
 

 

The Inca Empire: Masters of the Andes 

By Curtis Jerry Smothers 

A Great Civilization of South America 

The Inca civilization was one of the greatest empires in the history of the Americas. Flourishing 

in the rugged Andes Mountains of western South America, the Incas created a highly organized 

state that stretched along the Pacific coast from present-day Ecuador through Peru and into 

Bolivia, Chile, and Argentina. Their civilization reached its height during the fifteenth and early 

sixteenth centuries before the arrival of the Spanish. 

The heart of the empire was Peru, where the Incas built remarkable cities, roads, temples, and 

agricultural terraces that still inspire admiration today. 

The Capital at Cusco 

The capital of the Inca Empire was Cusco (also spelled Cuzco), a magnificent city that served as 

the political, religious, and cultural center of the empire. From Cusco, the emperor and his 

officials governed millions of people spread across thousands of miles. 

Perhaps the most famous Inca site today is Machu Picchu, the spectacular mountain citadel built 

high above the Urubamba River Valley. Although its exact purpose remains uncertain, historians 

believe it may have served as a royal estate, ceremonial center, or religious sanctuary. Its stone 

construction, accomplished without iron tools or mortar, remains one of the world's great 

engineering achievements. 



Religion and Respect for Nature 

The Incas practiced a polytheistic religion, worshipping many gods. Their most important deity 

was Inti, the sun god, whom they believed watched over the empire and its rulers. 

They also held the natural world in deep reverence. Mountains, rivers, springs, and other features 

of the landscape were often considered sacred. Their respect for nature influenced both their 

religious ceremonies and the locations where they built temples and cities. 

Communication Across a Vast Empire 

One of the greatest accomplishments of the Incas was their ability to govern a vast empire 

without wheeled vehicles or horses. An extensive network of well-built roads connected distant 

regions across mountains and valleys. 

Fast runners known as chasquis carried messages and small packages from one relay station to 

another. By working together in teams, they could deliver important information across hundreds 

of miles with remarkable speed. 

The Mystery of the Quipus 

Unlike many ancient civilizations, the Incas did not develop a traditional written language. 

Instead, they used quipus—bundles of colored cords tied with carefully arranged knots—to 

record information. 

Scholars believe quipus were used to keep track of census data, taxes, agricultural production, 

military supplies, and other government records. Although researchers continue to study them, 

many aspects of the quipu system remain a mystery. 

The Arrival of the Spanish 

The Inca Empire reached a turning point in 1532 when Spanish conquistador Francisco Pizarro 

and his small expedition entered Peru. Although greatly outnumbered, the Spaniards exploited 

divisions within the empire and used superior weapons, cavalry, and deception to gain the 

advantage. 

At the city of Cajamarca, Pizarro invited the Inca emperor Atahualpa to what appeared to be a 

peaceful meeting. Instead, the Spaniards launched a surprise attack, massacring thousands of his 

unarmed attendants and capturing the emperor. 

The Fall of the Inca Empire 

In an effort to regain his freedom, Atahualpa offered one of history's largest ransoms, promising 

to fill a room with gold and two rooms with silver. After receiving the treasure, however, the 



Spaniards broke their promise. Atahualpa was tried on questionable charges and executed in 

1533. 

The loss of the emperor, combined with civil war, disease, and continued Spanish military 

victories, shattered the empire's leadership. By the end of 1533, the Spanish had effectively 

conquered the Inca Empire, although isolated resistance continued for several decades. 

A Lasting Legacy 

Although the Inca Empire fell to the Spanish conquistadors, its achievements continue to 

fascinate historians and visitors alike. The Incas built one of the ancient world's greatest 

engineering systems, developed sophisticated agricultural techniques, and governed millions of 

people across some of the most challenging terrain on Earth. 

Today, the ruins of Machu Picchu, the streets of Cusco, and the surviving traditions of the 

Andean people stand as enduring reminders of one of history's most remarkable civilizations. 
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