationships: suzerain-
vassal covenants demonstrate 
inequality as a superior party, 
variously identified as “lord”, “great king” or “father”, imposes conditions on 
the so-called inferior “son”; 10 parity covenants celebrate relationship established 
between “brothers” of equal status (Bradshaw 2010; Walper 2003).
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11 In cultures where “saving face” is paramount, a mediator will represent the initiator of a relationship 
to the other party so that the honor of both parties will be shielded from any negative responses. M. 
Smith (2002: 13) writes, “The representative is also known as the guarantor of the covenant, the one in 
and through whom the covenant is made and who is the guarantee that its terms and promises will be 
kept.”

Parity covenant protocol

The parity covenant protocols are characterized by an abbreviated formula:
 1. Proposal: one party proposes formalizing a relationship. 11

 2. Response: the proposal is accepted.
 3. Ratification: the agreement is ratified by oaths and celebrated with a shared 

meal.
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12 Couples who do not get family approval most often run away to the tropical lowlands to begin their 
life together farming isolated parcels of land or living in recently established communities where 
social rejection will be minimal. Other couples migrate to the anonymity of large cities. Some couples 
will eventually return to their home community once children make their relationship fait accompli.
13 Horton writes, “What is often present in these ancient treaties and missing in modern analogies 
is the fact that these were not merely legal contracts but involved the deepest affections. The great 
king was the father adopting the captives he had liberated from oppression. Consequently, he was not 
simply to be obeyed externally, but loved; not only feared, but revered; not only known as the legal 
lord of the realm, but acknowledged openly as the rightful sovereign.”

A parity covenant is described in this manner by one Internet blogger, “It might 
be thought of as you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. It is similar to the modern 
notion of contract in many ways” (James 2008). 

Marriage among the Panao Quechuas is an example of a parity covenant. It 
should not be interpreted, however, as establishing a relationship between two 
individuals—in this case between Lizzy and Pete. The secret relationship they 
have already established must be ratified by their families before the couple can 
openly take their place in society. 12 That is the purpose of the midnight gathering 
described below. Pete and Lizzy’s parents, as well as representatives of the 
extended family gather, as equals, to transact a marriage. However, elements 
characteristic of suzerain-vassal covenant-making protocol are also very much in 
evidence. Mendenhall, following Korošec, and with amplification by other authors, 
(see, for example, Rojas 2010) identifies the following elements:

Suzerain-vassal covenant protocol 

 1. Preamble: the author of a covenant is identified, including his titles, 
attributes, and genealogy, as well as the second party being brought into 
relationship. 

 2. Historical prologue: the position and rights of the author to make the 
covenant are justified. It also informs about the previous relationships 
between the two parties, extolling the past beneficent deeds of the suzerain 
on behalf of the vassal as well as the precarious position in which the vassal 
existed obligating him to enter into a covenant relationship. 

 3. Stipulations: the obligations and restrictions imposed upon and accepted 
by the vassal. This is not an imposition of rules to be superficially complied 
with. Rather, given the tenuous circumstances in which the vassal found 
himself, evokes in him a heartfelt trust and love for the monarch, leading the 
vassal to faithful compliance of the stipulations (Horton 2006: 25). 13
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14 In the Panao Quechua world—the Andes Mountains of east-central Peru—the Mountain lives; 
deity’s power and activity is a fact of daily life as it was in the ancient Near Eastern world. Walton 
(2006: Ch. 4) writes, “there is no dichotomy between sacred and secular… deity is on the inside, not 
the outside. All experience was religious experience, all law was spiritual in nature, all duties were 
duties to the gods, all events had deity as their cause.” And Malina (1993: 31) observes, “Now the 
proper attitude of respect and homage, along with the behavior you are expected to follow in relation 
to those who controlled and control your existence, is what religion is about in the first-century New 
Testament world.”
15 Horton, for example, lists the curses and blessings right after the stipulations clause.
16 A graphic description of the covenant blood ritual is found in Genesis 15:7-21.
The idea of becoming “blood brothers” by the mixing of two men’s blood is generally well understood. 
The Blood Covenant (www.hissheep.org/special/hebrew/the_blood_covenant) describes the bonding 
aspect of the ritual saying, “…people became blood brothers by cutting their wrists or palm of their 
hand, the blood of which ran into a cup and then it was mixed with wine and drunk, signifying they 
were blood brothers by covenant.” 
 Malcolm Smith (2002: 19) includes the consequences of breaking the covenant bond through the 
following, “I will keep this covenant even if my blood has to be shed in order to do so. If I break this 
covenant, may my blood be shed and my dismembered body be thrown to the scavengers.”

 4. Provision for deposit in the temple and periodic public reading: the 
temple, as locus of all power, both deity and his human representatives 
—who today live in their palaces—kept the population ever mindful of the 
covenant, and of the enforcers of it. 14

 5. List of gods as witnesses: those deities who will offer testimony to the 
establishment of the covenant as well as, in their wrath, witness against 
covenant-breakers. 

 6. Curses and blessings formula: these spell out the benefits to be gained 
through faithful adherence to the alliance as well as the retribution to be 
exacted if the agreed upon stipulations are not fulfilled. 15

 7. Formal oath-taking: the verbal assent by the vassal to the conditions of the 
covenant which may also be accompanied by a blood ritual. 16

 8. Ceremony: a celebration meal ratifies the covenant and the new relationship 
now defined as between “friends.” 

 9. Formula for initiating action against a rebellious vassal: curses are 
pronounced and the suzerain withdraws his protection of the vassal.

Many of these elements of suzerain-vassal covenant-making are evident 
in the following Panao Quechua warmi ashiy narrative. However, no master of 
ceremonies officiates according to a proscribed order of etiquette, no subaltern 



15Covenant - making

guides the protocol in strict adherence to precedence. In fact, at first it seems like 
the encounter between the two families was unexpected by Lizzy’s family. The 
account, however, demonstrates that the occasion has been carefully orchestrated; 
traditional Andean cultural protocols are being faithfully observed. Let’s watch the 
unfolding of these elements of marriage protocol as Pete takes Lizzy for his wife.  
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TAKING LIZZY FOR A WIFE

Preamble—history in-the-making

Henry and I met his mother, father, and two of his brothers late at night—about 
9:00 pm—in Panao, the capital of the Province of Pachitea, Huánuco, Peru. The 
city was already asleep but his family had just arrived from their home up a nearby 
valley. Vick, Teresa and their sons, Pete and Quinten, had come prepared for the 
night’s foray loaded down with blankets, a flour sack filled with bread, sugar, 
ground coffee and flashlights. 

With no one around to witness our departure—except a homeless man who had 
been sleeping under a park bench—we climbed into the aging 4x4 crew cab pickup 
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and made our way up the tortuous mountain road to the hamlet to which Lizzy’s 
family belongs.

The hamlets of Pulyaj and Tunapucu are high up the valley slope behind Panao. 
For years Vick and his brother Frank have owned parcels of land in this fertile and 
well-watered valley. Frank has made his home there while Vick and his family 
live in the nearby Tipsa valley. The distance between the two brothers’ homes is 
nothing for people who grow up only knowing paths that ascend and descend the 
mountain slopes—for an Andean condor the flight would be just four miles; in the 
pickup it is twelve long bumpy miles of twists and turns.

Pete, anxious to prove that he is a true peasant farmer, often walked the trails 
from Tipsa to Tunapucu to farm his father’s fields and to help his uncle. It was not 
long before Uncle Frank’s neighbor Abel took notice of Pete cultivating the nearby 
potato and corn crops; he looked like a hard-working young man, so on occasion 
Abel employed him to help in his fields too. 
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As Abel cultivated his fields close to 
home, he and his hired man Pete would 
return to the house for lunch. If work 
took them to parcels further away, his 
wife and daughter cooked lunch at home 
and then Lizzy would carry it out to 
the fields so that her dad and his hired 
man would not waste time nor weary 
themselves walking back and forth. In 
due course Pete began to look forward 
to the sun reaching its zenith, and Lizzy 
began honing her cooking skills. The 
attraction between them, however, was 
kept well disguised. No one would 
have imagined—at least until Lizzy’s 
pregnancy began to show—that the two 
young people had more than a casual 
acquaintance. 

Proposal anticipated; mediator; “brothers” meet

As Pete made brief trips back to his home in Tipsa he would comment to his 
father about his interest in Lizzy. His father, however, seemed to take little notice. 
Only after a year or so, as Pete demonstrated a growing and ongoing interest in 
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Lizzy, did he intervene on his son’s behalf. Vick hiked over the ridges to visit his 
brother Frank and to check on the crops that Pete was tending. Then, as though by 
accident, he would walk by Lizzy’s father’s fields at the end of the workday and 
offer a greeting in passing. One day as Abel sat down for a last afternoon break, 
Vick stopped by to introduce himself and chat about the crops. After all, since their 
fields were adjacent, they really should know each other as neighbors. 

After a few seemingly casual visits taking the measure of the father of the 
young lady his son was interested in, Vick suggested that he would like to come 
make a more formal visit to Abel and his wife. Only then did it begin to dawn on 
Abel that his neighbor’s proverbial mending of fences implied that the peon he 
had hired was intent on becoming his son-in-law. Maybe that peon was cultivating 
more than his potato or corn field! When that revelation dawned on Abel, he and 
Vick set the date for the midnight mission that we had just begun. 

Guarantor; authority asserted

Reaching a wide spot in the road we parked the pickup, shouldered the 
bundles we would take with us, left some of the blankets in the cab, and hiked 
down through the corn and potato fields to Uncle Frank’s house. Dogs from 
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homes scattered along the valley slope relayed our progress and warned us against 
trespassing into their territory. 

Though our arrival was not a surprise—the angry outcry of the dogs made sure 
of that—it seemed to take an unusually long time to get Uncle Frank’s attention. 
But eventually one of his daughters 
was sent out to scold the dogs and 
invite us to sit wherever we might be 
comfortable. 

Uncle Frank, as Vick’s older 
brother, had agreed to be the guarantor 
of the issue to be addressed at Lizzy’s 
house. If at some time Pete’s parents 
become unable to fulfill their parental 
responsibilities, Uncle Frank had 
committed himself to uphold the 
promises that would be made that night. 
He is, after all, uniquely positioned 
for this responsibility: he is family to 
Pete and neighbor to Abel and Alice. 
He lives close enough to stay appraised 
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of his charges well-being. He also 
lives just far enough away to not be 
emotionally involved in the day-to-
day stress of the parties that will be 
shortly meeting. His maturity and social 
stature will make a valued contribution 
in the hours ahead as well as in the 
years to come. So, in keeping with the 
weightiness of the issue ahead, he had 
delayed in responding to our arrival, 
allowing the tension to increase to 
an appropriate degree. Finally, Vick 
seemed to convince his brother to get 
up and he accompanied us to Lizzy’s 
parents’ home. As we continued down 
the winding path through the cornstalks, 
Uncle Frank took a shortcut and alerted 
his neighbors of our approach. 

Authority countered; parity asserted

Our route, a bit more circuitous, took longer but we finally reached the house. 
While the dogs snarled and barked and we maintained a prudent distance from 
them, Vick called out from the edge of the yard to announce our arrival. After a 
good while Lizzy’s father appeared at the door, demanding to know why on earth 
we were intruding in the middle of the night. When advised that we had come to 
discuss a certain matter, he attempted to send us on our way. Rebuffed by Vick’s 
insistent pleading for an audience, he reluctantly directed us to a shelter beside 
the house. Treating our arrival as an unwelcome disruption of a peaceful night’s 
sleep, he conspicuously withheld traditional hospitality; we were literally left out 
in the cold. We were not accompanied to the lean-to shed where we would wait. No 
shawls were placed down to protect us from the cold surfaces where we would sit. 
No blankets were brought out for us to bundle up in. Neither candle nor wick lamp 
was provided to illuminate the ink-black night. In the high mountain valley at some 
10,000 feet, the countless twinkling stars seemed to mock our misery as an icy 
breeze streamed from the surrounding peaks into the valley below. Most miserable 
of all, Pete, like an abused cur, tried to make himself invisible, slumped over on 
sacks of potatoes stacked behind us.
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17 Panao Quechua women typically remove only their skirt when they go to bed but keep on one or two 
petticoats; putting their skirt back on only takes seconds. Their hair will often be unbraided, combed 
out and rebraided once the breakfast fire is started and the pots are on the stove. “Being presentable” is 
not usually a time-consuming process.

We shivered, conversed in whispered voices, and waited…, waited…, waited…, 
until finally Abel reappeared, again demanding to know what this matter was all 
about. Rather than answering directly, Pete’s father, Vick, wondered out loud if 
Abel’s wife might not also be available. That question elicited a sharp retort, “No! 
It is the middle of the night and everyone is in bed.” Vick then responded that 
still, it might be best to discuss the matter in Alice’s presence too. So once again 
we were left to our misery while Abel went back inside his house where a candle 
flickered brightly and the family snuggled in their cozy warm beds.

Abel finally reappeared declaring that we would have to wait while his wife 
Alice, and his daughters Rose and Lizzy got up and dressed. They needed to make 
themselves presentable before seeing what all this foolishness might be about. 17 
The hostility in his voice made it clear that the ladies would not be hastening to 
join us.
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When the three ladies finally did appear they silently squatted down against 
an old dirt wall outside the lean-to shelter; no greetings were exchanged. After an 
uncomfortable silence in the pitch black dark, Alice sent Lizzy back into the house 
to bring out a candle. Set on a candleholder, the flickering light illuminated those of 
us within the shelter but the ladies remained hidden in the shadows. 

Historical prologue—suzerain rights asserted

When Vick reiterated that he had come to discuss a certain matter with them, 
and that it had to do with his son Pete and their daughter Lizzy, Alice exploded! She 
leaped to her feet, marched into the circle of light and vehemently made it clear that 
there was absolutely no matter to discuss! The night suddenly took on a heat of its 
own as she berated us all, “I am Lizzy’s mother. This man here is her father. This is 
our home. You shameless strangers are out of your minds to come wanting to discuss 
matters with us in the middle of the night. Civilized people discuss things in broad 
daylight. Who do you think you are, anyway? Where on earth have you come from? 
How can matters be discussed with you unknown people? My daughter Lizzy lives 
here. This is her home. She has younger siblings to care for. She is responsible for the 
animals and fields when we are absent.” Her tirade seemed unending but when she 
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faltered, Abel seized the argument, summarizing much of what his wife had said, 
and reaffirming their authority in all matters pertaining to their daughter Lizzy. 

Parity asserted and countered; stipulations implied; deity made 
present; blessings and curses anticipated; bond affirmed

Vick attempted to move the conversation forward by appealing to their shared 
Christian faith. That tactic reignited the passions of Alice and Abel, “It would 
be a terrible scandal to continue discussing this ’something’ matter. We will be 
dishonored in the eyes of our fellow Christian sisters and brothers. Gossip will 
spread throughout the valley and our reputations be destroyed.” 

When the appeal 
to religious faith did 
not seem to be the 
appropriate tactic Vick 
reflected on human 
nature, “Yes, but God 
made us male and 
female. They are made 
to be attracted to each 
other. So what we have 
come to discuss is part 
of his plan.” He then 
reminded all of us adults 
present that we too had 
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been young and single and knew about 
this matter, and that is why we had come 
on this midnight mission. 

Nobody could argue against 
magnetic attractions, but who attracts 
whom was a different matter! Family 
ancestry needed to be carefully 
considered; if there was even a hint 
of incestual relationships it would be 
a social disaster. Lizzy’s and Pete’s 
paternal and maternal ancestries were 
explored and eventually Pete’s mother 
disclosed that her great grandfather 
indeed shared the same surname as 
Alice’s grandfather.

Hearing that, Alice erupted, “See, 
if that’s the case, Lizzy and Pete are 
related! Their relationship is taboo! It’s 
incestuous! God will get angry with us; 
wind and hail will destroy our crops. The neighbors will gossip. They will reject 
them. They will talk about them behind their backs. They will despise us too. Oh, 
Lizzy, you foolish girl, what have you done?” she wailed.

Pete’s mother countered, “Yes, we know there were two old families that 
shared the same last name. But they were not related. There was no relationship 
link between them. My great grandfather was not of the same family as your 
grandfather. I knew your grandfather and my mother told me that we were not 
related to him. So that means Pete and Lizzy are not related.”

Still distraught by the threat of public disgrace, Alice retorted, “But Lizzy 
knew that she and Pete had grandfathers with the same last name. Surely she 
told him. They knew they should not be together. Lizzy knows our neighbors are 
incorrigible gossips.”

Directing herself to her daughter who still sat huddled just beyond the circle 
of light, Alice demanded, “What were you thinking about, Lizzy? What do you 
have to say for yourself?” Lizzy, however, with downcast eyes, sat mute as a 
marble statue. Her sister Rose, supposedly there to be her little sister’s defender, 
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18 A prejudicial term for the warmi ashiy marriage covenant is “sirbinacuy.” Composed of the 
Spanish root servir, to serve, and the Quechua suffixes –nacu indicating reciprocity and –y to form 
an infinitive, it suggests that the relationship merely serves the illicit interests of the parties involved. 
From the perspective of the dominant national culture, a man in a sirbinacuy relationship is excluded 
from the civil right to serve as a legal witness, executor and, ideally, from holding public office as well 
as from the religious right to participate in his church’s rites and offices.

respectfully kept her eyes and thoughts to herself too; it would be inappropriate to 
make any rebuttals to the tongue-lashing being inflicted on Lizzy.

Verbally assaulting Pete, Alice challenged, “What are your intentions with my 
Lizzy? Have you been sneaking around trying to dupe my daughter? You pretend 
to work in our fields so that you can deceive my daughter, seduce her, right? What 
do you have to say for yourself?”

The attention focused on Lizzy and Pete was intense. Vick and Abel concurred 
that the young couple should speak for themselves. They should defend their 
decision if they wanted their families to approve of the relationship. So they were 
instructed to move to the bench within the lighted circle to face their parents and 
witnesses and were confronted, “What do you have to say? You are now a man. 
You are a woman. What has been going on? What are you thinking?”

In spite of being the center of attention, neither Lizzy nor Pete offered any 
response. To the charges directed against them, they made no defense; taught to 
be respectful they knew better than to raise their eyes or voices and challenge 
their elders. Denounced every which way, they maintained their stoic silence until 
finally asked about their intentions to marry.

Vick rhetorically inquired of his son, “Do you think taking a wife is just for a 
fling, a game? Do you think that if she gets pregnant you can abandon her? Do you 
think you can just try marriage for a while? 18 Marriage is a lot of work. What’s 
going to happen when your wife gets sick? Children come along. Are you going to 
endure all the work they entail? You know that marriage lasts till you die. Have you 
considered all this?” From Pete came a barely audible, “Yes.”

In a similar vein Alice insisted, “Lizzy, do you truly want to spend the rest of 
your life with Pete? You know life is hard, full of suffering. You will endure a lot. 
Do you really love him?” “Yes,” she murmured, “my mind is made up. I am not 
going to back out of my decision. I am going to stick with Pete.”
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Proposal accepted; stipulations imposed; witnesses acknowledged; blessings  
and curses reiterated

When these challenges did not sway Pete or Lizzy to retract nor defend 
themselves, their parents recognized that their children had made the decision to be 
a couple; they could no longer dissuade them.

To ratify that decision Pete and Lizzy were directed to kneel, to beg 
forgiveness, swear obedience, and be reconciled to their elders. Pete kneeled first 
in front of Henry, his older brother and primary witness to making Lizzy his wife; 
Lizzy kneeled before Vick who now became her new father. In turn, Pete and Lizzy 
performed this ritual with each of their parents, each other’s parents, and all of us 
there witnessing the event. As they knelt face to face, they were also instructed to 
embrace and swear their faithfulness to each other. While they held this position 
their elders begged God to bless the union of this new couple and protect them 
from the many perils of life. 

During this exchange the families also promised to watch out for the well-
being of this new couple. Taking that responsibility to heart, Henry, as his brother’s 
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19 Compadre, comadre is the co-parent relationship established between two sets of parents: between 
in-laws when their children marry, or when one couple ritually adopts another’s child. The new child-
to-adult relationship is as godparents, padrino and madrina.

primary witness, stood and admonished Pete and Lizzy to care for each other, to 
be understanding, and to work hard for the benefit of their new home. Then, one 
by one, each adult present sternly advised the new couple that their lives were now 
changed. They could no longer continue to live carefree lives as before. But rather, 
as adults they must now take their responsibilities to heart. They must obey their 
parents and seek their advice. They could also count on the extended family to 
be there for them no matter what difficult circumstances might arise. They were 
reminded that their parents, including the godparents yet to be chosen for their civil 
and religious marriage ceremonies, would be severe with them if they did not live 
up to accepted social norms.

Parity as friends affirmed

With Pete and Lizzy’s union agreed upon, Teresa and Vick then kneeled with 
both Alice and Abel to affirm their new relationship as compadres and comadres; 
a promise among equals to respect and a willingness to mutually assist each other 
when necessary. 19 They also swore to look after their new children and especially 
to support them as they began their new life together. 
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Celebration begins

Once the joint relationship between the parents was affirmed, the new couple 
was sent off to the kitchen to work together preparing hot coffee to serve the 
family. However, they escaped the traditional hazing: Pete did not have to split 
kindling with a dull axe; Lizzy did not have to peel a pot full of “pineapple” 
potatoes, its many eyes famous for making new daughters-in-law cry in frustration. 
Meanwhile, the new compadres and witnesses eagerly explored the ramifications of 
their new relationships, of how they would help each other, and care for the family. 
There was lots of joking and reminiscing about old times, shared friends and daily 
life. Lizzy’s folks also expressed their hopes that Pete would stay here in their 
home to help with the farm, animals and Lizzy’s younger siblings. They needed to 
return to the tropical lowlands where they had a second home and farm. Their new 
son-in-law would be a great help with the chores on this place. 
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20 The toast with rum includes pouring out a token amount onto the ground to appease the Pacha 
Mama, Mother Earth.

Returning from the kitchen with hot and sweet coffee, Pete and Lizzy scurried 
to fill each enamel cup to the brim and serve us all. Lizzy then sat back down 
beside her sister and mother, Pete huddled under the blanket between his uncle 
and me. With this show of hospitality we all felt warmed and reenergized as the 
midnight hour slipped past and a new dawn approached. 

Covenant ratified; deity appeased

Anticipating the climactic moment to seal the taking of Lizzy, Vick excused 
himself for breaking with the old tradition as he offered his compadre two large 
bottles of soda pop saying, “In the old days we would have ratified this moment 
toasting with a bottle of pure rum, anise-flavored rum, or a case or two of beer. 20 
But since in our churches we don’t drink please accept this soda pop.” After first 
handing the two bottles to him, Teresa and he filled a shawl with the bread they had 
brought and offered it to him. Accepting the pop and then the bread with obvious 
pleasure, Abel set the bottles down on the ground beside his wife and then handed 
the bread to her. She emptied the bread into her own shawl and handed their shawl 
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back. Teresa and Vick then refilled the shawl with another generous portion of 
bread and honored Lizzy’s sister. When she returned the shawl they successively 
filled it and honored Uncle Frank and all the rest of us, but with smaller portions. 
This bread was a sign of the generous hearts that Vick and Teresa wanted to make 
evident to Lizzy’s family as they anticipated the crucial step in the ritual: taking 
Pete’s bride to her new home. 

Deposit of documents anticipated

Vick began, “Comadre, compadre, before we go, we need to set a date for Pete 
and Lizzy to get married. They need to fulfill their legal obligations by having a 
civil marriage. And if we want God to bless their union they must celebrate their 
religious vows. They tell us that God gets mad when we only celebrate a warmi 
ashiy. They say that is not a legitimate marriage, that we are just living together 
and fornicating. Our children and grandchildren will be damned. There will be no 
blessings at all.”

“Yes,” agreed Abel, “we must set that date. Tomorrow we must return to our 
home and fields in the lowlands. But we will be back in October. Let’s set a date for 
then. We want our children to really be married.” After very little discussion the date 
was set in late October to celebrate Pete and Lizzy’s civil and religious ceremonies.
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Celebration; authority honored

As soon as everyone agreed on the date set for these events, Vick and Teresa’s 
obvious restlessness signaled that it was now time to go; but, who was going? 
“Comadre, compadre, come to our house to celebrate. We have food all prepared to 
welcome Lizzy to her new home and to make you welcome too.”

Abel countered, “But we need to stay 
here. We need to get ready to return to the 
lowlands. It would be best for Lizzy to stay 
here too since she cares for her siblings 
who have to go to school in the morning.” 

“We understand. But the pickup truck 
is just up the hill. It won’t take us long to 
get to our house. Everything is ready for 
the celebration. Then the truck can bring 
you back to Panao and you’ll be home.”

“But it is freezing cold” rebutted Alice. 
“We can’t all get into the truck. Some of us 
will have to ride in back and be exposed. 
The air will make us sick.”

“No, don’t worry. We have lots of 
blankets in the car. We’ll all be warm,” 
Teresa and Vick reassured them. “And 
as soon as we get to our house my 
daughter will serve us something hot.” 

Finally allowing themselves to be 
persuaded—to reject the hospitality 
would be a terrible insult—they were 
still concerned about losing Lizzy to 
become part of a new family household 
in a new community. Worried they 
asked, “If Lizzy leaves, who will send 
her younger siblings to school each 
day? Who will care for them? And if 
we can’t keep Pete here, who will help 
Lizzy with the fields?” But in spite of 
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their fears they went back into the house to 
get ready to accompany their new relatives 
to the celebration. Lizzy and Pete went to 
the kitchen where they had some of their 
things to pack up. Then, just a couple hours 
before dawn, we retraced our way back up 
through the maze of fields to the pickup 
and our ride to Tipsa. 

Once the older generation settled into 
the cab of the pickup, the younger crowd, 
bundled in blankets, huddled in the cargo 
bed and we drove back down the mountain. 
Reaching the road that parallels the river 
we turned right towards Chaglla. After 
rounding the points of a couple ridges we 

again turned right, this time headed up the Tipsa valley to Vick and Teresa’s house. 
A cell phone call alerted Pete’s sister to get up, light the kitchen fire and prepare for 
our arrival.

It was just an hour before dawn when we arrived at the house. Since it had been 
a long cold night beds were quickly prepared so most of us could catch an hour 
or two of sleep. Meanwhile Pete’s sister, mother and a couple of neighbor ladies 
prepared breakfast; they butchered a chicken and turned it into soup. Potatoes 
were boiled, hominy 
simmered, and the 
coffee brewed. 

When the call 
for breakfast was 
made, we all got up 
and found places 
to sit in the patio of 
the house. We were 
served basins heaped 
full of potatoes along 
with mounded bowls 
of hominy. Each of 
us, serving ourselves 
from the shared 
basin, removed the 
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skins of each potato prior to consuming 
them; we ate the hominy by the spoonful 
from the common bowl. These carbohydrates 
complimented the bowls of delicious chicken 
soup. The younger family members hustled 
to refill our bowls, demonstrating the 
hospitality of Vick and his family. Hot coffee 
was served as a final touch to the early 
morning banquet. 

Life resumes

With a busy day ahead, the children 
were quickly sent off to school, the men 
headed to the fields, and the women 
redirected their energies to their homes and 
animals. Abel and Alice waited anxiously 
for their promised ride back to Panao where they would catch another ride up to 
their home in Tunapucu. Uncle Frank was also ready to head back home. Pete 
and his new wife, however, would stay at the homestead for a few days since he 
had potato fields to cultivate and a ripening corn crop to guard: parrots, dogs 
and unscrupulous neighbors were also aware of that golden corn. In a few days, 
however, Pete would accompany Lizzy back to her parent’s house to resume their 
responsibilities there. 
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As goodbyes were said and family pictures 
taken, Vick sacked up potatoes for those of us 
who were departing; Henry and I would both 
return to Huánuco with generous allotments. 
Then, as we climbed into the truck, Alice and 
Abel reaffirmed, “Compadre, we will be back 
in October. Then we will celebrate Lizzy and 
Pete’s civil and religious marriage ceremonies. 
See you then.” 

As soon as the corn was harvested, Pete and Lizzy returned to her home in 
Tunapucu. Her parents were anxious to get back to the lowland fields and needed 
Lizzy to care for the home and farm. In anticipation of a growing family, Pete must 
return to care for his fields while Lizzy spins and weaves and makes diapers so that 
the cycle of generations might continue to revolve.  

 
Preparation for deposit of documents

As Pete and Lizzy began their life together, Pete’s family also had to make 
preparations for the civil and religious marriage ceremonies. On behalf of his son, 
Vick called on the mayor of his hamlet and requested that he officiate the marriage 
on Friday, the 29th of October if his schedule would permit. When he agreed, Pete 
and Lizzy were required to:
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 1. Submit copies of their national identity cards (DNI) as well as copies of 
the documents of the godparents—the madrina and padrino—who will 
officially witness the union.

 2. Submit proof of residence certificates from the authorities of their respective 
communities.

 3. Pay the marriage license fee of approximately $10.00.

Vick also asked the pastor of the local church to celebrate the religious 
marriage following the conclusion of the civil ceremony. The pastor agreed, 
reminding him that Pete and Lizzy would need to present:
 1. Proof of baptism.
 2. Certificate of their civil marriage.

With these arrangements secured for the civil and religious ceremonies, the 
consent of the couple’s godparents needed to be negotiated.

Witnesses selected

Choosing the godparents requires that a family consider their network of 
relationships. Godparents must be well-respected and willing to assume the 
responsibility of caring for their godchildren; “caring” will involve sharing of 
wisdom, counsel, correction and advocacy as well as material resources when 
appropriate. Furthermore, it is understood that through association with the 
godparents, their most admired 
characteristics will be transmitted 
to their godchildren; the “Laws of 
Sympathy and Contact” (See Frazer 
1922: Chapter 3) are known to be active 
in the Andes Mountains.

With thoughts of ideal padrinos in 
mind, Pete’s family decided to approach 
Uncle Len and his wife Lina who live 
in Rumi Chaca. Uncle Len, Vick’s 
cousin, is a well-respected, mature 
man. He has wisely acquired fields in 
three distinct ecological zones where 
he farms successfully. Accompanied by 
his son Pete, Vick hiked the hour and 
a half over the ridge to the southwest 
to visit their relatives and initiate the 
request that they be Pete and Lizzy’s 
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21 To prepare hominy, muti llushti, (muti, boiled corn kernels + llushti- to remove, take off) lye water 
is prepared from wood ash mixed into a pot of boiling water. After stirring the caustic mixture 
thoroughly, dried flint corn is boiled in it until the hulls dissolve or slip from the kernels. After 
thoroughly washing the hulls away, the corn kernels, now hominy, are cooked in fresh water until 
tender. The hull-less kernels may also be dried for use at a later time.

godparents. After a seemingly casual visit Vick honored them by requesting that 
they be Pete’s godparents. They agreed. Pete, however, knew that he would have to 
make several more visits to Rumi Chaca to demonstrate the sincerity of his request 
and the respect he had for his aunt and uncle. Only then would the commitment 
truly be established between them. 

Preparation for celebration; relationships affirmed

With all these arrangements confirmed, the family began planning for the 
celebration banquet. Family and friends were notified of the event so they could set 
aside time to participate. As the news rippled through the community, anticipation 
was revealed as people joked, “Is the pig growing? I wonder how many pigs will 
get butchered?” Women of the extended family were anxious to lend a hand in the 
kitchen where they could also get caught up on all the news; the men planned to do 
their part too. After all, the family’s reputation is on the line. A bountiful feast will 
increase their honor; but, if they do not meet people’s expectations, they will be 
branded as stingy and scorned for their lack of hospitality.

The celebration 
would require a lot of 
firewood. It needed to be 
cut, split, stacked to dry 
and transported home—a 
backbreaking job! Some of 
that wood would go into the 
kitchen where the women 
will display their skills at 
the hearth seasoning the 
soups, meats and drinks: 
ponche of rice and oatmeal, 
and coffee. The bakers 
would consume another part 
of the wood to fire the oven so they could bake the needed bread. In the yard some 
of the men would assist the women by tending to the fires under the big pots of 
corn boiling in lye. 21 Once the hulls dissolve or slip from the kernels the resulting 
hominy will be washed clean and then cooked until tender. Other men would stoke 

 



39Taking Lizzy for a wife

 

22 Canna plant, also known as Canna lily, in Spanish as achira.
23 Quechuas frequently have other houses if they farm fields in multiple ecological zones. Vick, for 
example, also has a home in the puna, the high mountain plains, at about 11,000 ft. above sea level, and 
another home at around 6,000 ft. in the high jungles. In the community to which his family belongs, he 
and his wife may overnight in their house in town to conduct business or it serves as a place for their 
children to stay during the school week.

the fires under the kettles of locro, potato stew, and manhandle them to the kitchen 
when the women were ready to serve the guests. A few experienced men would be 
responsible for roasting the pig, 
the pachamanca; they would 
select and wash the rocks, dig 
the pit, stack the wood and 
rocks, and light the fire. When 
the wood was consumed and 
the rocks turned white-hot they 
would remove them from the 
pit along with any smoldering 
embers. Then they would pour 
potatoes into the bottom of the 
pit then carefully layer the hot 
rocks and quarters of pork. 
Once the oven was full, the men 
would carefully cover it with the broad leaves of the Canna lily, 22 followed by old 
sacking then smother it all under the dirt removed from the pit. Taking note of the 
time, everyone would anxiously wait for exactly one hour until the banquet meal 
would be ready to uncover, take out, and serve.  

Corn and potatoes, 
the primary staples for 
the banquet, are grown in 
the fields that surround 
Vick and Teresa’s home. 
Like the vast majority of 
Panao Quechua peasants, 
their primary homes 
are in the fields where 
the women pasture their 
animals and the men till 
the soil. 23 

 

 



40           WARMI ASHIY: TAKING LIZZY FOR A WIFE

For such a big celebration Teresa 
would butcher a pig or two for the 
pachamanca as well as one or two 
sheep from her small flock to flavor 
and garnish the potato stew. She would 
select a few free range chickens from the 
yard for the breakfast soup. She would 
also choose a number of the guinea 
pigs, raised right on her kitchen floor, 
to cook up and serve, along with plates 
of chicken, to honor her compadres, 
her son and his bride as well as their 
padrinos. 

With the corn crop just harvested, 
Vick had plenty of corn on hand. And 
potatoes are almost always available; if 
not in his own fields in the warm valley, he can bring some down from his fields 
high on the puna. Potatoes, native to the Andes Mountains, are the daily fare of 
the Panao Quechua who are potato farmers par excellence. So if Vick and Pete 
have potatoes ready to harvest in time for the celebration they will dig their own. 
Otherwise, they will help a neighbor who has vines ready to harvest, accepting 
potatoes in payment for their labor. 
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24 An aromatic herb from the marigold family, Tagetes multiflora.

Public ratification; celebration anticipated

Thursday, the 28th, was a flurry of activity as last minute preparations were 
made. Teresa and a number of her women friends washed, peeled, sliced and 

soaked numerous sacks of potatoes for tomorrow’s locro. That potato stew would 
be put on to cook early tomorrow morning. The bakers began to knead the flour 
and other ingredients for the bread they would bake in the afternoon. The hominy-
making process also got underway. Vick’s helpers butchered the sheep and pigs 
while others went out to collect chinchu 24 to season the pachamanca. Plates, 
spoons and cups were counted out, 
washed and readied for tomorrow; in 
case of a shortage, Teresa would borrow 
what she needed from her neighbors.  

Friday began early at the house as 
the helpers launched into all the banquet 
preparation activities. Meanwhile 
Vick, Teresa and family, as well as 
Pete and Lizzy, dressed in their finest, 
hiked down the mountainside to the 
village. Pete’s godparents arrived from 
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Rumi Chaca dressed in their best traditional clothes. Lizzy’s family arrived from 
Tunapucu. And all of us, the friends and relatives who joined in the celebration 
congregated to await the mayor and his secretary’s arrival. Last minute details were 
attended to in a spare room of a relative’s house: bouquets arranged, hydrangea 
and rose blossoms plucked to shower the newlyweds with petals, braids and hair 
flawlessly combed, diaphanous white shawls perfectly hung and knotted, dust 
brushed from hats and black homespun wool skirts and pants, shoes shined, and 
sandals and feet scrubbed clean. 

Documents deposited in the palace

Once the mayor arrived, his investiture symbolized by the sash crossing his 
chest, the wedding party followed him into the room where the civil ceremony 
would be officiated. The mayor, his secretary, and prominent community members 
took their places behind the table which served as a desk. The rest of us took our 
seats on benches along the walls, sat on the floor on our haunches, or clustered 
in the doorway. As the secretary verified that all the needed documents were on 
hand the mayor welcomed everyone. Pete, Lizzy and their witnesses were then 
summoned forward to listen to the reading from the civil code which outlines some 
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25 Frequently read are Articles No. 287 – 291 from the Código Civil, Libro III: Derecho de Familia, 
which describe the rights and obligations of the couple to each other and for their children.
26 Certificates of marriage can be obtained at a later date from the mayor’s office.

of the rights and responsibilities of a married couple and their children. 25 After 
they affirmed their decision to marry, the mayor pronounced them legally man and 
wife. They and their padrinos then signed the documents of the marriage register. 26 
Congratulatory handshakes and embraces concluded this civil ceremony. Under a 
shower of petals the newlyweds left the mayor’s office and climbed the hill to the 
church followed by the crowd of well-wishers. 

Documents deposited 
in the temple

In anticipation of the 
religious wedding Pete’s 
sister and her friends 
swept and straightened up 
the little village church. 
They arranged flowers to 
beautify the sanctuary and 
dangled streamers of toilet 
paper from the rafters; 
everything was in place for 
the religious celebration to 
start. 
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The pastor took his place on the platform in front of the congregation and 
Pete, accompanied by his madrina, walked to the front of the sanctuary. When 
a recording began to play the wedding march, Lizzy, escorted by her padrino, 
entered the church and walked forward to take her place beside Pete. With the bride 
and groom standing before him, the pastor began a brief church service. It started 
with exuberant music, singing and hand clapping by the parishioners. Next a short 
Bible reading was followed by a lengthy sermon to reprimand everyone. Then, 
before the subdued audience, he performed the wedding rituals. After pronouncing 
Pete and Lizzy as man and wife in the sight of God, he invoked divine blessing on 
their behalf. To finalize the ceremony, Pete, Lizzy and their padrinos signed the 
church’s marriage registry.
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Covenant ratified; witnesses identified; public celebration

After leaving the church, we were all keen to participate in the real celebration. 
Back up the mountain at Vick and Teresa’s house the wedding feast was waiting. 
Some folks took the long route — four roundabout miles by road— in pickups and 
station wagons; others opted for the half mile zigzag hike up the mountain. 

While people were arriving at the house, Pete, Lizzy, their padrinos, and 
Lizzy’s parents sat around the walls of the sala¸ the three-sided living room of the 
house. Relatives and guests of honored age were also invited to find a place in this 
space. Once folks had settled, Pete and Lizzy were admonished by their parents, 
their padrinos and other elders. Wise words of counsel were offered to guide them 
as they began their lives together. They were also admonished to guard against 
behavior that would damage their unity as a couple or relationships with the family 
at large.
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27 Panao Quechua pachamanca meals always include potatoes; a generous host will insure that there 
are even two or three varieties, mixing firm textured and mealy cultivars of potatoes. Sweet potatoes, 
yuca (cassava or manioc tuber), plantains and Faba beans in their pod may also be included. Other 
meats are not usually included, however, on occasion, chicken and mutton may also be roasted along 
with the pork.

A flurry of activity in front of the house alerted everyone that the banquet was 
ready to be served. Guests sat wherever space was available: on benches or chairs, 
on sacks of potatoes, on the piles of firewood, on their haunches or on the ground; 
the place did not matter. Pete’s uncles and younger brothers zipped in and out of the 
kitchen receiving cups of hot ponche to serve to each guest. Vick handed out bread 
rolls to a couple of other servers to share with everyone. That is how we savored the 
first course of the banquet. About an hour later these fine fellows served steaming 
plates of locro to each guest. While the potato stew was being served and spoons 
handed out, other servers hustled out basins of hominy to be shared among each 
group of guests. 

As the sense of well-being settled over all the guests another rush of activity 
heralded the unearthing of the pachamanca; roast pork and potatoes are most 
tasty when served piping hot. 27 The mound of earth was carefully scraped away 
to expose the gunny sacks protecting the Canna lily leaves that have sealed in the 
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steam so the pork and potatoes roast to perfection. Peeling back the leaves the 
meat was quickly detached from the still hot rocks, placed in pots and rushed to 
the kitchen. The hot rocks, set off to one side of the pit, gave access to the baked 
potatoes which were tossed into more pots and hurried to the kitchen. Their 
job finished, the pachamanqueros—those experts who attended to the roasting 
process—rewarded themselves with the savory meat bits stuck to the rocks and 
a few potatoes purposely left in the pit. Meanwhile, the kitchen was a beehive of 
activity: plates were heaped with potatoes, crowned with a liberal chunk of roast 
pork and garnished with onions and hot pepper. The servers then rushed these 
plates out to all the guests; the banquet main dish was served! 

 



48           WARMI ASHIY: TAKING LIZZY FOR A WIFE

 

28 These portions known as the “big serving”, “small serving”, and “common serving” (jatun 
jaracuynin, tacsha jaracuynin, pampa jaracuynin) thank the godparents for the contributions they 
have already made, and will continue to make, on behalf of their godchildren.

The guests no longer needed the spoons used to eat their potato stew as 
pachamanca is savored with both hands. We pulled succulent strips of meat from 
the bones and ate potatoes roasted in their skins along with pinches of spicy 
garnish. Delicious as it was, we could not finish our plates. However, that’s the 
idea behind the word quisha; the overflowing bounty is to be taken home for a 
later meal or shared with family whose responsibilities kept them at home. So, no 
one was allowed to leave without being stuffed full and without a bonus portion to 
carry home.

Throughout the banquet Vick and Teresa also served the table where their son 
and new daughter-in-law were seated. They served heaping plates of both guinea 
pig and chicken to Lizzy’s folks to honor their new compadres. More plates of 
the same fare were placed in front of Pete and Lizzy which they then presented 
as a love gift to their padrinos. 28 With this grandiose presentation accompanying 
the bountiful banquet fare, Vick and Teresa and the newlyweds honored the 
new relationships established; a promise of abundant hospitality and generous 
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hearts symbolized on the table for all to see. No one of course could eat so much 
food! But, remember, that’s not its purpose. Rather, honor is given and accepted; 
community is nourished through 
abundant sharing. 

As the celebration meal ended 
Teresa distributed surplus food from 
the kitchen among the women who had 
contributed their time and resources 
to satisfy all the guests. Likewise, to 
show his appreciation, Vick filled sacks 
with potatoes and oca to send home to 
those who had helped make the day a 
resounding success. 

“Now the house is sad,” Teresa 
commented to her husband. The 
relatives and guests had returned home. 
The excitement letdown and weariness 
of several long days of work is reflected 
in how the house feels. But the house, as well as Vick and Teresa are delighted that 
new relationships have been cemented. And, it won’t be long before there will be a 
first grandchild to love and cuddle; the cycle of generations continues to revolve.  
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CONCLUSIONS

As the narrative of Pete’s taking Lizzy for a wife unfolded, both parity 
and suzerain-vassal covenant-making protocols have been obvious. The first 
two covenants made—following the traditional patterns of the Panao Quechua 
people—illustrate the protocol used to celebrate a covenant between two persons of 
equal social status.

Elements of a parity covenant

Pete and Lizzy’s clandestine union is an example of a parity covenant. They are 
“brothers” in that they share like social status and formalizing their relationship 
will be of equal benefit to both of them. In their culture, their covenant is a rite of 
passage into Quechua adulthood: with a wife, Pete will now be acknowledged as 
a man; with a husband and child, Lizzy will acquire the status of a woman; they 
will both participate in activities—Pete farming the land, Lizzy caring for her baby 
and animals—which contribute significantly to their identities as true peasants of 
Panao.  
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29 The Quechua term for going together is puripänacuycan: puri-pä-nacu-yca-n, walk+benefit+
reciprocally+imperfective+third person present tense.

As the chronicle began, Pete, a hired hand, made Lizzy’s acquaintance. Over 
time, as the attraction between them grew, they affirmed their decision to “go 
together.” 29 Pete promised to have his parents arrange the warmi ashiy and they 
consummated their relationship ratifying their decision to be a couple. Their union, 
however, was kept a secret; no one else was made aware of it. And, while Lizzy’s 
parents were in the tropical lowlands, Pete moved into Lizzy’s home where she 
cooked for him as well as for her two younger siblings; they were assured that 
“their friend Pete” is just the hired hand that worked for their big sister. 

A second parity covenant was precipitated when Pete confided in his parents 
and asked them to formalize his marriage to Lizzy. Vick and Teresa constituted 
the party that initiated the covenant-making process while Abel and Alice, their 
social equals, were the ones who would accept or decline the proposed union. The 
narrative assures us that the proposition was accepted. To ratify the agreement all 
the participants knelt, two by two, and swore to be: faithful and loving spouses, 
obedient children, reliable parents, dependable compadres and comadres, and 
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available as a guarantor to safeguard the union. Respecting the families’ religious 
traditions, the covenant relationship was toasted with soda pop instead of rum. 
Then in the hours just before dawn, bread and coffee completed the initial covenant 
ratification and Lizzy accompanied her husband back to his home. There, shortly 
after the new day started, a more substantial meal completed the traditional warmi 
ashiy. Lizzy and Pete’s union as husband and wife was now publicly recognized; 
their parents, now as compadres, are “brothers” and the network of kinship 
relations exponentially expanded. 

Elements of a suzerain-vassal covenant

A closer look at warmi ashiy also reveals many components of suzerain-vassal 
covenant-making protocol. There are many hints of disparity that indicate that 
the relationship was not being negotiated among equals. That was most obvious 
as Lizzy’s mother contemptuously offered no hospitality when we arrived, 
vehemently staked her claim to be sole protector of her daughter, and denied any 
situation from which her daughter needed to be rescued. Less obvious is the fact 
that through marriage to their son, Vick and Teresa implicitly offer to save Lizzy 
from social oppression—a single mom in her religious context would be a shameful 
disgrace—or from becoming a spinster. This tug-of-war for the right to dictate the 
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terms of the agreement identified the participants, their personal attributes, and 
even their genealogies, details included in a preamble to a covenant agreement.

Intermingled in this process are also historical details which extol the virtues, 
not only of Pete, but also of his extended family; they are all hard-working, 
respectful, honorable, and live by traditional Quechua values. Lizzy’s admirable 
qualities are also enumerated; her attributes contribute significantly to her family’s 
well-being. To minimize Abel and Alice’s loss in giving their daughter away, the 
covenant-making negotiations affirm the advantages they will gain by acquiring a 
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new son, and through the network of relationships that will be established by the 
union of Pete and Lizzy. 

The stipulations are voiced repeatedly; the warnings directed at Pete and Lizzy 
pinpoint cultural norms that will have to be adhered to by changes in behaviors and 
relationships when the covenant is ratified. These stipulations are acknowledged 
as everyone kneeled during the reconciliation ritual and Pete and Lizzy swore, “I 
promise to obey…, to be respectful….”

Provisions for the deposit of a written covenant in the temple are not part of the 
warmi ashiy. Andean cultures are oral societies with no history of written records; 
Tayta Jirca, Father Mountain, the powerful deity has many mouths, but no vault 
for preserving records. That does not mean, however, that the locus of power is 
ignored. The traditional toast with rum acknowledges Father Mountain’s presence 
when a portion of the liquor is offered to Mother Earth; soda pop, as an alternative, 
reflects reverence for God and adherence to the Christian faith. 
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Pete and Lizzy’s parents, their 
godparents, Uncle Frank as guarantor, 
and the community will also be attentive 
to the vitality of the new family. These 
people will advise, scold, physically 
punish and even ostracize from the 
community a spouse who violates the 
terms of the marriage covenant. Also, in 
a dyadic culture, gossip about a person 
is a powerful force for modifying their 
behavior. 

Initially only the participants involved 
in the midnight warmi ashiy ritual are 
witnesses to the covenant-making. Once 
day breaks, however, and the community 
observes or hears the news of the 

celebration taking place at Vick and Teresa’s home, they too become witnesses to 
the union. This community will give but little praise to the new couple, perhaps 
only affirming Pete’s example of a hard-working man, that Lizzy knows how to 
care for her home, children and animals, or that as a couple they are hospitable. But 
in contrast, they will be quick to testify against behavior disruptive to communal 
solidarity.

As Pete and Lizzy kneeled before 
their respective in-laws they were 
blessed with the words, “You are now 
like my very own son. You are now 
my daughter.” These words echo the 
asymmetric relationship typical of a 
suzerain-vassal covenant. As the words 
become reality in the daily lives of the 
extended family they provide a strong 
base of support for the new couple and 
generate true affection for the new 
parents. The midnight bread and coffee 
at Lizzy’s house and the dawn breakfast 
at Pete’s home also demonstrate 
blessing; the family promises to share 
the life-sustaining resources it has at its 
disposal. 
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30 Curses designed to bring about harm and destruction are also available to the Panao Quechua 
through the mediation of someone who knows how to chew coca and talk to Tayta Jirca, the sacred 
mountain. Other curses may be made invoking the Mountain to counteract a previous curse.

Curses are sprinkled throughout the warmi ashiy story: dogs keep people away, 
greetings and hospitality are flagrantly ignored, respect is disregarded, accusations 
of incest are exchanged, gossip is predicted, God’s blessing becomes doubtful, and 
dishonor will ruin them all. The curses, of course, are not verbal invectives, but 
rather heart attitudes and beliefs expressed by actions, inactions, and admonitions. 
Therefore, we might view these as benign curses intended to maintain appropriate 
social behavior. 30

The formal oath-taking is very 
obvious as Pete takes Lizzy for a wife. 
The “vassals” kneeled before their elders: 
Pete’s older brother, the couples’ parents, 
their guarantor, and those of us witnessing 
the ratification of the covenant. While 
kneeling and embracing us by turn, words 
of reconciliation and promise were spoken 
quietly into each “sovereign’s” ear. These 
pledges were concluded by acknowledging 
that we all were God’s children and we 
invoked him to bless us, but especially Pete 
and Lizzy. 

The first celebration meal had been 
carefully prepared for: while still at home 
Vick and Teresa had baked plenty of bread 
and brought ground coffee and sugar for the 
token midnight meal. The bread-sharing 
ritual was scripted: Teresa filled the shawl 
her husband held; when full, he handed it 
to Abel saying, “Here, this is for you.” Abel 
in turn passed the shawl to his wife who 
emptied the bread rolls into the shawl she 
wore. Returning the shawl to Vick, he and 
Teresa refilled it and in succession handed it 
to Lizzy’s sister Rose, to Uncle Frank, and to 
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the rest of us in descending rank of hierarchy. Pete and Lizzy had also been ready 
to fan up the fire, boil the water, brew the coffee, bring out the cups and serve it 
for us to enjoy with the bread. Obvious by the smiles on everyone’s faces and the 
banter exchanged, a new relationship had been established. “Compadre, comadre, 
mama, tayta” are heart-felt kinship terms, much more meaningful in Quechua 
culture than “friend” or even knowing someone by name. 

A more elaborate celebration meal was also prepared back in Tipsa at Vick and 
Teresa’s home. There at daybreak, neighbors from up and down the valley became 
aware of the celebration going on and knew that a wife had been found and brought 
home.

Up to this point, these protocols 
illustrate elements common to a 
suzerain-vassal covenant-making 
ceremony. Missing, however, is the 
provision for safeguarding the covenant 
document in the deities’ temple—or in 
their human representative’s palace— 
and the formula for initiating action 
against a rebellious vassal. These items 
are perhaps best illustrated by the civil 
and religious ceremonies that were held 
about a month after the warmi ashiy. 

Both the town mayor and church 
pastor emphasized their superior titles 
and attributes: one was an official 
of the state, his office symbolized 
by the sash crossing his chest as he 
officiated the civil marriage; the other, 
a representative of God, dressed in 
a suit and tie, officiated the religious 
ceremony. Both men were well known 
in the community so there was little 
need to dwell on a historical prologue. 
But both officials, by reference either 
to the Civil Code or the Bible, let it be 
known that their benevolent actions 
assured the well-being of Pete and 
Lizzy’s union. 
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The stipulations in the state’s Civil Code are rather innocuous; the mayor 
merely reminded the couple of the behaviors that are everyday expectations in 
the Panao Quechua way of life. One would suspect, however, that the religious 
stipulations had already been violated. The pastor’s sermon chastised everyone 
for their licentious behavior and warned them that they could not expect God’s 
blessings unless they repented. While church and state seem to reflect opposite 
perspectives on human nature, both institutions promised that appropriate 
disciplinary action would be taken if their respective stipulations were not kept.

In contrast to the feelings evoked in 
the warmi ashiy celebration, neither the 
state nor the church generated feelings 
of trust and love, nor the sense that the 
institutions would offer any tangible 
blessings. But both provided for written 
deposit of the covenant documents 
either in the municipality’s civil 
registry or the church’s book of records. 
Pete and Lizzy’s signatures, endorsed 
by their godparents or witnesses, 
recorded the ratification of the covenant for future generations. Two times Pete and 
Lizzy were officially pronounced man and wife following their promises to love 
and obey each other. After this declaration a mayor may offer a token toast and 
piece of wedding cake to the new bride and groom and their guests to celebrate 
their marriage. Following the religious ceremony, however, everyone left the 
church without further fanfare. Anticipating the great banquet Vick and Teresa 
were hosting to celebrate the conclusion of this covenant we all eagerly made our 
way up the mountain to their house. 

Key components of the Panao Quechua worldview

Pete took Lizzy for his wife following rituals prescribed by their ancestral 
tradition. As their marriage unfolded, not only were covenant-making protocols 
revealed, so too were beliefs and values of the Andean worldview. Behavior 
observed or acts left undone, emotions displayed, and thoughts expressed, all 
communicated cultural information. Repeated themes and patterns of behavior 
highlight some key components of the Panao Quechua worldview.

An obvious key component of the Quechua worldview is that a ritual like the 
warmi ashiy strengthens the social fabric of their culture. Step by step, covenant-
making builds social networks, produces and nurtures future generations, and 
promotes community solidarity, all giving credence to their core value of living 
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with one heart (see Smith 
2006a). The bonds of 
love, loyalty and kinship, 
characteristic of these 
relationships, however, 
are not engendered by 
the dominant Peruvian 
culture. The institutions and 
their representatives who 
officiated Pete and Lizzy’s 
civil and religious marriages 
are, for all intents and 
purposes, irrelevant once the 
ceremonies are concluded. 

The importance of relationships 
have been highlighted through this 
marriage-making narrative. Pete 
and Lizzy find much of their identity 
as members of their nuclear and 
extended families and through ritual 
kinship bonds with other family 
groups. They are also citizens of 
their local hamlets, villages, towns 
and the wider Panao Quechua 
community, which now extends far 
beyond their ancestral territory. 

The value of relationship is evidenced 
by the ferociousness with which Lizzy’s 
mother and father protected their daughter 
from people with whom they acknowledged 
no relationship. Or, perhaps, too close of a 
relationship if accusations of incest could be 
upheld. At the same time, Vick and Teresa 
went to great effort and expense to nurture 
their relationship with Lizzy’s parents and 
with the communities in which they live. 
Highlighted also are Vick’s efforts to secure 
a competent guarantor, wise godparents and 
elders to invest in the lives of his son and 
daughter-in-law. Henceforth Pete and Lizzy 
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will address these people with kinship terms, reflecting the honor and affection 
they have for them. 

Pete and Lizzy characterized this same value as they showed respect and honor 
to their parents and elders as they were harshly confronted during the warmi ashiy; 
in deference to them, they did not raise their eyes to challenge them nor verbalize 
any defense. Pete had already built 
respect with his uncle Frank, the 
guarantor of his marriage, as well as 
with Lizzy’s father as he competently 
toiled beside him in his fields. He 
cultivated respect with his godparents 
too, honoring his father’s choice for 
him and visiting them frequently. 
The generous servings of bread and 
ostentatious plates of food proclaimed 
Pete and Lizzy’s honor and respect for 
these elders who were incorporating 
them into their web of family relationships. 

Generous hospitality is another key cultural component in the warmi ashiy 
story. The complete disregard for common courtesy by Abel and Alice as the 
midnight encounter began stands in stark contrast with Vick and Teresa’s repeated 
demonstrations of generosity. They, however, took no offense at the insults 
offered that freezing cold night since those attitudes and actions are scripted into 
the negotiations of wife-taking. The 
instantaneous transformation of Abel and 
Alice into a happy couple as they were 
affirmed as compadre and comadre with 
Pete’s folks alerts us to the fact that there 
were cultural roles to be played out in 
order to establish and restore relationships.

Food plays a prominent role in this 
marriage account; sharing it fosters 
relationship. At a meal, an abundance 
of food generates goodwill and satisfies 
bellies. Quantity, however, is not the 
defining factor. Rather, the heart attitude 

 



62           WARMI ASHIY: TAKING LIZZY FOR A WIFE

demonstrated by sharing even just a couple of bread rolls and a cup of something 
hot to drink affirms relationship. 

Hard work is required of the Panao Quechua in order to survive, and working 
together is a key which allows them to thrive. Vick and his sons, Pete and his uncle, 
Pete and father-in-law Abel, Lizzy and her mother, Vick and Teresa’s extended 
family and friends have all demonstrated how “many hands make light work.” 
Even Henry knew to call on me to provide the night’s transportation. Money could 
not have bought Pete and Lizzy’s marriage celebration, but the unified efforts of 
many people made it a success. 

The Andes Mountains also play a significant role in peasant life; it is a harsh 
physical environment in which to live, work, and travel. All of the Quechuas 
involved in Pete’s life have homes and fields in diverse vertical ecological zones: 
tropical lowlands, high jungle, high valley, and puna. Steep slopes, limited arable 
land resources, and two distinct seasons—winters with persistent rain and very 
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dry summers—challenge 
the productive skills and 
survival of these country 
folk. 

The mountains are 
not only a geographical 
environment, they are 
also an animate world in 
which Tayta Jirca and 
Pacha Mama—as sacred 
mountains—, the Wind, 
Water and other spirits 
must be dealt with. Vick 
acknowledged the mountain deity’s reality as he referred to the bottle of rum 
traditionally used to ratify a marriage; a libation ought to be poured out for the 
god to enjoy. The malevolent-hearted mountain must be appeased in order to avoid 
misfortune. Alice was concerned about the Wind, a malevolent agent of sickness. 
She was afraid it would find us vulnerable as we traveled back to Tipsa in the wee 
hours of the morning for the celebration meal with the newlyweds. 
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A final key factor made evident in this covenant-making account is that 
the lives of the Panao Quechua people are inextricably linked to the dominant 
Peruvian culture. That relationship, imposed five centuries ago by the Spanish 
Conquistadores, is apparent: schools, roads, civil authorities and national identity 
cards, taxes and fees, priests, pastors, churches, baptisms and tithes. These actors, 
however, without ignoring the influence they have on peasant life, play minor and 
transient roles; in marriage the lead protagonists are the Panao Quechua people 
and the warmi ashiy exemplifies how they bind themselves together in covenant 
relationship.  
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