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TURMOIL AND DESTRUCTION

When Huayna Capac became the eleventh Sapa Inca in 1493, the empire was at the
height of its power. Around 1525, Huayna Capac died in an epidemic that also claimed the
life of his son and appointed heir, Ninan Cuyachi. Archaeological evidence suggests that
the two royals, like many other Incas, fell victim to smallpox, a disease European explorers
had introduced to the area and against which the Incas had no resistance. The Inca
nobles in Cuzco proclaimed Huascar, another son of Huayna and his principal wife, the
Coya, the new Sapa Inca. Not everyone, however, agreed with this decision.

The Inca army, which was stationed in Quito, supported Atahualpa, Huayna's favorite son.
Quito was also the place where Huayna had spent the latter years of his life, and many

members of the royal

court lived there. Aware that Huascar considered him a rival,

Atahualpa remained in Quito for several years and avoided any contact with him. When
Huascar demanded Atahualpa's presence in his court. Atahualpa chose to send
ambassadors in his place, but Huascar ordered them killed. Huascar then sent an army to
bring Atahualpa to Cuzco. This act led to civil war.

After several bloody battles, Atahualpa's generals captured Huascar, defeated his armies,
and triumphantly entered Cuzco. To prevent further oppostion to his rule, Atahualpa
ordered Huascar's family, his generals, and thousands of supporters killed.

It was during this period of chaos that the Spanish conqueror Francisco Pizarro entered
Inca territory with approximately 170 men. At the time, Atahualpa was traveling south to
Cuzco for the Sapa Inca ceremony. On November 16, 1532, Atahualpa, accompanied by
thousands of Inca warriors, entered the Inca city of Cajamarca for a pre-arranged meeting

with Pizarro.

Within minutes, the Spanish had killed Atahualpa's honor guard, taken Atahualpa captive,
and slaughtered thousands of Inca warriors. The Spanish had the advantage of guns,
cannons, metal armor, and steel swords. The Incas had only battle axes, slings, cotton-
padded armor, and arrows. Following Pizarro's orders, the Spanish imprisoned Atahualpa
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and, after demanding and receiving tons of gold and silver, they strangled him in August
of 1533.

The devastating destruction continued as the Spanish looted the country for treasure. For
years, Inca resistance and infighting among the Spanish themselves slowed Spanish
domination, but in 1572, the last reigning Inca, Tupac Amaru, was captured, tried, and
beheaded.

ILLUSTRATION: Another of Poma de Ayala's drawings, this one shows the meeting of
Atahualpa and Pizarro.
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Roberta M. Newton is a graduate student at Teachers College, Columbia University. She
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