
MACHU PICCHU 
‘Lost City of the Inca’ 

 

 
 

“It seemed like an unbelievable dream… What could this place be?” 
- Hiram Bingham, on discovering the Lost City of the Incas. 

 

The miracle of Machu Picchu is that the city was never found and destroyed by the 

Spanish during their conquest of Peru in 1532, and so remains in an excellent state of 

preservation. Indeed, the ‘Lost City’ today is almost as it was when it was mysteriously 

abandoned by the Incas 500 years ago.  

 

     With its multi-levelled complex of palaces, temples, houses, stairways, water-

channels, fountains and agricultural terraces, Machu Picchu is a masterpiece of plan- 

ning and construction. Workmen, without the use of wheels, draught animals, or iron 

tools, shifted thousands of lumps of granite to the site, some weighing up to 20 tonnes, 

apparently with little more than rollers and levers. (One of the largest stones is a monolith 

about 3.5 m long and 1.5 m wide, with an estimated weight of 200 tonnes!) The blocks 

were then shaped and polished, and fitted together with such precision that no mortar 

(cement) was needed to hold them in place. Indeed, so precisely were the stones crafted 

that not a knife-blade can be fitted between them. Furthermore, the stonemasons had 

worked each block with several angled sides so that they fitted with the next like a piece 

in a giant jigsaw puzzle. This design greatly increased the stability of a wall, which was 

essential in areas as subject to frequent earthquakes as the Andes. As a result this 

remote outpost of civilisation has survived nearly 600 years of earthquakes, torrential 

rains and mudslides.  

 

     The tenacity and resolve of the Incas is further illustrated by the fact that there wasn’t 

enough space on the ridge (a saddle between two mountains with near-vertical slopes on 

either side) to accommodate a city that would house a thousand people, so they trans-

ported 25,000 tonnes of earth from the valley below to where the city was being built 

(400m above the valley floor) to enlarge the site. And this operation was performed by 

sheer human force at an altitude of 2500 m (8,200 feet) with its rarefied air and lack of 

oxygen!  

 

     The agricultural terraces themselves are astounding, covering a hundred acres, and 

producing enough food to support the entire population for a whole year. (The crops, 

incidentally, were probably maize and potatoes, and did not require irrigation due to the 

regular rainfall in the mountains. Other food commodities – vegetables, wild fruits, nuts 

and berries – would have been collected from the valley below.)  



     There can be little doubt that Machu Picchu was primarily an astronomical 

observatory – an outpost for the study of the heavens, an important observational, 

ceremonial, and religious complex – rather than a residential city. The ‘Hitching Post of 

the Sun’ (being aligned in accordance with the northeast-southeast axis and used for 

calculating the solstices and equinoxes), the ‘The Temple of the Three Windows’ (clearly 

an equinoctial construction used for tracing the movements of the stars and the sun with 

precision), and the tanks filled with water that could reflect the stars so they could be 

studied, all point to this. Recent discoveries of skeletons at the site, incidentally, have 

shown that the female-to-male ratio was 10:1, leading to the theory that Machu Picchu 

was a sanctuary for women known as ‘Virgins of the Sun’.  

 

     Some researches, studying the astrophysical elements of Machu Picchu, find 

similarities between the Incas and the astrologers of ancient world who lived between 

2000 BC and 4000 BC, and who built similar observatories. The Incas themselves 

indicated that their masters belonged to a civilization that preceded them – that of the 

Viracocha – a legendary civilization, venerated by all the Peruvian peoples.  

 

     Whatever the history or the purpose of the city was, Machu Picchu provides a 

tantalizing glimpse into the way of life of an enigmatic people. Its strategic and isolated 

setting, more than 2,380m above sea level, coupled with its mysterious significance in 

the ancient Inca universe, make this remote site one of the world’s most beautiful and 

haunting destinations. To quote one author: “Machu Picchu is one of those rare historic 

places which exude an air of serenity. Its uniqueness lies in its position among the misty 

peaks of the Andes, a stone eyrie halfway to heaven.” 

 

  

Modern-day Machu Picchu 
 

Abandoned by the Inca and reclaimed by the jungle, the 100-acre complex of temples, 

warehouses, homes, crop terraces, and stairs cascading down the mountain, Machu 

Picchu remained hidden for more than four hundred years until a 10-year-old local boy 

led American explorer Hiram Bingham to it in 1911. Bingham found a city of about 140 

buildings, including temples, shrines, royal residences and houses, interspersed by small 

parks and numerous water fountains. The hub of city was clearly the Great Plaza (now 

restored as a grassy terrace), where festivals and markets took place. Today, pilgrims 

and visitors can roam freely among the buildings, enjoying the city’s unique environment.  

 

     On a clear day, those who are fit enough should consider climbing the peak Huayna 

Picchu – a one-hour scramble to the summit – from where breathtaking views of the 

complex can be gained.   

 

     The ultimate experience, however, is to do the 4- or 5-day trek along the Inca Trail to 

the ‘Gate of the Sun’ from where trekkers gain their first view of the Lost City. Indeed, 

there is no better way to appreciate the wonder of Machu Picchu, than to approach it on 

foot. 

   

*   *   *   *   * 


