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Lost City: The Discovery of Machu Picchu

Machu Picchu, often referred to as the "Lost City of the Incas," is one of the most significant archaeological
discoveries of the 20th century. Nestled high in the Andes Mountains of Peru, this ancient Incan city has
captivated the attention of historians, archaeologists, and tourists alike. The story of its discovery,
preservation, and the insights it provides into Incan civilization is a saga of adventure, intrigue, and
scholarly dedication.

The Historical Context of Machu Picchu

Machu Picchu was built during the height of the Inca Empire in the 15th century. It is believed to have
been constructed under the reign of the Inca emperor Pachacuti as a royal estate. The site features
impressive stone structures that demonstrate the Incas' advanced engineering skills and their deep
connection to the surrounding landscape.

Key features of Machu Picchu include:

- Terraces: Agricultural terraces that allowed the Incas to farm on steep slopes.
- Religious Structures: Temples and altars dedicated to Incan deities.
- Residential Areas: Houses for the elite and commoners, showcasing the social organization of the Inca
society.

Despite its significance, Machu Picchu was largely forgotten by the outside world after the Spanish
conquest. The dense jungle growth concealed the site, and it remained largely unknown until the early
20th century.

The Discovery of Machu Picchu

The rediscovery of Machu Picchu can be attributed to American historian and explorer Hiram Bingham.
His journey to the site was not a straightforward one; it involved a combination of research, adventurous
spirit, and serendipity.

Hiram Bingham: The Explorer



Born in 1875, Hiram Bingham was a Yale graduate and an enthusiastic explorer with a keen interest in
Incan civilization. His expedition to Peru in 1911 was initially aimed at finding the last Inca stronghold of
Vilcabamba, which was rumored to be hidden in the mountains.

- Preparation: Bingham prepared for his journey by studying maps and local legends. He sought guides
who could lead him through the rugged terrain.
- Local Knowledge: While traveling, Bingham encountered local farmers who spoke of an ancient city
hidden in the mountains.
- The Discovery: On July 24, 1911, Bingham, along with a local farmer named Melchor Arteaga, reached
the site that would later be known as Machu Picchu.

The Initial Exploration

Upon discovering Machu Picchu, Bingham was taken aback by the site’s grandeur and the mystery
surrounding it. Initially, he did not understand the full significance of what he had found.

Key aspects of the initial exploration included:

1. Mapping the Site: Bingham meticulously mapped the layout of Machu Picchu and took photographs to
document his findings.
2. Excavation: He began excavating the site, uncovering various artifacts, including ceramics, tools, and
skeletal remains.
3. Public Interest: Bingham's discoveries attracted significant media attention, and he was hailed as the man
who rediscovered the Lost City of the Incas.

Academic and Cultural Impact

Bingham's discovery of Machu Picchu had profound academic and cultural implications, reshaping the
understanding of Incan civilization.

Archaeological Significance

Machu Picchu provided vital insights into Incan architecture, agricultural practices, and social organization.
Some of the key archaeological findings include:

- Advanced Engineering: The precision of stone-cutting and the use of terracing techniques demonstrated
the Incas' exceptional engineering skills.
- Cultural Artifacts: Items found on-site, such as pottery and religious artifacts, shed light on Incan daily life



and spiritual beliefs.
- Ecological Understanding: The agricultural terraces revealed the Incas' sophisticated farming methods,
including crop rotation and irrigation systems.

Cultural Revival and Tourism

The rediscovery of Machu Picchu spurred a renewed interest in Incan culture and history. It became a
symbol of national pride for Peru and an attraction for international tourists.

- Tourism Development: In the decades following its discovery, Machu Picchu transformed into a major
tourist destination, contributing significantly to Peru’s economy.
- Cultural Festivals: The site became central to cultural festivals celebrating Incan heritage, attracting
visitors from around the world.
- Heritage Protection: Increased awareness of Machu Picchu’s importance led to efforts to preserve the site,
resulting in UNESCO World Heritage designation in 1983.

Challenges in Preservation

Despite its fame and the influx of visitors, Machu Picchu faces numerous challenges in preservation and
conservation.

Environmental Threats

The surrounding rainforest ecosystem presents both beauty and challenges. Issues include:

- Erosion: Heavy rainfall and foot traffic cause erosion of the pathways and terraces.
- Invasive Species: Non-native plants threaten the delicate balance of the local ecosystem.
- Climate Change: Changes in climate patterns pose risks to both the site and its surrounding environment.

Tourism Management

While tourism is vital for the local economy, it also poses a risk to the integrity of Machu Picchu.

- Visitor Limitations: Authorities have implemented measures to limit the number of visitors at any given
time to reduce wear on the site.
- Guided Tours: Emphasizing guided tours ensures that visitors have a deeper understanding of the site's



significance while minimizing environmental impact.
- Educational Programs: Initiatives to educate tourists about the importance of preservation have been
developed to foster respect for the site.

Conclusion

The discovery of Machu Picchu is not merely a tale of adventure and exploration; it is a narrative woven
into the fabric of history, culture, and identity. As the Lost City of the Incas continues to inspire awe and
curiosity, it also serves as a reminder of the need for sustainable practices in preservation. The legacy of
Hiram Bingham and the countless others who have worked to unveil and protect this remarkable site is a
testament to human curiosity and the enduring quest for knowledge. As we look to the future, the story of
Machu Picchu remains a vital part of our understanding of the past and a beacon for the preservation of
cultural heritage across the globe.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Machu Picchu and why is it significant?
Machu Picchu is an ancient Incan city located in the Andes Mountains of Peru. It is significant for its
archaeological value, stunning architecture, and as a symbol of the Incan Empire's ingenuity and cultural
heritage.

Who discovered Machu Picchu and when?
Machu Picchu was brought to international attention by American historian Hiram Bingham in 1911,
although local indigenous farmers were already aware of its existence.

What are some of the theories about the purpose of Machu Picchu?
Theories about the purpose of Machu Picchu include it being a royal estate, a religious site, or a ceremonial
center for the Incas, reflecting its significance in terms of politics and spirituality.

How was Machu Picchu constructed without modern technology?
Machu Picchu was built using advanced Incan techniques, such as precise stone cutting, terracing, and
drainage systems, showcasing their architectural skills and understanding of the environment.



What challenges did Hiram Bingham face during his discovery of Machu
Picchu?
Hiram Bingham faced challenges such as dense jungle growth, lack of local knowledge about the site, and
logistical issues related to accessing the remote location in the Andes.

What items were found at Machu Picchu that provide insight into Incan
culture?
Artifacts found at Machu Picchu include pottery, tools, and religious items, which provide insights into the
daily life, trade practices, and spiritual beliefs of the Incan civilization.

How has Machu Picchu influenced modern tourism?
Machu Picchu has become a UNESCO World Heritage Site and a major tourist destination, influencing
global tourism trends by highlighting the importance of cultural heritage and sustainable travel.

What conservation efforts are in place to protect Machu Picchu?
Conservation efforts at Machu Picchu include limiting visitor numbers, restoring structures, and
implementing sustainable practices to protect the site from environmental degradation and human impact.

What role do local communities play in the preservation of Machu
Picchu?
Local communities play a crucial role in the preservation of Machu Picchu by participating in tourism,
conservation efforts, and promoting cultural education, ensuring that the heritage is respected and
sustained.

Why is Machu Picchu often referred to as the 'Lost City of the Incas'?
Machu Picchu is often referred to as the 'Lost City of the Incas' because it remained largely unknown to
the outside world until its rediscovery in the early 20th century, symbolizing the mysteries of the Incan
civilization.
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