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Francisco Pizarro 
 
The time when Columbus discovered America, 1492, is only about five hundred years ago. 
This is not very far back in history. There are many things in common with this time and our 
own. One thing we share is a certain curiousity to discover new things. The Romans did not 
have this quality, nor did the Germanic tribes. The Vikings came to America and Vinland, but 
stopped going there because of the aggressive natives – the Vikings were not interested in 
unknown lands either.  
 
In the 13th century, or 1200s, when Marco Polo and his family were keen to travel into 
unknown regions, they were an exception. Everyone else was happy to stay within the 
bounds of the Mediterranean Sea.   
 
In Columbus’ time this was not the case. As we heard last week great changes occurred, and 
life became very different for the people of this time. When news spread that Columbus had 
landed on a new continent, and not Asia or India, thousands and thousands of people grew 
curious about this new world and thought they would set out to find their fortunes and 
adventure. 
 
When the Spaniards landed on the east coast of America they found only some peaceful 
tribes and some savage warriors. They were hunters, with no cities or accumulated 
treasures. These people told the Spaniards that far away there were great cities that had 
temples lined with gold. Once the Spaniards heard the word ‘gold’ they could think of 
nothing else, and nothing could hold them back as they disregarded all dangers and 
hardships.  
 
One leader would have about two hundred men and they would go through the jungles, 
cross mountains and rivers, hearing and seeing wild animals and tribes of people. From the 
heat of the burning sun to the freezing air around mountain glaciers, these people braved 
thirst and hunger – all for gold.  
 

These people were called conquistidors. Many died on their 
journey – the conditions were brutal. Many turned back, starved 
and in rags, with nothing to show for their efforts. But some 
succeeded beyond their wildest dreams.  
 
Probably the most famous conquistidor was a man named 
Francisco Pizarro. He was utterly fearless with incredible courage, 
and he was also cruel and ruthless. Beginning his life as a 
swineherd, on the dry high plateau of Spain, he looked after 
other people’s pigs and never went to school. He could not even 
write his own name. He was physically strong though and 
thought he could do better than a swineherd if he went off and 
became a soldier in the Spanish army. 
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He fought in Europe for years and was then sent to America where he joined expeditions 
against the native tribes. Because he was uneducated he would never rise to a high rank in 
the army, and would not make a great fortune. By the time he was fifty, he had advanced as 
far as he ever would in the army. Right at this time, he – with his soldiers – captured some 
natives who told Pizarro of the great kingdom of the Incas. They told of great cities and 
plentiful gold. It was easy to be daunted by the journey of hundreds of kilometres through 
the trackless jungle, and the snow-covered mountain ranges of the Andes, as many others 
had been, but Pizarro would not be 
discouraged. Pizarro was excited 
about the idea of getting to the 
kingdom of the Incas in the south. 
 
He needed many things in order to 
begin his journey: men, equipment, 
horses, arms, and money. As Pizarro 
had no money he persuaded 
another soldier, called Almagro, to 
go into partnership with him. Out of 
his great ambition, Pizarro wanted 
to be granted governsorship by the 
king of Spain of any lands he found 
and conquered.  
 
In 1529, thirty-seven years after the discovery of America, Pizarro was made governor of an 
area south of Panama, which was along the newly discovered west coast of South America. 
Two years later he set out on his journey. He had 180 men, including four of his brothers. 
Three men were armed with muskets. He also took two small cannons and 37 horses.  
 
Their journey was difficult. The soldiers had to traverse the great heights of the Andes 
mountain range, with its deep precipes and snowy peaks. You might remember that the 
Andes Mountains run along the west of South America. Along the way the men had to 

dismount and climb steep 
slopes, while leading their 
horses. 
  
They were vulnerable at this 
point of their journey and if the 
Incas had come across them 
then and been inclined to fight, 
the Spaniards would have been 
easily overpowered. But  
Pizarro and his men reached the 
peaks of the Andes and began 
the treacherous descent. It was 
evening as they came down the 
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mountain slopes. The sun was 
setting across flourishing fields 
and gardens, and mighty 
temples of a great city. There 
were also thousands of tents – 
the army of th       irty thousand 
Incas. This meant the ratio of 
Incas to Spaniards was 200:1. 
 
This army of Incas showed no ill-
intent. The Incas made no move 
as the Spaniards came down – 
their helmets glittering and their banners streaming. Instead, the Incas looked on with utter 
amazement, for they had never seen men clad in iron, nor had they seen horses before.  
 
Pizarro and his men found a little village just outside the city, which for some reason had 
been deserted, and this is where they set up their camp, quite undisturbed by the Incas.  
 
The next morning Pizarro sent two of his soldiers and an interpreter on a mission – to invite 
the Inca king for a friendly visit. On entering the great city, the men were astonished by 
what they saw. There were towers and palaces made from stone – some of them huge. The 
larger stones were fourteen to to eighteen tonnes each, which is about the same as the 
weight of three adult elephants. They had been cut with great accuracy and fitted so 
perfectly together that you could not even slide a piece of paper between them. And they 
had not used cement. The Incas had no rollers or wheels; they had not yet discovered the 
wheel. They had no iron to cut stones – the strongest weapons and tools they had were 
made from obsidian, a volcanic stone. The Inca civilisation still amazes people today – it is 

still a mystery how 
they cut, transported 
and arranged the 
massive stone blocks.  
 
Their cities were larger 
than any European city 
at the time. They had 
wide, paved streets 
that were so clean that 
your feet were as clean 
as your hands after 
walking down them. 
The cities also had 
things that no 
European city had – 
pipes which brought 
fresh water from the 
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mountains and underground sewers to take 
waste away. They also had public baths with 
hot water systems, as well as public hospitals. 
People of this city never had to lock their 
doors for there were no thieves among them. 
 
The way these people organised their food 
was interesting too. The king owned all the 
food grown on the land, and the land itself. 
Officers of the king would distribute the food 
according to the needs of each family. There 
was no buying or selling and no-one went 
hungry.  
 

The sun was considered the highest god of the Incas, and the king himself was like a god on 
earth. The king was called the son of the sun god. Within the great temple the walls were 
lined with gold, as it was a great temple of the sun. There was a temple of the moon also, 
and it was lined with silver.  
 
This was a very civilised people in some ways, but they had what we might consider a dark 
side as well. They held great festivals where priests made human sacrifices to the gods, so 
men and women were killed on alters in honour of the gods. These men and women never 
resisted because they felt their life belonged to the king – the god on earth – and it was the 
priest who could take it if he wanted to.  
 
It was this powerful and mighty king who was invited to join Francisco Pizarro for a friendly 
visit. Tomorrow we will hear about how this visit between two very different cultures went.  
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Panama is not named on this map, but it is where the top of the red line is, and this red 
line shows Pizarro’s expedition through South America, where he discovered the Incas.   


