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Praise for Lost City of the Incas



‘Machu Picchu was to Hiram Bingham the crowning of all his purest dreams as an adult child’


Che Guevara


‘A handsome edition complete with Hugh Thomson’s fine introduction and superb photographs; it is the classic adventure’


 Irish Times


‘Bingham catalogues his finds with admirable concision, and indulges his wide interests, revealing little-known facts about the Incas – their sophisticated system of roads and runners allowed fish to be caught in the Pacific and served fresh at the Inca’s Andean table. He captures the majesty of the architecture in its dramatic and wild surroundings and Hugh Thomson has illustrated the book beautifully from Bingham’s innumerable photographs’


Literary Review


‘Anyone who has been to Machu Picchu must read Hiram Bingham’s classic tale of discovery, Lost City of the Incas’


Wanderlust



By Hugh Thomson


THE WHITE ROCK


An Exploration of the Inca Heartland


‘It is a measure of Hugh Thomson’s skill as a writer, historian and explorer that The White Rock is such a pleasure … a moving and meticulously researched account of the Inca people’s rise, conquest of a continent and tragic annihilation by the conquistadors of the 16th century’


Justin Marozzi, Spectator



‘Engrossing … the sort of book that fires the armchair traveller with a desire to follow in its author’s footsteps, not just because it is passionate about its subject … but also because it tells of some quite heroic exploration by Thomson himself’


Geoffrey Moorhouse, New York Times Book Review



‘In The White Rock, the whole continent becomes a plot with suspense and a cast of outrageous characters … This is Bruce Chatwin with cojones. More than that, it is a micro-allegory of the saga of fantasy, bravado, conquest, and the frustration that is the collective narrative of the Inca hunters’


 	Andy Martin, Independent



‘The White Rock has a moral depth and intellectual integrity most similar work lacks’


Rhode Island Providence Journal


‘It is Thomson’s generosity of spirit which stands out and makes this a great book … a work that is both accessible and academically rigorous’


Isabel Cockayne, Eastern Daily Press




COCHINEAL RED



Travels Through Ancient Peru


‘A dizzying tour through five turbulent millennia. The cumulative effect is enthralling’


 Sara Wheeler, The Times



‘What makes Cochineal Red such a worthwhile book is that it is written by someone who is both an explorer and a scholar’


 Toby Green, Independent



‘Epic – in an increasingly homogeneous world, he has found, and describes to perfection, a mythical land’


Publishing News


‘Conveys not only Thomson’s great knowledge of the ancient civilisations of the Andes, but also the thrill of the chase for such knowledge’


Matthew Parris, Spectator



‘A fascinating, intelligently told tale, full of intriguing revelations, that penetrates deeper into the Andean past than previously attempted’


 Traveller Magazine


‘The picture of ancient Peru that bleeds through these pages is of a place so removed from our own world as to be the nearest we can get to encountering an absolutely alien mindset’


 Daily Telegraph


‘Reminds us that the world is not, after all, explored’


 Benedict Allen, Independent on Sunday, Books of the Year





By Hiram Bingham



Journal of an Expedition across


Venezuela and Colombia


Across South America


Inca Land


Machu Picchu, a Citadel of the Incas


Lost City of the Incas


By Hugh Thomson


The White Rock: An Exploration of the Inca Heartland


Cochineal Red: Travels Through Ancient Peru


Machu Picchu and the Camera


Nanda Devi: A Journey to the Last Sanctuary


Tequila Oil: Getting Lost in Mexico


50 Wonders of the World




Hiram Bingham was born in Hawaii in 1875 and educated at Yale, where he later taught. His early expeditions to South America and climactic discovery of Machu Picchu were just the start of a long and colourful career: he went on to command air force troops in France during the First World War and to become a Senator; he was later impeached. Lost City of the Incas, written towards the end of his life in 1948, is a final distillation of the many articles and books on the Incas that he had published before. He died in 1956.


Hugh Thomson has led several research expeditions to Peru to locate and study Inca ruins. He has written about Machu Picchu and the Incas in both The White Rock and Cochineal Red. See www.thewhiterock.co.uk.
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INTRODUCTION


When Hiram Bingham arrived in the Peruvian Andes in July 1911, he was ready for what was to be the climactic achievement of his life: the exploration of the remote hinterland to the west of Cuzco, the old Inca capital. He had every advantage on his side, with his charisma, opportunism, knowledge of bibliographical sources and driving, restless energy. Above all he had what every explorer needs – luck and the ability to exploit it.


Bingham had already done a preliminary reconnaissance a few years before, in 1909, when he had made the mistake of coming in the wet season. This time he would be on dry ground and he had prepared meticulously for it, both with a well-provisioned team and with the invaluable research he had been given by a Peruvian academic, Carlos Romero. This included recently discovered chronicles from the time of the Spanish Conquest, which pointed to the existence of hitherto unsuspected Inca ruins.


Despite all this, he could never have expected quite what lay ahead. In the space of just a few short months he was to discover not only Machu Picchu, by any standards one of the greatest architectural achievements of pre-Columbian civilization, but also two other major sites: Vitcos, where the last Incas retreated after the Spanish had conquered the rest of their Empire and which was to become their capital in exile for a further thirty-five years; and another mysterious site down below in the jungle, whose significance evaded Bingham at the time, in an area he called the ‘Plain of Ghosts’.


In later years he returned to excavate at Machu Picchu. He also undertook what he described in an article as ‘Further Explorations’, discovering a myriad of other minor sites and the Inca Trail, a magnificent stone track that threads high above the Urubamba river to arrive at Machu Picchu in a way that modern visitors still find heart-stopping.


However, it was in 1911, over the space of just a few months, that Hiram Bingham made the momentous discoveries that form the kernel of this book and make it a classic in the literature of exploration. It is impossible to read Lost City of the Incas without sharing in Bingham’s enthusiasm and curiosity about what he had found. He was a natural story-teller, with an extraordinary story to tell.


Like many, I first read it when I went to Machu Picchu and was immediately struck by the vivacity and freshness with which Bingham writes. Over the years since, I’ve come to realize that it is an even more intriguing and complex work than might at first appear. Much of this is due to Bingham’s own character.


Bingham was a man who needed to become famous. Born in 1875, he had grown up in Hawaii, the son of a missionary family who had once been celebrated and prosperous but had subsequently descended into genteel poverty. As Hiram Bingham III, he was conscious both of his ancestor’s fame (the first Hiram Bingham had almost single-handedly converted the islands to Christianity) and of the family’s current fall from grace.


In Lost City of the Incas, he fondly remembers climbing ‘a number of mountains in the suburbs of Honolulu’ as a boy and often notes occasional and unexpected similarities between the Peruvian Vilcabamba and the green islands of Hawaii. The impression given is of a youth lived under open skies.


But in reality his childhood was a constrained one. He was cramped by a constant need for academic success and by the fierce religious fundamentalism of his parents, from which Bingham tried to escape. Peru provided a freedom he had never had when young. As Che Guevara put it in an astute essay: ‘Machu Picchu was to Bingham the crowning of all his purest dreams as an adult child.’


He managed to fund his own way through Andover and then Yale, often by coaching fellow students, and decided to remain in teaching once he had graduated. At six foot four, he had the rangy build of a natural tennis player and he was eased up the political ladder of appointments by his charm and good looks, although his approach was at times too broad-brush for him ever to settle entirely comfortably into academic life (Bingham was never a great man for footnotes).


In 1900, when he was twenty-five, he married Alfreda Mitchell, the daughter of a wealthy family, and his financial worries were eased. Despite this new security and the acquisition of a thirty-room mansion in New Haven, the early years of his marriage were characterized by a restless urge to travel.


He was drawn early to the idea of South America, both because of its inherent romanticism and because in academic terms it was virgin territory. It was not yet a legitimate subject at the Ivy League universities and so Bingham could seize, as he put it, ‘the opportunity it presents to work in claims not already staked out’. While Humboldt’s books on South America in the early nineteenth century had instigated a wave of curiosity in Europe, and brought many travellers in his wake (particularly from France), North American interest in the southern continent had awoken more slowly. Only with the impressive histories of the Conquest of Mexico and Peru written later in the century by a Boston lawyer, William Prescott, had the process slowly begun.


Bingham managed to create a post for himself as Curator of the Harvard Library’s non-existent ‘South American Collection’, a collection that Bingham then set about creating. He quickly accumulated a card catalogue of some 25,000 items. When a consignment of Simón Bolívar’s papers came his way, his first thought was to write a biography of the nineteenth-century Libertador and his struggle for Independence. Then he decided, characteristically, that it would be more interesting to go to South America and follow the arduous route Bolívar had once taken across the continent, so as to gauge how difficult it must have been for him and his men.


This was his first expedition, in 1906, when he was just thirty-one, and it gave him a taste for exploration, despite or perhaps because of the hardships he encountered. He took a rifle with him, which he needed both for protection and to shoot game (he was later to issue a Winchester and a Colt to each member of his Peruvian teams). He published an account of it in his first book, Journal of an Expedition across Venezuela and Colombia.


Upon returning to the States, he became a Lecturer in South American history at his alma mater, Yale, a post that had been created especially for him and the first such post in any North American university. Bingham continued to press the case for more attention to be paid to his new subject in articles such as ‘The Possibilities of South American History and Politics as a Field for Research’.


He was soon to head back to South America to do research himself, this time for a more ambitious expedition from Buenos Aires across the continent to Lima. With typical opportunism, Bingham had managed to get appointed as the American delegate to a political conference in Chile, and he used this as a springboard for the trip. He was already becoming interested in politics and the resulting book, Across South America, concentrated on the business opportunities America was missing by not investing more in the region, particularly compared to Britain.


It was while on this journey that he was accidentally propelled into a new-found subject, the Incas. Up until then, his focus had been on post-Columbian history, and while in Peru he wanted to visit Ayacucho, the scene of one of the climactic battles of Bolívar’s Wars of Independence. To get there, he passed through the town of Abancay, where the Prefect persuaded him to join a treasure-hunting expedition he was mounting, doubtless because Bingham, as ‘an American professor’, would give a spurious legitimacy to the enterprise. The proposed destination was Choquequirao, the one Inca site in the Vilcabamba province that was already known, if little visited because of its difficult position high above the Apurímac river.


As Bingham cheerfully admits (his candour is one of the most attractive features of his writing), ‘we were not on the lookout for new Inca ruins and had never heard of Choqquequirau.’ But he accepted the invitation with alacrity, and despite the rigours of travelling there in the wet season, found his resulting experiences compelling.


He also proved to be a very observant explorer. His view that Choquequirao was primarily a ‘fortress’ may have been contested by later archaeologists, but Bingham’s detailing of the site was conscientious and accurate. I found his plans still the most useful when I travelled to the site in 1982, as did the American explorer Vincent Lee when he went there in the 1990s.


Bingham’s account in Lost City of the Incas of his initiation into the world of the Incas ends with a famous clarion call to further exploration, inspired by the view from Choquequirao of the rest of the Vilcabamba range:




Those snow-capped peaks in an unknown and unexplored part of Peru fascinated me greatly. They tempted me to go and see what lay beyond. In the ever famous words of Rudyard Kipling there was ‘Something hidden! Go and find it! Go and look beyond the ranges – Something lost behind the ranges. Lost and waiting for you. Go!’




The casual reader of Lost City of the Incas might assume that the die was now cast and that Bingham was determined to return to Peru. In fact it merely confirmed in him a desire to be ‘an explorer’, as he now chose to state his profession in Who’s Who in America. He didn’t mind where he went as long as it would make his name. On returning to the States, he tried to raise money for a number of expeditions: to Mexico to study the Maya; to the Ecuadorian jungle to explore the sources of the Napo river; even a reckless plan to find a new route northwards across Amazonia from La Paz to Manaus. No one would back him. When he did then suggest returning to Peru, the principal goal was not to explore the Inca heartland, but to be the first to climb a mountain that he thought (erroneously) might be the highest in South America: Mt Coropuna. This was conveniently close to the Vilcabamba and likewise lay along the 73° Meridian, which had never been mapped, so Bingham proposed, as an additional sweetener for the sponsorship package, that he would make a further investigation of the Inca area.


When no academic body would support him, he turned to his Yale classmates. Some of the wealthier ones helped fund the expedition. Others joined him on it. The team that he took to Peru in 1911, while sounding as if every member had come with an assigned role (‘the naturalist’, ‘the doctor’ etc.), was more of an ad hoc alliance of college friends who, like Bingham, quite fancied an adventure. They got one.


Cuzco, the ancient capital of the Incas, lies on a high plateau on the edge of the Andes at over 10,000 feet. Bingham’s plan was to descend from this plateau along the valley of the Urubamba. This river weaves a circuitous route west, north and finally east of Cuzco to reach the Amazon, and passes through the quadrant of dramatically plunging canyons and broken mountain ranges known as the Vilcabamba.


Bingham’s previous expedition experience had taught him the value of obsessively pre-planning everything, from food-boxes to the ‘folding cot-beds’ they would use to keep them off wet ground, and he had a talent for such logistics. Luck was also on his side, as recent developments in scholarship had revealed much useful information. In London, Sir Clements Markham, the President of the Royal Geographical Society, had just published The Incas of Peru in 1910. This placed far more emphasis than had previous accounts on the late ‘neo-Inca’ period when the Incas fled from Cuzco into the Vilcabamba after the Spanish invasion: Bingham drew heavily on it for the historical sections of Lost City of the Incas.


On arriving in Peru, Bingham also consulted a Peruvian scholar, Carlos Romero, who told him of a recently found report left by one of the last Incas, Titu Cusi, which, together with the chronicles of an Augustinian friar, Antonio de la Calancha, indicated that there were further ruins to be found in the Vilcabamba, including the so-called ‘last capital of the Incas’, Vitcos.


Using his bibliophile connections as Curator now of both the Harvard and Yale South American Collections, Bingham had tracked down the account of an earlier traveller, the Comte de Sartiges, an energetic young French diplomat who had been the first to leave a written account of Choquequirao in 1834: ‘Voyage dans les Républiques de l’Amérique du Sud’. Sartiges’ record of his travels right across the Vilcabamba is a powerful and humane one which uses Humboldt as its model, and he deserves to be far more widely read than he is today. His influence on Bingham has been underestimated, as his example would have shown the new ‘explorer’ a multitude of possible routes across the region – and also suggested that exciting literature could be made of such exploration. Sartiges’ description of the Vilcabamba was precisely of the sort to whet Bingham’s appetite:




Whoever wants to admire American nature in all its contrasts and magnificence should take this route … a traveller could believe himself in the north pole one moment, then find himself in a tropical zone of coffee, banana and sugar-cane plantations the next.




When Bingham and his team set off down the Urubamba in 1911, they had an advantage over travellers such as Sartiges who had preceded them: a mule trail had recently been blasted down the valley canyon, to enable rubber to be brought up more easily from the jungle.


Almost all previous travellers had left the river at Ollantaytambo and taken a high pass across the mountains by Mt Verónica to rejoin the river lower down, thereby cutting a substantial corner but also therefore never visiting the area around Picchu (or Pijchu as it was sometimes spelt – almost all Quechua terms have variants). This was as much for convenience as for the difficulties of negotiating the river descent before the mule trail was made, which Bingham exaggerates: Pachacuti, the renowned warrior Inca of the fifteenth century, had led whole armies down the Urubamba without problem.


The Picchu valley was still little visited in Bingham’s time, particularly as the effects of recession caused by Peru’s disastrous War of the Pacific with Chile were still being felt and local activities such as mining had fallen away. Bingham seems to have been blissfully unaware of this and thought that the valley he had stumbled on was a timeless version of pastoral, rather than a mining community forced into farming by bad times (although this also suited his telling of the subsequent events).


There is a disarming moment when Bingham turns to the reader, in his best bar-story manner, to begin his tale of exploration: ‘People often say to me: “How did you happen to discover Machu Picchu?” The answer is, I was looking for the last Inca capital.’ Bingham already knew that the ‘last Inca capital’, Vitcos, lay well beyond the Picchu valley. So when his small expedition passed through the valley, only a few days out from Cuzco, they were still at idling speed, playing themselves in.


A recent memoir, Portrait of an Explorer, by one of Bingham’s seven sons, Alfred, includes some revealing journal entries that Bingham made at the time. According to these, 24 July began quietly, with Bingham trying to arrange sufficient mules for the next stage of the journey – a constant headache on such expeditions. Of his six companions, four were elsewhere in the valley; the two with Bingham, Harry Foote and William Erving, showed no interest in accompanying him up the nearby hill to see some ruins that a local farmer, Melchor Arteaga, had told them about the night before. A drizzle of dawn rain had doubtless dampened their enthusiasm.


Bingham also seems to have been less than ardent in his mission. He left camp only after ten o’clock, so committing himself to a midday climb of several thousand feet as the sun burnt off the cloud. Nor did he bother to take any lunch, a decision he later regretted. In Lost City of the Incas, he vividly relates that he made the ascent without having the least expectation that he would find anything at the top.


But in his re-telling of the story, Bingham is being disingenuous when he claims that he had heard of the ruins there for the first time only the previous night, from Melchor Arteaga. Journal entries make clear that ten days before, on 14 July, when dining upriver, he had been told by a ‘drunk’ sub-prefect that some leagues down the Urubamba was the mountain of ‘Huainapichu’, where there were ‘better ruins to be found than at Choquequirao’.


Even more precise information had been given to him by Albert Giesecke, the rector of Cuzco University, who had told him of a journey he had just made down the Urubamba in the wet season, when he had likewise met Melchor Arteaga, who had offered to take Giesecke up to see the same ruins in the dry season if he ever returned, as the climb was too difficult in the wet.


The French traveller Charles Wiener had even published a reference to ruins he had heard of at ‘Huaina Picchu and Matcho Picchu’ in his book of 1875, although he had not visited them because they lay off his route. In Lost City of the Incas, Bingham says he only learned of this after finding the ruins, although it is uncharacteristic of him to have ignored such a useful source of local information, given his thorough preparation for the expedition. The scholars he consulted, such as Carlos Romero, would certainly have known of the reference.


The fact that Bingham had heard more rumours of potential ruins at Machu Picchu than he cares to reveal in the book does not detract from his achievement in actually finding them. All explorers operate in a continual mist of rumour and half-truth, and cutting through to the reality takes commitment. Perseverance in the face of uncertainty was one of Bingham’s most successful traits.


He deserved to find what awaited him at the top. Yet in reading Bingham’s description of his sense of wonder at what he found at Machu Picchu, it is important to remember that Lost City of the Incas is a work of hindsight, written almost forty years after the events it describes, when Bingham was an old man.


His journal entries of the time reveal a much more gradual appreciation of his achievement. He spent the afternoon at the ruins jotting down the details and dimensions of some of the buildings. Then he descended and rejoined his companions, to whom he seems to have said little about his discovery. His colleague Harry Foote did not even mention it in his journal: he just noted ‘an interesting time’ collecting butterflies near the river. The very next day they all continued down the valley as if nothing had happened – an extraordinary thing to do, when you have just discovered an unknown Inca city. But at this stage, Bingham did not realize the extent of the site, nor had he realized what use he could make of the discovery. The fact that he had not expected to find anything had left him unprepared.


Bingham was more excited by some bones which he had found earlier in a glacial deposit near Cuzco. He hoped they might prove to be those of an early man of ground-breaking antiquity and had arranged for photos of the bones to be sent back to the States. This was the discovery that he thought might make him famous, although in the event the bones proved to be relatively recent. He had also focused on his search for Vitcos, the ‘last Inca capital’, which he knew must lie ahead. There was no mention of any Inca ruin in the vicinity of Machu Picchu in any of the early Chronicles, and it seems as if the Spanish were completely unaware of it, so Bingham had no frame of reference in which to place his discovery. To quote the old explorers’ adage, ‘You only ever find what you are looking for.’


Thus he did not make much of it to his companions or even revisit it, despite having spent just a few hours there, considerably less than the average modern tourist. He arranged for other members of the expedition to do more site clearance in the weeks that followed, while he himself only returned a full year later, on another expedition.


Bingham may also have realized he was not the first to visit the ruins. As he wrote in his journal, he had seen the name ‘Agustín Lizárraga’ scrawled in charcoal on one of the walls, with a date, 1902. When he descended from Machu Picchu, he asked Melchor Arteaga about this and noted: ‘Agustín Lizárraga is discoverer of Machu Picchu and lives at San Miguel bridge.’ This bridge lay just downstream from the expedition’s camp. Passing by there the next day, Bingham met Lizárraga’s brother, Ángel, who gave him further information. It must have been apparent that the existence of the ruins was generally known in the valley, even if no one realized their interest or importance. Some of the central plaza was being cultivated by local farmers.


However, as Bingham slowly began to realize, no one had publicized Machu Picchu. The archaeological authorities in Cuzco, let alone in Lima or the States, were ignorant of it. So while he was not the first person to have been to the ruins, he was the first to realize their importance and make them known to the world. To use the helpful euphemism devised by later Machu Picchu authorities, he was their ‘scientific discoverer’.


By the time he was next able to write to his wife Alfreda, he told her: ‘my new Inca city, Machu Picchu … is far more wonderful and interesting than Choquequirao. The stone is as fine as any in Cuzco! It is unknown and will make a fine story.’


The process of turning it into the ‘fine story’ that Lost City of the Incas became took many years. In 1913 Bingham wrote an initial account for the National Geographic magazine covering both the ground-breaking expedition of 1911 and also that of 1912, when he returned to clear and excavate Machu Picchu. At the time he was still a lecturer at Yale and so it is a relatively academic and precise account. Then in 1922 he produced a populist travel-book version, Inca Land, and in 1930 a specialist account of the excavations at the site, Machu Picchu, a Citadel of the Incas. Finally, in 1948, he revised these works to produce Lost City of the Incas.


So by the time he wrote of the ‘Discovery’ (as he came to capitalize it) in this book, he had told the tale many times before and knew precisely how to present it to maximum effect. The original terse phrases he had jotted down in his notebook – ‘Houses, streets, stairs. Finely cut stone.’ – were now expanded into a theatrical sequence of architectural wonder, in which each new building was applauded at its entrance.


In the early National Geographic account, he had kept to a more prosaic description:




Presently we found ourselves in the midst of a tropical forest, beneath the shade of whose trees we could make out a maze of ancient walls, the ruins of buildings made of blocks of granite, some of which were beautifully fitted together in the most refined style of Inca architecture. A few rods farther along we came to a little open space, on which were two splendid temples or palaces. The superior character of the stone work, the presence of these splendid edifices, and of what appeared to be an unusually large number of finely constructed stone dwellings, led me to believe that Machu Picchu might prove to be the largest and most important ruin discovered in South America since the days of the Spanish conquest.




Even in this, one can already see how Bingham was beginning to apply hindsight to his own perceptions at the time: the shift to what was really a discovery in retrospect was already starting. Did he really believe when he found it that this was ‘the largest and most important ruin discovered in South America’?


In Lost City of the Incas, this early paragraph becomes a whole chapter in itself, and his account of the discovery of the ruins is full of elaborate sleight of hand and literary devices: the bridge that they manage to cross even though it was swept away a few days later; the snake they never see but which would have sprung at them if they had; his companions who decide not to accompany him and the guide who has to be persuaded that it will be worth his while; the trailed suggestion that, in a country where ‘one can never tell whether a report is worthy of credence’, he may well be the victim of a loose rumour. One masterful moment occurs when Bingham is offered ‘cool, delicious water’ at a hut, and contemplates abandoning what may be a pointless quest for the delights of the view and a siesta (lesser men, he quietly implies, would have done just that). But he presses on to the discovery itself.


And here he makes the most of the contrast between the local guide, who cannot appreciate the glories he is revealing, and Bingham himself, who immediately does. It has the effect of making Bingham seem to be the only person present as these architectural glories are unveiled to him, a private audience for both explorer and reader, and he tells the story in a masterful and compelling way, given the static nature of his subject. The word ‘suddenly’ is repeated no less than three times over as many paragraphs. The language is hallucinogenic, spiralling: ‘It seemed like an unbelievable dream … it fairly took my breath away … surprise followed surprise in bewildering succession … the sight held me spellbound …’


This is his literary re-invention of the discovery – it is what he thinks it should have been like for him. In the process some inconvenient facts are suppressed, as his son Alfred has pointed out in his candid memoir: in reality the ruins had already been cleared by Indian farmers living there, as Bingham’s own first photographs reveal, whereas in Lost City of the Incas they are described as being covered by the overgrowth of a tropical forest. But Bingham is merely doing what almost all explorers do. Excavation and archaeological evaluation is a slow process, and rather than describe paint drying, Bingham has merely compressed his slow realization of Machu Picchu’s importance, which took some years, into the heady euphoria of a single afternoon.


Bingham’s account also needs to be appreciated within a literary as well as an archaeological context. Conan Doyle published The Lost World in the same year that Bingham excavated at Machu Picchu, and Lost City of the Incas was written with a clear sense of what the public expected from a work of adventure, right down to the similarity in titles. This, after all, was a continent where, as Conan Doyle put it, ‘the more you knew of South America, the more you would understand that anything was possible – anything.’


There was a well-known canon of adventure novels which gave Bingham his literary tropes, from Jules Verne’s La Jangada, an account of the descent of the Amazon, to the works of Rider Haggard: trusty companions, unreliable natives and clues given by some ancient chronicle. (The relationship between writers and explorers was a symbiotic one – Conan Doyle had, in his turn, based The Lost World narrative on recent accounts of the Mato Grosso by the British explorer Colonel Fawcett.)


It is not surprising that Bingham quoted from Kipling’s poem ‘The Explorer’ when talking of the lure of the Vilcabamba – ‘Something hidden! Go and find it!/ Go and look behind the ranges –/ Something lost behind the ranges –/ Lost and waiting for you. Go!’ – for that virile Edwardian literary style was precisely what he aspired to.


In Lost City of the Incas, rivers are always raging, paths treacherous and mountains precipitous. A good example comes early on, in the journey to Choquequirao, when Bingham, as so often, uses the literary construction ‘it seemed as though …’: ‘it seemed as though our heavily laden mules must surely lose their footing and roll down the fifteen hundred feet to the raging Apurímac river below.’ Anyone who has travelled in this area knows that human travellers are more likely to lose their footing than mules, but no matter. Likewise at the bridge below on the Apurímac: ‘to cross it seemed like certain death.’


Yet along with his occasional hyperbole, Bingham has an eye for the sublimities of the landscape he is passing through – his descriptions of the fecundity and drama of the Vilcabamba are unsurpassed. The engaging candour he has already shown with the admission that his initial interest in Inca ruins was accidental continues throughout the book. He is good too on the minutiae of an explorer’s life, which a more academic account might leave out – the gnats, the rain and the continual uncertainties.


Above all Bingham has an admirably catholic approach to exploration. In the manner of Humboldt a century earlier, he is intrigued by a whole range of phenomena, from geology to etymology and the living conditions of the Quechua Indians he encounters.


No one would ever call him a specialist archaeologist, as he is happy to reveal in the text – an admission that academic archaeologists have patronized him for ever since, even as they excavate the sites he found for them.


Such is the fame of Machu Picchu that it is easy to overlook Bingham’s very substantial achievement in making his next discovery. For with some careful detective work, he succeeded in his original purpose – to find the site of the old Inca capital, Vitcos, and the nearby temple of Chuquipalta, or ‘Ñusta Isppana, the White Rock’, as Bingham called it.


It may be less impressive architecturally, but Vitcos has a historical resonance that Machu Picchu does not: here Manco Inca, the great guerrilla leader of the last Incas, ruled and died, assassinated by treacherous Spanish guests in the plaza. Bingham’s discovery of it was a model of the conscientious use of source material, and no one has ever contested his identification of the site. The White Rock was a similarly evocative discovery.


Nor did Bingham stop there. He carried on over a high pass into genuinely wild and untravelled country, descending towards the Amazon. This was what he enjoyed most – the chase for ruins. As anyone who has ever followed Bingham’s footsteps can verify, this called for real tenacity of purpose – no mountain range seems to have been too high for him, no jungle too uninviting.


Travelling with just the Yale companion he found most congenial, Harry Foote, Bingham discovered more buildings at a place called Espíritu Pampa, or, as he translates it, ‘the Plain of Ghosts’. This settlement was covered by such dense rainforest that Bingham only uncovered a small portion and remained unaware of its full extent. Indeed, so large is the plaza at Espíritu Pampa that when Bingham crossed it and found houses on either side, he assumed that he had found a scattered settlement of isolated buildings with little in between, rather than the central civic space of a city. This was a natural mistake to make. Not until 1964 was the full extent of the site at Espíritu Pampa revealed by a later American explorer, Gene Savoy.


Even from the few buildings that Bingham did find, logic dictated that this must have been the final refuge of the Incas, the ‘city of Vilcabamba’ which the chroniclers mentioned after the Spanish had driven them from Vitcos. In his journal notes from the time, Bingham admitted this logic to himself. But he also yearned to explain Machu Picchu. Perhaps it could have been ‘the place of last retreat’?


By twisting the kaleidoscope of geographical and historical references to the ‘city of Vilcabamba’, Bingham was later able to argue, if tortuously, for such an attribution. It is not one that any modern scholar would agree with, as John Hemming has conclusively argued in his book The Conquest of the Incas. Additional source material discovered since Bingham’s time confirms the identification of Espíritu Pampa as ‘the old Vilcabamba’ of the chronicles, near to which the Spanish captured the last Inca, Tupac Amaru, and took him back to Cuzco for execution.


Nor does Bingham’s other theory, that Machu Picchu was the birthplace of the Incas, have any champions. Yet his description of the actual buildings of Machu Picchu is thorough and astute, and he brought real intelligence to bear on problems such as the Inca use of roofs and doors. His impulse to assign a central role to Machu Picchu in Inca history was a natural result of his appreciation of the virtuosity of the architecture, even if the conclusions he reached were wrong. Compared to some of the wild theories that were to follow, his speculations seem tame.


So what was the function of Machu Picchu? To discuss that question at length is beyond the scope of this introduction, but the short answer currently favoured by many experts, based on a document discovered in 1983, is that it was probably built by the greatest of all the Incas, Pachacuti, who began the explosive expansion of the Empire in the mid-fifteenth century. A further supposition is that he may have used it as a magnificent country estate, when he wanted to retreat from Cuzco to warmer quarters. His descendants built other similar estates for their own use, of which Choquequirao may also be one, and thus Machu Picchu was abandoned after Pachacuti’s death.


Bingham’s own attributions of Machu Picchu’s function were to come much later, as he tried to digest what he had discovered. In 1911, on the return from Espíritu Pampa, he did not even bother to revisit the actual site when he passed by, despite having a day in hand. He left the clearing and mapping of it to the two least experienced members of his team and pressed on to try to climb Mt Coropuna, which he duly did. When he took altitude readings on the top, he discovered to his natural disappointment that it was not the highest mountain in the Americas – Mt Aconcagua beat it, as do others – but it still remains a very impressive climb of a 20,800-feet peak, over an untried route.


Only when it came to writing up his experiences back home did he start to tease out the problem and the potential of Machu Picchu. His initial expedition reports talked more of the bones ‘of early man’ that they had found than of the Inca sites, but this quickly changed when he realized, to his embarrassment, that the bones were not necessarily as old as had been imagined. Then he wrote an account of his ascent of Mt Coropuna, but this likewise failed to ignite the reading public.


Meanwhile Sir Clements Markham was the first to publish a report on Bingham’s archaeological discoveries in Vilcabamba, ‘a region of peculiar interest’, in the journal of the Royal Geographical Society of December 1911. He makes the briefest of references to a site Bingham had called ‘Macchu-Pichu, where there was a group of Inca edifices, built with large stones beautifully worked. One of the walls contained three windows of unusual size.’ Markham went on to note, in the tones of a concerned school-master, ‘this is the pith of the present instalment of information received from Mr Bingham. I trust that it is the forerunner of a fuller topographical description …’


Bingham decided to give far more than just a ‘fuller topographical description’. After a further season’s excavation at Machu Picchu in 1912 had confirmed its importance, he launched a publicity offensive. He persuaded National Geographic both to sponsor his expeditions and to take the unusual step of devoting the entire April 1913 issue of their magazine to his discoveries, with the title ‘In the Wonderland of Peru’. Under the breathless heading ‘The Ruins of an Ancient Inca capital, Machu Picchu’, the magazine proclaimed:




This wonderful city, which was built by the Incas probably 2,000 years ago, was discovered by Professor Hiram Bingham, of Yale University, and uncovered and excavated under his direction in 1912, under the auspices of the National Geographic and Yale University, and may prove to be the most important group of ruins discovered in South America since the conquest of Peru. The city is situated on a narrow, precipitous ridge, two thousand feet above the river and seven thousand feet above the sea … It contains about two hundred edifices built of white granite, including palaces, temples, shrines, baths, fountains and many stairways.




Allowing for a little looseness with dates (Machu Picchu was built approximately 550 years ago, not 2,000), this was the Hollywood image that grabbed the public’s imagination. A dramatic triple fold-out poster was issued with the magazine, showing the city from the viewpoint that was to become so familiar, sprawled across a mountain ridge with Huayna Picchu ascending behind. Machu Picchu had begun its role as the pinup of twentieth-century archaeology.


Bingham had achieved his fame. In a country which had previously been too busy discovering itself to pay much attention to the rest of the world, Bingham’s find made him both a pioneer and an instant celebrity at the same time. In the very year that Scott and Amundsen were racing for the South Pole, Americans were delighted to have a sensational discovery and an explorer hero of their own. The Hollywood persona of the adventurous archaeologist in search of lost tombs stems largely from him.


The discovery of Machu Picchu also propelled Bingham up the academic hierarchy. The National Geographic article in 1913 had anticipated this by prematurely describing him as ‘Professor Hiram Bingham’: two years later came the actual appointment by Yale, for which he was impressively young at just under forty.


Bingham fully justified his new fame and position with his work. He threw his intellectual energies into the Incas, using all his bibliographical skills to produce both popular and specialist books on the significance of Machu Picchu and the other sites he had found. The Yale summer vacation coincided neatly with the dry season in Peru, and he took advantage of this to return in July of 1914 and 1915 for further exploration. His initial success with Machu Picchu meant that these later expeditions were much larger and part-funded by National Geographic, who continued to publicize his discoveries.


Even with fame, he was still restless. By the end of his final expedition, he had penetrated almost every cranny of the Vilcabamba and needed new challenges. He signed up with Colonel Pershing’s Expeditionary Force for the abortive attempt to chase Pancho Villa down into Mexico, after the Mexican revolutionary had ‘invaded’ Texas. Then, when America entered the First World War, he joined the fledgling Air Service although well past enlisting age. He took to it immediately and wrote back home:




Flying in between the high clouds and fleecy clouds below was a wonderful experience. I could see the great white sea of clouds below me for miles and miles. Occasionally the sun broke through the upper layer and made the upper surface of the lower layer look like snow fields and peaks in the Andes.




On his return from France, he entered politics and enjoyed a meteoric rise in the Republican Party, with appointments tumbling over themselves so fast that at one point he held three ascending posts in as many days. Just as with John Glenn many years later, the aura of an explorer was a powerful one. Bingham was helped also by the fact that he stood a head taller than all his colleagues in photographs.


By 1925 he was a Senator, although his career was to be a rocky one. He received a full censure from his colleagues, an unusual disgrace, although his offence (employing a lobbyist) seems to have been more a casual disregard for procedures than anything more venal. The New Deal swept him aside, and other troubles beset him after he lost his senatorial seat: he separated from his wife amidst complicated financial arguments and a suspicion that he had behaved less than honourably in administrating her fortune.


But in 1948 came a diversion. He had always kept his principal occupation as ‘explorer’ in Who’s Who in America, despite the appointments to Yale, the air force and the Senate. His account of his wartime experiences was titled An Explorer in the Air Service. Now he decided to return to his first love for a last book. The result, Lost City of the Incas, is Bingham’s final distillation of the full meaning of what he had found in that heart-stopping month in 1911, when he was a young man.


The book is divided into three sections: Part 1 gives a historical survey of the Incas; Part 2 tells the story of his initial journey to Choquequirao in 1909 and the Yale Peruvian expedition of 1911, although he reserves an account of the discovery of Machu Picchu for Part 3, which also analyses the results of the further excavations.


Modern scholars might question his description of Inca rule as ‘benevolent despotism’, and archaeologists deplore his rough-edged approach to excavation (his workers used crowbars), but there can be no doubt of the energetic sense of inquiry that the book reveals, and its acute breadth of reference. Bingham is always capable of surprising observations – like the sudden remark that the ‘ruins [of Choquequirao] today present a more striking appearance than they did when they were covered with thatched roofs’. And he did not accept descriptions blindly from those who had gone before him: his careful placing of the ‘fortress’ at Ollantaytambo in quotation marks and his statement that ‘it is likely that this “fortress” became a royal garden’, are remarkably close to the views of modern scholars: he was the first to state them.


Even though he may have been wrong in his attribution of Machu Picchu, his achievement was still immense. Almost a century after his discoveries in the Vilcabamba, many explorers and archaeologists are still just adding footnotes and elucidations to his pioneering work.


I like to imagine him writing this book at the end of his days when, like his fictional contemporary Charles Foster (Citizen) Kane, he could at last set aside the frustrated years of political office, with all their controversy and failure, and look back again with compressed perspective to a moment of recreated triumph, the moment in which he first came over the crest of a rise to see a whole city laid out before him.


It is this added quality of emotion recollected many years later that helps make Lost City of the Incas such a powerful account of what was a remarkable achievement.





BINGHAM’S PHOTOGRAPHS OF MACHU PICCHU




‘Would anyone believe what I had found? Fortunately, in this land where accuracy of reporting what one had seen is not a prevailing characteristic of travellers, I had a good camera and the sun was shining.’


Hiram Bingham, Lost City of the Incas





When Hiram Bingham climbed up from the Urubamba valley on July 24th, 1911, and found the ruins of Machu Picchu awaiting him, he had a Kodak 3A Special camera.


Confronted by a set of previously unreported Inca buildings, which he immediately recognised as being of the finest possible construction, the American explorer’s first action was not to describe them in his pocket notebook or to do a detailed plan, as might have been expected. That came later. The first entry in his notebook shows that he immediately set about taking a series of photographs.


The camera’s long love affair with Machu Picchu had begun.


As was his habit, Bingham carefully listed his shots, naming each feature as he photographed it: the ‘Royal Mausoleum’, the ‘Sacred Plaza’ the ‘Intihuatana’ (‘hitching post of the sun’) – the names they still have today. But his thirty-one initial pictures are hesitant and exploratory. It is as if the new city did not fall easily into the frame. Contrary also to his later recollections, the sun was not shining and the light was bad (one reason his other companions from the expedition had refused to accompany him was because it had been raining that morning). Scrubby brush covered the ruins and he had only a single Indian assistant to help him clear the sections of stonework he tried to photograph.


Worse still, from the point of view of his later positioning of the site as the ‘lost city of the Incas’, some of the buildings had been re-occupied by farmers, who had roughly thatched the roofs and were growing crops on the terraces. In one photograph, maize can be seen growing in the area between the Intihuatana and the Sacred Plaza. In another, a woman sits spinning in a doorway with her small child beside her, a placid domestic scene that could be observed in any Andean village.


Other photographs were to be of more use to him: he took pictures of the Temple of the Three Windows and of the great rounded bastion of the Torreón, with a tree growing out of its centre; he also took a panorama made up of two photographs of the valley dropping away dramatically into clouds beyond the West Group, clearly showing that this was ‘in the most inaccessible corner of the most inaccessible section of the Central Andes’. Although the clouds and shafts of light make this an arresting image, Bingham would not normally have taken pictures in mixed lighting and was only forced to do so because of his imminent descent. His ideal was a flat, neutral light by which archaeological remains could be recorded under scientific conditions.


As we have seen, Bingham was initially unsure how to interpret his find and the next day, July 25th, proceeded on down the Urubamba valley with his colleagues towards their original destination. Only at the end of that same expedition season, in September, did he despatch two of his junior assistants, Herman Tucker and Paul Lanius, back to the site for further investigation and photography.


Paul Lanius arrived first at Machu Picchu, on September 8th, and spent some days clearing the buildings before Herman Tucker’s arrival with the camera a week later. Both of them ascended from the downriver or Western approach, a vertiginous route that few would choose to take today. Lanius described it as ‘one of the steepest slopes I have ever climbed’.


Herman Tucker was a more exuberant and occasionally frivolous photographer than Bingham. Tucker took pictures of what amused him – a dog lying on his Indian hosts’ floor at San Miguel, or an accompanying Peruvian helper posing on the top of the Temple of the Three Windows. Bingham was later to issue a stern warning to members of future expeditions: ‘Snap shots are not desired.’


From the progression of photos that Tucker took on September 15th, it is clear that he too initially struggled to make photographic sense of Machu Picchu. His first picture was a high wide-angle shot from above, which shows that apart from a small area cleared by the farmers, most of the site was still covered in vegetation. Then he entered the ruins and spent the morning taking a series of photographs that tried, unsuccessfully, to distinguish stonework from the scraggy brush all around. After resting for a well-deserved lunch, he took a final photograph at 3.30p.m. of the one open vista that presented itself: a set of terraces that the local farmers had recently cleared for cultivation by burning them, in the traditional Andean manner.


Anyone who has ever tried to photograph a newly discovered site will sympathise with Bingham and Tuckers’ initial inability to engage with their subject. Andean cloud-forest does not have the denseness of the Amazonian rainforest below, a denseness that can lead to striking effects of ruins emerging from the jungle, as in Catherwood’s famous illustrations of Maya ruins. Instead the cloud-forest creates a diffusing screen of tangled brush, lichen and creepers, a layer of detritus which can be hard to penetrate photographically and makes for a debilitating working environment. The defining outlines of buildings are dominated by the more striking verticals of the trees that grow out of them, moss obscures the fine cracks dividing the ashlars, while the stairways that might provide an architectural grid are covered.


For these first photographers in 1911, an additional problem was caused by working in monochrome. The granite stonework of Machu Picchu was so tonally close to that of the light green vegetation around it that little separation was possible. To overcome this problem, Bingham requested suitable camera filters for future expeditions and also issued his team-members with a ‘Fernand L. Grolsch Ready Reference Color Chart’ so that they could record the colour of ruins for later hand-tinting.


Tucker and Lanius stayed several days at the site and began to make more progress. They cleared enough to be able to take a shot in which the striking curved wall of the Torreón is now visible and a small boy standing on it gives a sense of its magnificent scale. The image approximates far more to Hiram Bingham’s own rhapsodical description of when he was first shown this building by the small boy who was his guide: ‘Suddenly, without any warning, under a huge overhanging ledge, the boy showed me a cave beautifully lined with the finest cut stone. It had evidently been a royal mausoleum. On top of this particular ledge was a semicircular building whose outer wall, gently sloping and slightly curved, bore a striking resemblance to the famous Temple of the Sun in Cuzco.’


This was one of the pictures Bingham successfully used after his return to the United States, when he was invited to give a lecture about his expedition at the National Geographic Society in February 1912. Gilbert B. Grosvenor, the charismatic head of the National Geographic, suggested to Bingham that he should have certain key images hand-coloured as lantern slides to make them more appealing.


Indeed at this stage Grosvenor seems to have been more aware of the photographic value of Machu Picchu and its potential exploitation than Bingham, who had yet to fully comprehend the magnitude of what he had discovered. Grosvenor offered to fund Bingham for a far larger return expedition in the summer of 1912, on the condition that Yale matched the National Geographic contribution of $10,000. Bingham was to write a 7,000 word article on Machu Picchu for the magazine, to be illustrated with a substantial number of photographs.


In April 1912, National Geographic magazine ran an announcement to this effect, together with the first two published photographs of the ruins. Neither picture was particularly prepossessing – in one Sergeant Carrasco is standing by the Temple of the Three Windows, in the other by the Principal Temple. Bingham had included Carrasco more to give a human scale to the buildings than to commemorate his presence, and the police sergeant’s lugubrious expression does nothing for the composition. Clearly the next set of photographs would have to be considerably better if they were to grab the public’s attention, and be less haphazard in their execution – at one point in 1911, Bingham had managed to lose his main camera.


So, that same month, Bingham wrote to George Eastman of Eastman Kodak, requesting ‘at least 3 Kodaks as good as the 3A Special’ he had used on the previous expedition. He also asked for a Panoram Kodak, strong leather cases for all the cameras, 3,500 negatives, ten folding wooden tripods and five developing units for use in the field. An inveterate opportunist, Bingham asked Eastman Kodak to donate the above equipment for free, on the basis that it could prove an invaluable test of how well it would stand up to tropical conditions. George Eastman agreed.
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“This is the stuff of dreams, a story as romantic as any
in the annals of exploration’ The Sunday Times





