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RANDY RAMER

hen he arrived in Peru in July of 1911, the thirty-five-year-old

Hiram Bingham was poised for greatness — while he did not

know it yet, events of coming days would completely reshape his
life. The cloud forest of Machu Picchu was barely a dream as Bingham waited on
what may have seemed the edge of the earth for the “enduring moment” of his
life to unfold. It would be formed from his own initiative, from a characteristic
determination, and from good fortune.

On the morning of July 24, 1911, Bingham sat in his tent high in the

Cordillera Vilcabamba region of Peru and waited for a light rain to pass. He
opened his expedition journal and jotted in it some Quechua place names he

had heard while making local inquiries along the trail out of Cuzco:
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HONOLULU, HAWAII, IN 1875, THE SON

As the rain diminished, he left the expedition camp and started up the mountain path that in
only a few hours would forever change his place in the world. He had no idea that the words he had
written would endure to record what, for him would be that moment Che Guevara called “the
crowning of all his purest dreams as an adult child.”

Celebrated by his admirers as a gifted writer and historian, derided by his critics as a publicity-
seeking opportunist, Hiram Bingham was an American original. Student, missionary, scholar,
aviator, soldier, politician, businessman, and father of seven sons, he lived a life of never-ending
restlessness. His discoveries, observations, and public service, however, could never fully satisfy an
unforgiving need to prove himself. Bingham was forever open to possibility. He maintained an
enthusiasm for achievement, for adventure, to do that which had not yet been done, driven in a

quest to make his name in a world of men and “manly” pursuits.

BINGHAM III WAS BORN IN

AND GRANDSON OF PROMINENT
MISSIONARIES.

Right: Bingham at the age of four.
Below, Bingham as a young pastor at the Palama Mission in Honolulu.

Facing: the family home, Gilbertina, in Honolulu.

Hiram Bingham III was born in Honolulu,
Hawaii, in 1875, to a family of prominent
missionaries. His grandfather, Hiram Bingham I, had
arrived in the Pacific some fifty years before to lead
the first Protestant mission to the islands. The first
Hiram Bingham would go on to become one of the
most eminent figures in the 19th-century history of
the region. In his day he was dubbed “King of Hawaii”
for his role in developing the first Anglo-
American-style legal, educational, and governmental
systems in the Pacific. Through the sheer force of an
indefatigable New England will, it was the Reverend
Bingham who ultimately initiated an “official

¥

i . commitment to the Christian religion” by leaders of

M the indigenous Hawaiian population. His son, Hiram

Bingham Jr., was equally dedicated to a calling in the Pacific. The younger reverend extended his
father’s work well beyond Hawaii, to the Gilbert Islands of Micronesia. There, he developed a
written form of the Gilbertese language and eventually produced a native translation of the Bible.

Hiram Bingham I1I grew up in the formidable shadow of his family name. His boyhood in
paradise was marked more by an awareness of the accomplishments of his forebears than by the
wonders of his tropical surroundings. An only child, he was instilled as a youth with an
overwhelming sense of religious obligation and with the expectation of continuing the family
tradition of privation and self-sacrifice. Except for a small stipend earned from service at the
Protestant mission, his family lived in virtual poverty. Mission life was dreary and restrictive, made
worse by the “short stick his father kept within easy reach” to be used “whenever he failed in any
minor observance of the daily rituals.” As the boy fluctuated between “his fear of hell and his fear
of his father,” home life eventually became more than he could bear. The world beyond the ocean
was brimming with possibility. Young Hiram developed a desperate need to escape.

As the trades ship C.W. Bryant awaited its departure from Hawaii to the mainland United
States, the boy’s need took the form of desperate action. The morning had begun as any other,
Hiram leaving his mission settlement home for a day of study at the Punahou prep school in
Honolulu. That afternoon, however, when his father arrived to retrieve him, the boy was nowhere
to be found. Reverend Bingham was startled to learn that his son had never shown up for class.
The frantic father then learned that Hiram had stolen away to the harbor with a classmate. Young
Bingham had purchased a new suit of clothes and booked passage to the mainland with money
saved for his education. He was determined to earn his fortune in New York City as a newsboy in
the “Horatio Alger tradition” and ultimately to become a missionary in Africa, where he would

“engage in good works.”
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Just as Hiram’s plan for a new life was unfolding, the ship’s departure was unexpectedly delayed,
and Reverend Bingham appeared dockside to retrieve his rebellious son. A fellow missionary’s wife
wrote to a friend that “Mr. Bingham, we hear, is prostrated—we felt as if it would kill him, weak as
he is. It is dreadful to think that such a boy has so deceived his parents. I believe he got the fancy
from books he has read.”

The boy was never punished for his actions. Hiram Bingham’s life would take a different turn.
His chance at freedom had come and gone, and he saw that could not escape his father or his name.
Instead, he applied himself toward getting an education. Freedom would indeed come to him from
books but in what way he did not yet know. For the remainder of his youth, he worked diligently at
his studies. Escape from the family name would only be found by making a name for himself.

IN THE COMING YEARS, Bingham’s studies eventually took him away from home, first to
Andover and then Yale University where his father had gone well over a generation before. Hiram’s
college days were characterized by hard work and self-denial, the latter made easier by a lack of
money for even the most basic of necessities. The young man earned his way by selling books door
to door and by tutoring “rich men’s sons.” Despite his financial difficulties, life was finally beginning
to reveal its possibilities. Bingham eventually joined a fraternity and began participating in social
gatherings in New Haven. He attended parties with an expanding circle of friends and hesitantly
confessed to his parents that he had even attended local dances. School ultimately came first,
however. Bingham proudly excelled in school debates, leading Yale in the defeat of Harvard for the
first time.

Even during his years away from home, the Bingham family calling remained firmly fixed in the
young man’s mind. In a letter written as Bingham neared the completion of his undergraduate
degree at Yale, Hiram declared to his parents a devoted “purpose to save souls for Christ.” He went
on to thoughtfully proclaim a “strong call to be a medical missionary in China.” His devotion to his
parents ultimately urged his return home upon graduation in 1898. By that summer, Hiram had
fully given in to their influence, becoming pastor of the small Palama Mission, serving the poor in
the inner city slums of Honolulu.

At the age of twenty-three, only a few months into missionary life, Hiram Bingham’s course was
about to change. On December 3, 1898, the barkentine Archer set anchor in Honolulu harbor.
Aboard the expansive chartered yacht was the Alfred Mitchell family of New London, Connecticut,
on extended holiday in the islands. While at Yale, Hiram had met the Mitchells and attended parties
in their home. There he had been modestly acquainted with the Mitchells’ daughter, Alfreda. To

Hiram, her arrival would become more than mere happenstance; it would ultimately become a
revelation.

Alfreda Mitchell, left, aboard the Archer, circa. 1898.

Alfreda Mitchell was the twenty-three-year-
old granddaughter of Charles Tiffany, founder of
Tiffany and Company and the Tiffany family
moagmm. Hers was a world of wealth and privilege
Hiram had never known. Bingham’s piety,
intelligence, and reverent demeanor intrigued her.
For him, Alfreda’s quiet intellect brought about
feelings that were fundamentally unfamiliar to the
young missionary’s limited social experience. In a
balmy Hawaiian paradise, only days before the
end of the Mitchell family’s five-month stay in
Honolulu, Hiram and Alfreda were privately
pledged to one another.

While Bingham had always felt inadequate
against the family name and its demand toward
religious service, Alfreda had fostered an
insecurity that was brought about by the over-
protective environment of her childhood. The
Tiffany wealth had allowed her to travel the globe,
yet she had never been seriously schooled, her
education deferred to a series of governesses and
tutors. Her calm and quiet demeanor appealed to
young Bingham, however, who understood the
shyness she could never fully escape. Alfreda’s
parents were against their relationship from the
very beginning. As a suitor, Hiram had few if any
prospects. He knew that mission work would
never be able to provide an acceptable standard of
living to the Mitchells or even to satisfy his own

developing aspirations.
In Alfreda’s absence, Hiram became

determined to return to the mainland. Not long after her departure, he left work at the mission, Hiram and Alfveda Bingham at Princeton.

citing poor health, and took a job instead as a chemist for the American Sugar Company. In a
matter of months, he had saved enough to book passage to California. He convinced his parents
that he needed to continue his education. Without confessing that he had lost interest in the
ministry, he arrived in San Francisco with a letter of introduction from his father to the Pacific
Theological Seminary in Berkeley. Instead, he enrolled at the University of California at Berkeley for
graduate study in history. His parents were heartbroken to learn that Alfreda had now become the
“major premise of his life.” Yet, while the Binghams were greatly discouraged by Hiram’s new
direction, Alfreda’s father, a “free-thinking Darwinian,” had begun to look at him much “less
unfavorably” Mrs. Mitchell was even more encouraging, indicating that if Bingham “earned his
M.A. he might indeed be able to have his ‘A.M.”

Hiram and Alfreda were married in the Mitchells’ Connecticut home on November 20, 1900,
only months after Bingham received his master’s degree at Berkeley. By that time, he had already
begun working toward a doctorate at Harvard. During the next five years, Bingham’s personal life
changed rapidly as his professional ambitions continued to expand. When he received his Ph.D. in
1905, he was the father of three sons. Even with his newfound obligations, he remained restless. The
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Bingham family was in constant movement, from one home to another, as Hiram pursued every
opportunity for professional advancement. He had decided on a career in teaching and eventually

accepted an invitation from then president of Princeton University, Woodrow Wilson, to become
preceptor in history and politics.

CHARACTERISTICALLY, BINGHAM SOON GREW TIRED OF TEACHING. Ever restless, he decided
instead to pursue research on a biography of Simon Bolivar. His interests had become focused on
South America, a region largely untouched by North American scholars. At the time, no
comprehensive biography existed of the great Libertador who had less than a century before led the
colonies of South America in gaining their independence from the Spanish Crown. Bingham had
decided to physically retrace the route of Bolivar’s military campaign. While he remained on the
Princeton faculty, Hiram took a leave of absence from his duties to make the 1,000-mile trek by
horse, mule, train, and foot from Caracas to Bogota. While his full biography on Bolivar would
ultimately never be written, the expedition across Columbia and Venezuela would mark a
fundamental change in Bingham’s professional identity. Somewhere along the Bolivar trail he had
begun to think of himself increasingly less as a scholar and academic. In a letter written to his father
as he began the long journey from Caracas in 1907, Bingham’s thoughts were clearly shifting from
research. “I feel the Bingham blood stirring my veins as I start for little known regions,” he wrote,
“as nearly all my Bingham ancestors for ten generations have done before me.”

By the expedition’s end the following spring, Bingham'’s ambitions toward a career solely of
teaching continued to diminish, despite his receiving an appointment as a lecturer of South
American history at Yale only a week after his return. His restlessness continued. Bingham
immediately set about writing an account of his journeys he later called Journal of an Expedition

across Venezuela and Columbia. In true Bingham fashion, he
also began making plans for a second trip to the “little known
regions” of South America.

Bingham was able to use his growing experience to great
advantage and was subsequently appointed as a United States
delegate to the 1908 Pan-American Scientific Congress in
Santiago, Chile. The Congress was the first of its kind, formed
largely to improve political relations between the nations of
the Western Hemisphere. While the committee had planned
to meet for only a few days, Bingham decided to extend his
visit for a six-month tour of the continent. Among his plans
was an overland journey by mule from Cuzco to Lima over a
network of roads built by the Incas some four centuries
before. The mountains of the eastern Cordillera of Peru were
known for their extensive pre-Columbian ruins, yet
Bingham’s interests were still focused elsewhere. His primary
concern remained fixed on the colonial history of the region

Bingham ar the base camp afer the Coropuna

climb. Photo by Herman Tucker.
=

hey made their way through the ranges and valleys of the Cordillera, )

ey : . .
one t of ancient ruins after another. Bingham, however, was only slightly impresse
one se

isi i ivar’s defeat of the
t to Ayacucho, the site of Bolivar’s
i through Inca land allowed for a visi
- m_mrwocwmmﬁ >nm85wm5g by Clarence Hay, whose father John Hay had been Secretary o.m mﬁwﬁm
mﬁﬂ:_w‘aﬁ: mo%. Roosevelt, the intrepid Bingham found himself in the heart of the Inca Empire. As
under Theo ,

the expedition passed from

The expedition’s arrival in the city of Abancay midway through Sm.u.oc.:gmv.\ Eowrwz:__wwmw\
initi Aarm: e in Bingham’s professional interests. Government wmmn_m_m E. TBm a 8. e
el : ersuade the American professor and his scientific expedition to examine .m
fhelos e Mo wism in the Apurimac valley, west of the Vilcabamba range. The ancient Q.Q of
omler o wwma " rumored to be the last capital of the Inca Empire, founded as the remaining
ﬁ:omﬂ:mﬂ:“ﬂ sHM Spanish conquest. Known as the “cradle of gold,” the city wm.m long vm.m: the
MHMH ”Qmwm:awr:im? and the Peruvian government A&Ema a professional mmwsmwﬁmﬁohhwm
archaeological value. Perhaps flattered by their request, m_.:mme eagerly mhnﬁxwm. . rmwd aqmémv\o:
journey to Choqquequirau is colorfully detailed in Lost Q.Q o\%w. Incas w :QM ing m ds
Hﬁmzsww “The Explorer” to describe the major turning point of his career. “Those sno ' m@wo )
peaks in an unknown and unexplored part of Peru mmmnw:mﬁ& n.um greatly. ﬂgmﬁv\ 85@% ﬂaamw_
see what lay beyond. In the ever famous words of Rudyard Kipling there was ‘Something !

Go and find it! Go and look behind the ranges! Something lost behind the ranges —
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While Bingham had no formal training as an archaeologist, r.m quickly %82:5.& ﬁ”“&mﬁmm y
Choqquequirau was not the last Inca capital as had been r.udm believed. The mwm:: Mc_:mv o
only a few crumbling storage buildings, and in his estimation, could H.Ho.ﬁ possibly have Nw e
35\& Inca city. The question lingered with him upon his 29.5 to .?m job as _mn.ﬁcwmmmﬁﬁ M%\M_\o
he began teaching courses in Latin American history. Ever Hmm:wm, Bingham continue EM o m%
projects that would elevate his status in the academic 859:::&. He mo.o: _ummm:. wor .m o
account of his second expedition, later called Across South America, as his home rmm. no:”::mm ”
compete with his ambitions. Now the father of five little boys, WEmmmB vvmmm: making p mwmswq )
another expedition. When a sixth child died at birth in late 1909, I_.SB s need to get away o_ y |
increased. His third son Alfred later wrote, “Where he went was less E:qumE, than that the MUHS e
be unexplored and far from home.” At that time, Bingham Emvmﬁmm an entry for the 1910-19 :

Who’s Who in America, his first in the record of status and success in early Noﬁt-nmsEQ ?.dm:nm.E
life. His detailed biography of accomplishments, positions, and publications began quite simply:

&K«\s \wv arsst, w&&t&

His transformation was almost complete. Hiram Bingham’s journey from academic to
adventurer that had taken form on a high trail in Peru was quietly yet utterly Rém_ma. to ﬁrm.,ﬁ.ul.m.
His choice of profession seems obvious but, until that time, he had RB&:& c:nm.imq.u of his life’s
direction. It was the culmination of efforts, fears, and ambitions that had driven r.:s since g. was a
young man. As an explorer, he could claim “unknown regions” as his own Eo?mmﬁbm_ m,o:z::. He
could test himself against physical hardship in the pursuit of knowledge and establish his own

i is i ity was virtually set.
successes against the long-formidable challenge of the Bingham name. His identity was virtually

He only needed someplace to explore.
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The city gate, Machu Pi
photographed by Hiram Bingham and
published in the April 1
National Geographic M

After several months, Bingham finally happened on a
plan that could satisfy him both professionally as well as
personally. While he had proposed a number of projects
that would “break new paths in the jungle,” all were
ultimately set aside due to inadequate financial backing.
His need to prove himself would be satisfied with a third
trip to South America, this time to determine the height of
Mt. Coropuna in southern Peru. At an elevation of well
over 20,000 feet, the mountain was believed by Bingham,
and many others, to be the tallest in South America (Mt.
Aconcagua is the actual apex). He wanted to do something
that had not been done. The challenge of the yet
unconquered peak was too appealing for Bingham to
ignore. In order to measure Mt. Coropuna, he would first
have to climb it.

By the end of the year 1910, only months before his
unexpected arrival at the terraces of Machu Picchu,
Bingham was still not certain of the full scope of his
“exploration” plan. Even to his own way of thinking,
mountain climbing was not enough to justify a full
scientific expedition, especially if he was not even a
recognized mountaineer. With the coming of the new year,
his plan, nevertheless, continued to take form. While
looking at a map of the Coropuna region, Bingham
inadvertently noticed that the mountain was only about a

>

hundred miles south of Choqquequirau, the “lost city” of

the Incas he had visited during his last passage through

South America. His mind became filled with possibility as
he recalled the “hidden lands behind the ranges” in the wilds of Peru. The expedition plan would
eventually become a perfect alignment of Bingham’s own ambition and a quest for scientific
understanding. Just as his identity as an explorer had emerged in the region of the Cordillera
Vilcabamba, it was there that Bingham’s professional designs would also be confirmed.

At that time, a great deal of the Vilcabamba region remained unknown to the larger world. Just

as Bingham was convinced that Choqquequirau was not the lost Inca capital, he also believed that if

such a city existed, he himself could find it. He immediately threw all his energies into a plan that
seemed to him quite simple: organize a small contingent of experts to find lost ruins of the Incas
and climb South America’s highest mountain, all in a single season. In January of 1911, Bingham’s
plan continued to develop with only a few complications that were easily solved by his driving
ambition. When he could not secure financial backing, he called on his Yale classmates for funding.

His boyish enthusiasm and natural charisma many found hard to resist. Bingham would not be

« »

deterred. His contingent of experts, the “naturalist,” the “surgeon,” the “geologist,” and others
consisted largely of friends and acquaintances. Through his own determination, Bingham’s third
expedition was soon well on its way to the heart of the Vilcabamba and into the pages of a history
that he himself would write.

On July 14, 1911, just days out of Cuzco, Bingham made a simple note in his expedition journal.
“Sub-prefect drunk. Huinapichu.” Since his arrival, Bingham had made inquiries about Inca ruins
and where they might be found to nearly everyone he met. He was particularly interested in the

Urubamba River valley on the eastern side of the Vilcabamba range. He had been told by the rector

of the University of Cuzco to expect significant ruins in the region. Specifically, Bingham was told
to consult a tavern owner in the Urubamba canyon named Melchor Arteaga, who had detailed
information about local Inca sites. On July 23, the expedition arrived at Arteaga’s home at Mandor
Pampa. The tavern owner told Bingham about some ruins on the cliffs above the river. The next

»

—in his journal.

morning he scribbled two place names — “Maccu Picchu” and “Huaynapichu
He then approached Arteaga about taking him to the site.

Bingham asked where the ruins were
and Arteaga pointed to the top of the
mountain beside them. Bingham ON JULY , HE EXPEDITI
offered to pay him. The tavern owner
declined saying “it was too much of a
climb for such a wet day.” With the
guarantee of a Peruvian silver dollar for
his efforts, he finally agreed. The other
members of the expedition declined

Bingham’s invitation to visit the ruins.

“No one supposed that they would be
particularly interesting,” he later wrote.

“No one cared to go with me.”

icchu gate. Photo by Duane Birkey.



Bingham and Arteaga headed off on the
trail to the Urubamba River, followed by
Sergeant Carrasco, Bingham’s military escort
assigned by the Peruvian government. The
three men crossed the roaring Urubamba on
a precarious makeshift bridge and began the
2,000-foot ascent to the top of the ridge.
Bingham and his companions climbed
eagerly until noon when they stopped at a
grass-topped house along the trail. The house
was owned by a family of sharecroppers who
made a living from growing crops amid
centuries-old Inca ruins nearby. Bingham had
not planned a long trek and so had no
provisions. The Indian family offered a lunch
of sweet potatoes which was gratefully
accepted, and the three travelers paused on
the mountainside, now 1800 feet above the
low rumble of the Urubamba. As they rested,
the tavern owner told Bingham that the ruins
were just over the next rise, but, tired from

the climb, he would remain behind in the

hade. He sent along a young boy instead, one
of the farmer’s children, to lead Bingham the
rest of the way. In the heat of the afternoon
sun, the boy, the soldier, and the explorer
started off on the rocky slope of a trail. Their
climb took them immediately past several
flights of Inca stone terraces. But Bingham
had seen similar ruins since the journey out
of Cuzco. His 1948 memoir provides a
colorful if not romantic account of the events
that immediately followed: “So we patiently
followed the little guide along one of the
widest terraces . . . and made our way into
an untouched forest beyond. Suddenly, I
found myself confronted with the walls of
ruined houses built of the finest quality of
Inca stone work . . . The little boy urged us
to climb up a steep hill . . . Surprise followed surprise in bewildering succession . . . Suddenly we
found ourselves standing in front of the ruins of two of the finest and most interesting buildings in
ancient America. Made of beautiful white granite, the walls contained blocks of Cyclopean size,

higher than a man.

N/\a\m P MVV\NN@\\\Q\N\N“N}M

Bingham stood in the overgrowth as a world of opportunity opened before him. The walls of
Machu Picchu and its peak Huayna Picchu remained silent as he began a short reconnaissance of
the ruins. Bingham took a few notes and sketched a crude map. He set up his camera and took
several pictures of the site. After only a few hours, he called an end to the survey and the small party
began the slow descent back to the Urubamba. The following morning, despite what he had seen,
Bingham was eager to move on. A few days later, he finally wrote his wife about the discovery: “I
started to tell you yesterday about my new Inca City, Machu Picchu. It is far more wonderful and
interesting that Choqquequirau. The stone is as fine as any in Cuzco! It is unknown and will make a
fine story.”

Machu Picchu. Photo by Duane Birkey.
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The April 1913 issue of The National
Geographic Magazine provided an

artists rendition of how the city gate at
Machu Picchu might have been closed.
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As the expedition continued its trek through the Vilcabamba, Bingham rarely gave Machu
Picchu a second thought. Even as the party continued to survey a number of significant ruins, his
main goal remained the climbing of Mt. Coropuna, certain that the achievement would give him
the fame he craved. When his own readings indicated that Coropuna was not the apex of the
continent after all, Bingham realized that it would not bring him the notoriety or sense of
accomplishment he wanted. He immediately began to focus his energies in new directions. By the
end of the expedition, Bingham’s “fine story” had yet to take form. While he would go back to
Machu Picchu the following year, his “new Inca city” would wait for him until his understanding of
its historical relevance and potential as professional capital continued to expand.

Back among the comforts of “civilization,” Bingham finally sat down to evaluate the experiences
J of what came to be called the Yale Peruvian Expedition of 1911. Even as he began
to analyze his findings, Bingham still thought of Machu Picchu as merely one of
several ruins he had explored. His interest in the Incas, however, continued to

build. When the National Geographic Society approached him about funding
further explorations, Bingham eagerly accepted. The following summer, the
Peruvian Expedition of 1912 Under the Auspices of Yale University and the
National Geographic Society took to the field in the Vilcabamba. While he later
wrote that the expedition’s initial goal was a systematic excavation of the site,
research at Machu Picchu was still only a marginal objective. Almost from the
beginning, the 1912 Expedition was marred by setbacks and complications.
Bingham was constantly engaged in political turmoil in Lima negotiating
excavation rights with the Peruvian government. Machu Picchu eventually
became a high point of the season. Toward the end of the expedition, he spent
days happily photographing the ruins which were being cleared of their dense
overgrowth.

Bingham’s photographs would greatly benefit his designs toward notoriety
and acclaim. The National Geographic Society asked him to record his findings for publication and
eventually devoted their April 1913 edition to Bingham’s work in South America. The elaborate
exposé, “In the Wonderland of Peru,” would soon bring the attention Bingham had long desired.
That same month, he also contributed a lengthy essay on Machu Picchu to Harper’s Magazine.
Bingham’s exploits immediately sparked the public’s interest. The explorer found himself suddenly
famous. Bingham’s photographs of Machu Picchu captured the public imagination like nothing
before. The National Geographic Magazine included an exclusive fold-out poster of the ruins.
Bingham’s panoramic image alone would eventually become, what writer Hugh Thomson called,
the “pin-up of 20th- century archaeology.”

To an ever-intrigued American public, Hiram Bingham and Machu Picchu became virtually
synonymous. The explorer and his “Inca city” were immediately cast upon the world stage with the
likes of contemporary explorers Roald Amundsen and Robert Peary. Bingham reveled in the
spotlight. His “fine story” about the discovery of Machu Picchu became utterly absorbed by the
public’s appetite for mystery and adventure. Bingham would court popular interest in his “lost city”
for the remaining years of his long life. For decades, he would draw on it, always shaping events to

suit the popular mind. From the beginning, Machu Picchu’s “discovery” by Bingham was central to
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the tale. His journal entries from the time, however, indicate that his designation as discoverer was

perhaps more tenuous than was commonly known. Indeed, during his first hours at the site in
1911, Bingham came across charcoal markings on an Inca wall that read “Agustin Lizdrraga, 1902.”
He later wrote in his expedition journal “Agustin Lizarraga is the discoverer of Machu Picchu.”
Lizérraga and his brother lived in the Urubamba valley at the San Miguel bridge. It was clear to
Bingham that the ruins were known to those living in the region, especially since many of its
terraces were being used by local farmers.

While his early writings indicated the roles of Lizdrraga and others in the discovery, Bingham
was more than willing to give the public what it wanted, a lost city and the explorer who found it.
In his thoughtful introduction to the re-release of Lost City of the Incas, Hugh Thomson sums up
Bingham’s contribution to American life: “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.”

Only years after his expeditions to Machu Picchu,
Bingham went on to explore new horizons. He became a
military aviator serving as commander of flight training
at Issoudon, France, during World War I. Upon his
return, he quickly made his name in politics as a delegate
to the Republican National Convention and within a few
short years was elected lieutenant governor, then
governor, then United States Senator from Connecticut.
But in spite of all these accomplishments, Bingham was
always proudest of his days in the Cordillera Vilcabamba
as a young man. He returned to Machu Picchu only once, for the dedication of the Hiram Bingham
Highway in 1948. His last book, Lost City of the Incas, was published the same year. Bingham died
in Washington, D.C., in 1956 and was buried with full honors at Arlington National Cemetary.

THROUGH HIS WRITINGS AND ACHIEVEMENTS, Bingham would become an icon of 20th-
century popular culture. While his observations on the archaeology of early Peru were often over-
reaching, they remain thoughtful interpretations within the given understandings of the day. Now
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