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File preview

Peru Diary

I’ve been wanting to see Machu Picchu for a long time now, but never before

considered a visit because the local terrorist group, The Shining Path, went out of their

way to target juicy North Americans tourists, like me. But, time has gone by, and the

ringleaders have either been imprisoned or have become middle aged, more worried

about their receding hairlines than planning attacks. At this time I am particularly excited

to see the ruins after reading Turn Right at Machu Picchu: Rediscovering the Lost City

One Step at a Time by Mark Adams. Moreover, I couldn't say how much longer we

would have the energy to schlep up the Andes knowing the cockamamy Incas didn't

have retired Jewish senior citizens in mind when they built their civilization at altitudes

high enough to require supplementary oxygen! So, we finalized our plans, though,

fearing the Inca gods were plotting against us. For one, all South American flights leave

out of Miami and the only airline that flies into Miami from Boston is American Airlines.

Foolishly, I book the flight months ahead of our trip knowing full well that this airline is in

bankruptcy. I spend the winter crossing my fingers that American Airlines will not go the

way of Pan Am. To add fuel to the fire, sequester is to kick in while we are away

meaning our government will have fewer air traffic controllers, leading to flight

cancellations, or worse! The pièce de resistance is that the State Department has just

issued an alert for US citizens to stay away from Cuzco and Machu Picchu because of a

credible kidnaping threat by, you guessed it, The Shining Path. Evidentially, this group

was back in business with new improved younger leadership looking to make a splash

in the news. Ouch!

Miami Pre-Trip: On Friday, March 22, American Airlines lands us uneventfully in Miami

and I accede to the fact that the bankruptcy lawyers are doing something right. We

make our way up to Boynton Beach in a rental car to see our friends, Helen and Paul.

We have a lovely visit with them with time enough to help Helen make a Passover cake

from my cookbook. A highlight of the visit is touring a couple of the beautiful nature

preserves near their home. We also make time to drive down to Weston to visit my

father as well as my cousins, Ronna and Jeff in Boca. But, soon it is time to venture

further south and so, I throw a load of wash in the machine in preparation for our first

foray into South America. I check online and, sure enough, American Airlines lists our

flight; a very good sign.

Monday, March 25th is the day we fly to Lima, Peru. But, first we must negotiate the

maze that is Miami Airport. Even the Floridians curse this place. Little did we know that

returning our rental car was going to turn into a saga. This airport is huge. Moreover

some kind of sadistic sign hanger placed all the rental car return directions in such a

way that they lead you out of the airport into horrific traffic jams complicated by

construction everywhere. On our second circumnavigation of the airport, we ignore the

airport return sign and continue on our merry way circling within the airport itself. When

we finally spot a small inconspicuous sign pointing in the direction of what looks like the

true rental car return, we figure we are home free all. But, alongside our sign, pointing

up the road, is another sign saying, no turn. This was crazy. Noel wanted me to turn

illegally but, I panicked and didn’t, figuring I'd make a legal U-turn as soon as I could. As

it turned out, I couldn’t do anything because, incredulously, in back and in front of me,

were two police cars. First I had to lose them. By then the road I needed to turn into was
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long gone. But, with Noel to help inquire at a nearby hotel, we were able to retrace our

steps and finally make the critical turn. Returning the car had used up all of our energy.

When we complained to the people at the car rental desk, they confessed that even

they didn't know from day to day where to go because of the incessant construction.

Though all of this drama took a lot of time, after we checked in for our flight, we found

we still had a two hour wait. But, for me, thankfully I could finally relax. From here on in,

all we had to do was board our plane and someone else would worry about logistics.

And that was true. Once on the ground in Peru, some lovely people met us at the airport

and sped us to our hotel. All we had to do was fall into bed and drift off, an easy chore

at 2 am in the morning.

Tuesday March 26 is our first full day in South America. Only now do we realize how

lovely the hotel is. We are in the upscale

Milleflores area, the place, we quickly learn,

is the place to be. We wake up to a

marvelous breakfast. We can choose to

drink coca tea which is not cocoa, but coca,

from which cocaine is made. In fact the US

government prohibits tourists from returning

home with the leaves. But, this is a bit of

overkill, as we soon learn it would take tons

of coca leaves to make any appreciable

amount of the drug. The Peruvians sure love

their coca leaves. They steep them in tea or

just chew them outright. We are told to do

the same as the caffeine in the leaves helps

alleviate symptoms of high altitude sickness. Right after breakfast we meet Victor, our

guide and he emphasizes how sacred the coca leaves are to the indigenous people

who offer them up to their gods as a burnt offering. Wherever you see art, Victor tells us,

you will see depictions of the sacred leaves. I decide to leave the chewing of coca

leaves to the natives but we do try their tea. Our biggest problem in drinking coca tea is

that their coffee is soooooo good. It’s hard not to drink it at any and all opportunities.

Victor enthusiastically shares aspect of his culture with us. He shows us pictures of the

many aji, or Peruvian chili peppers. There are aji amarillo, aji limo (very hot), and aji

rocoto (on fire). Victor suggests we try the national dish, ceviche, but I am skeptical as

the dish includes raw fish marinated in lime juice. As I will make a concerted effort not to

become sick on this trip, raw fish, just may not cut it. Victor extols the virtues of the

national drink, pisco sour. We later try this drink and love it so much, we have it at every

meal until I find out it is made with raw egg whites, an ingredient bound to cause serious

stomach trouble on any continent. Another drink known in the Andes is chicha morada.

It sounds delicious as it is made with purple corn, fruit and spices. What Victor doesn’t

tell us, that I later find out from reading Michael Pollan’s book, Cooked, is that saliva is

important to this drink as, “spit” drives the fermentation necessary to the recipe. Another

important drink is the beer, chicha de jora, a corn beer made from yellow maize. Victor

encourages us to try another dish known in the high Andes called cuy. I am game until I

find out that this dish is guinea pig. In the same breath that Victor encourage us to try
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these dishes, he warns us about "Pizarro's revenge", a close relative of "Montazuma's

revenge". I am sufficiently warned. We will only use bottled water for drinking and

brushing our teeth. We will not eat any fruit or food that is exposed and not cooked.

Victor concludes the food section of his talk with dessert. My mouth waters as he

describes mazamorra, cherimoya, alfajores de maicena, morada and lucuma fruit. I will

not go hungry! We learn about the many varieties of corn as well as the 4,000 varieties

of potato, of which 18 different kinds are eaten today.

Next we learn about Andean camelids, which include vicuñas, alpacas, llamas and

guanacos. I’m not sure I know the difference between these animals, but I've grown to

love the gentle alpacas as we have an alpaca farm near our home in New Hampshire.

Today, we begin our tour in Lima, home to nine million people and gazillions of lima

beans! I'm a little rusty on Peruvian history but Victor fills us in with an abbreviated

version. Also, I have an advantage having read “1491” and the sequel, “1493,” by

Charles C. Mann. What I mainly remember is that white Europe and later America,

could not accept the fact that South American indigenous people had such a vibrant

civilization that in many ways surpassed the civilization of Christian Europe which spent

an inordinate amount of time mired in the Dark Ages. When Pizarro arrived in Peru in

1532, according to Jared Diamond’s book, “Germs, Guns and Steel,” the native peoples

had no defenses against the scourge of smallpox. In addition to this outside threat,

these lands were embroiled in civil war between two brothers, Atahualpa and Huáscar.

The same year that Pizarro arrived, Atahualpa killed his brother. When Pizarro captured

Atahualpa, the Inca leader offered gold worth as much as $50 million dollars, to spare

his life. Pizarro agreed. Spoiler alert. Pizarro lied, causing the indigenous people to

endure 300 years of colonial rule by Spain. What I hadn't known was that these same

people were not enjoying many halcyon days before the coming of the Spanish. The

Incas as well as the pre-Incan tribes had many warmongering traits as well cultural

habits that did not ingratiate the average citizen to his emperor. But, finally in 1821 the

Peruvians gained their independence. José San Martín, and Simón Bolíver were the

liberators. These names I recognize as we learned about these heroes in school. But,

mostly I remember learning how magnanimous the US was to build the Pan-American

Highway. At any rate, today we could take a lesson from Peru. It is not a mistake that at

election time, everyone votes. You’re fined, Victor tells us, if you

don’t. Refuse to pay the fine and your bank freezes your account

so that you can’t even cash a check. Basically, If you don’t vote,

you lose all your civil rights. It's as simple as that.

Our first stop is to see the Convento Santo Domingo. Actually, I

am not that enthusiastic about touring a convent, but when we

get there I’m knocked over by the beauty of the architecture. I

can’t get past the ceilings, floors and doors; they are magnificent.

The 17th century tiles are beautifully colored and I can't stop

staring at them. There are crypts built into the foundation, one of

which is for Santa Rosa, the patron saint of Lima. My friend,

Ellen, who we know from our trip to Israel, is so enthusiastic
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about this saint that she scurries down into one of those dark chambers and disappears

somewhere, I believe, beneath the floorboards. Thankfully she finds her way back out to

rejoin our group. Later as we drive through the streets of Lima, every place I look is a

feast for the eyes. The Spanish architecture is detailed and beautiful. All the squares,

parks and statues remind me of what I loved about the beauty of Barcelona.

When we tour some pre-Incan pyramids I learn something I never before realized. The

familiar form of the pyramid is actually the simplest way to build a large building when

there are no complex architectural structures in place to support upright walls. Having

the walls lean in on each other is the engineering solution that produces a pyramid.

Who knew?

We stopped for a fabulous lunch at the Rafael

Larco Herrera Museum. We are seated outside at

long tables where we take in the fresh air. It is a

beautiful day and I love sipping my first pisco sour.

After lunch we tour an exhibit of pre-Inca and Inca

erotica. Looking at the many figures of naked

men, I decide there had to have been a Jewish

influence:) Victor points out that the indigenous

people did not know how, or even thought to glaze

their pottery until the Spanish came and taught

them. How instructive of the conquerors! We

ended the day at the Parque del Amor which looks

out onto the Pacific Ocean. The memorable huge statue, El Beso is of two people

kissing. Victor tells us that the design elements in the park were made to resemble Park

Güell by Antonio Gaudí in Barcelona. We've been to Park Güell, and lovely as this place

is, this is no Park Güell!

We are pretty tired from our first day touring and look forward to an early bedtime. Also

we are excited about the next day as tomorrow we leave for Cuzco, the city high up in

the Andes known to the Incas as the “navel of the earth." Victor warns us to exchange

some of our money for one sol coins to pay for the public toilets. I panic when I learn

that our hotel has run out of these coins. My high altitude medication is actually a

diuretic! I will have to depend on the kindness of strangers.

Wednesday, March 27th we are excited because today we leave Lima for the high

altitude city of Cuzco, the capital of the Inca Empire. Lima is lovely, but to really see

Peru, we must leave the coast and climb up into the Andean countryside. We had a

wonderful night’s sleep, which is good since we have to wake up at 5:15 am in order to

make our flight. Our buffet breakfast is full of choices and delicious. We board our

pressurized flight, which will afford us one hour of comfort before landing at 11,000 feet

of atmosphere. Surprisingly, once on terra firma, we feel fine. Either we are in great

shape, or our medication is working. We immediately head off to visit the Cathedral of

Santo Domingo Cuzco. We ooh and aah over an impressive Christian Church dripping

in silver and gold. If simple New England churches are more to your taste, Peru will
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disappoint. These Spanish churches know no limit to decoration. In a word they are

ungapatchka. This is not an Inca term, but a Yiddish one to denote, over the top, garish.

What I enjoy most are the few Inca artifacts displayed separately. Simple but lovely is a

gold plate depicting Pachamama, or Mother Earth. We

notice that the Inca stones that form walls bend slightly

inward. We are told that another indicator of Inca

construction is the trapezoidal windows. The reason we

are seeing Incan artifacts at this church is because it was

built atop Qorikancha Temple of the Sun, an Incan

astronomical observatory once home to some 4,000

priests and attendants. In 1533 when the conquistadores

entered Cuzco, they planned their cathedral with the

express purpose of removing the religious heritage of the

Quechua Inca descendants. And, to add fuel to the fire,

the Spaniards used the Incas as slave labor to destroy

their very own temples. But, just as you start to get tearyeyed over the poor Inca, you learn that the Incas in turn

razed pre-Inca monuments. Peeling back the onion, the

pre-Inca people weren't so benevolent either. And so, I

find myself admiring the latest structure manifest from

those waring tribal genes of mankind. While everyone in the group admires the artwork,

I think, about how everything that goes around comes around, and wonder who will be

on top next. I find out that what’s literally next is a great lunch starring quinoa soup.

Could it be possible to improve upon mother’s chicken soup? Peru just might have

nailed it!

For our next destination we must ascend up into the Sacred Valley of the Andes. The

Andes is the longest continental mountain range in the world, extending over 4,000

miles along the spine of South America. I have never seen it before and I am startled by

its beauty. For someone who is more used to rocky glacier-cut mountains, the Andes

are green and accessible. But, we are warned, they seem closer than they really are

because of the lower oxygen content of

the air. You can see midlevel clouds

artistically bisecting the mountains,

somewhat reminiscent of the sugar

cone-like mountains of Guilin, China.

Upon entering the Urubamba Valley,

any photo angle you chose to take is

guaranteed to be sharp and colorful.

Then, just as our bus comes over a

little rise, I spot a diminutive Quechuan

woman as she climbs up over the

hillock. As typical of the local people,

she is dressed in colorful clothing. A

hat covers her head but you can see

her thick woven braid meander down
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her back. She holds a double leash attached to two baby llamas. This is no accident.

She is the photo op lady in waiting for the next tourist bus. Dutifully, our bus stops and

everyone readily gives up their precious one sol coins so that we can take her picture.

Sweet as she looks, you got the feeling she would storm the bus for her one sol coin if

she had to. After a little more traveling, we arrive in Pisac and stop at a typical

marketplace. I am thrilled with the colors, choices and chance to communicate with the

local Quechua people. As descendants of the Incas, they speak their own language, but

many can communicate with me in my form of Very Basic Spanish. These people are

friendly as well as enthusiastic to make a sale. I choose a decorative Parcheesi game to

buy for my grandson, and rather than haggling over the price, I happily overpay as a

gesture of friendship. I am especially interested in talking to the several women in the

market who are knitting. They have a totally different technique from what I am used to.

They wrap their yarn around their shoulders and tuck their needles into their stitches in

a way totally alien to me. I pantomime that I want to borrow their needles and wool.

When I demonstrate my technique of knitting, they giggle in delight.

When we are done sightseeing, we arrive at

Sonesta Posada del Inca, our magnificent

hotel. The whole complex was once a

former 18th century colonial style monastery

and the locks on our hotel room doors

harken back to that era. To get into our

rooms we must carry big brass keys like the

mother abbess in The Sound of Music. Hard

as I try, I cannot figure out the medieval lock

system. Nonetheless, we are very

comfortable here. Before dinner, we are told

that we will be treated to a ceremonial

“Offering to the Earth” in a beautiful old

chapel building on the grounds of our hotel.

We are excited to see, what we assume will be, a short quaint demonstration of how the

pre-Incas worshipped their gods. What we are not prepared for is a full fledged

ceremony that our local guide takes very very seriously. The Shaman believes that

Pachamama, as well as mountain spirits or apu must be appeased by burnt offerings

and libations. What ensues is a Bar Mitzvah-long ceremony that tests my patience. The

Shaman does do some interesting things, such as whistle to get the gods’ attentions. I

have seen something similar in Japanese Buddhist ceremonies, but this Shaman

whistles in resonance with the chime of a bell, making a very hypnotic sound. His

incantations are in the Quechuan language, which interestingly, have the intonations of

Japanese. I have no idea what he is saying, but it is as long as any Haftarah. Coca

leaves are a very important ingredient in the potion. I notice that the other members of

my group are really getting into the ceremony, so much so, that they ask for a special

prayer. I too get into the act when I find myself imploring Pachamama to go easy on

three people I know who were just diagnosed with cancer. How nice to feel for the

moment that we are not alone in this life, but that the sacred people will protect us. It

seems that hours go by, and they have. I feel my stomach rumble with hunger as we all
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file outside to cast our offering into a burning wood fire. This whole ceremony should be

drawing to a close and I silently implore Pachamama to call us to dinner. My prayer is

answered and dinner is well worth waiting for. I have exquisite quinoa soup, trout and

shredded chicken with amazing spices. The desserts are so beautifully presented, I try

them all!

Thursday, March 28th we are in the Urubama region of the Andes, traveling between

Pisac and Ollantaytambo to visit the towns of Maras and Moray. Now isn't that a

mouthful? We pass mountain graffiti, which are huge messages carved out of the

mountain. The higher up the Andes we travel the more the mountain flattens out into a

plateau. When we get to Lake Titicaca, it will be the end of our trip, but we will also be

almost 14,000 feet above sea level on the highest navigable lake in the world. Victor

boasts about the variety of all things found in Peru. In addition to the 4,000 types of

potato that we already know about, Peru wins the prize when it comes to limestone. Of

the 101 different limestones in the world, Peru has more than 80. Of the 32 climate

zones in the world, Peru lays claim to 28 of them. If you think this area of Peru is

diverse, just climb over the Andes Mountains to the rain forest.

So far, we are managing to breath normally, though we know that we are not really

acclimated to this altitude. We envy the indigenous population and their short squat

stature with oxygen-rich blood coursing through their body until Victor informs us that

the life expectancy of the people of the Andes is

much lower than the rest of Peru. The sobering

truth is that people here can expect to live until

age 59 or 60. In Lima, on the other hand,

people can expect to live to the rich old age of

65-68 years. According to these demographics,

I'm already on borrowed time.

Our first stop today is to see the Moray Incan

sinkhole terraces. As with so much that we will

be seeing, the purpose of these structures are

only conjuncture. Were these spots used for

ceremonial purposes, agricultural reasons or as

picnic grounds (my idea)? It's anyone’s guess. Just think how hard it would be to define

our civilization based on some discarded Coke bottles and rusted out computers.

Whenever engineering groups visit these ruins, however, the sites are awarded

engineering prizes. What is obvious is that the Incas made circular terraces out of

natural sinkholes. Some go to depths of more than 100 feet. They are huge and

impressive. In fact, if you are mystically inclined, these terraces put crop circles to

shame. Though the original purpose of this trip is to see Machu Picchu, this sight alone

is worthy of wonder. What becomes obvious is that the Incas who were geniuses at

engineering, optimally terraformed their environment. Indeed, they knew a thing or two.

The Spanish, on the other hand, thought the Incas stupid, for one, because the Incas

left no written language, or so they thought. It is only recently that archeologists have

figured out that quipu or a system of strings with many knots was a system of writing
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used by the Inca. The cords contain numeric and other values encoded by knots. There

is archeological evidence of systems similar to the quipu in use here from about 3,000

BCE. Another reason the Spanish thought the Incas stupid was because Inca buildings

were never higher than two stories. Why? The

Spanish thought it was because the Incas didn't

know how to build higher. The Spanish, on the

other hand, built their structures with multiple

levels. That worked out just fine until the first

earthquake. Only then did the Spanish see the

light, so to speak.

Next we visited the Maras salt flats. These salt

flats have been used to extract salt since preInca times. From up high we can look down on

this massive plain of geometric squares where

people constructed over 3,000 small wells about

3 feet by 3 feet. The wells fill with salt water.

During the dry season, the sun evaporates the water, causing the salt to solidify and

crystallize. Controlling the flow of water can produce up to 4 inches of salt in a month.

There is no iodine in this salt, but the Incas knew they needed it. Thus, they mined kelp

from the Pacific Ocean to get this beneficial supplement.

As we drive along we see many century plants and adobe buildings. These buildings

must be refreshed with new mud every year as rain destroys some of the structure. All

along, we are still climbing. Soon we’ll be more than 13,000 feet above sea level. But,

Victor tells us that as we’ve already been at 11,000

feet, we probably won’t notice this difference. In

Chinchero we pass potato fields. The advantage to

growing potatoes at this altitude is that you don’t

need any pesticides. The pests don’t survive at this

altitude. So, the question is, will I be be more like a

potato or a potato pest? But the treat here is stopping

at a picturesque Andean village where the women are

known for their weaving ability. We are given a

demonstration and I feel commercialism creeping in,

but I am mistaken. The women are sincere and

lovely. We watch while one of the women swaddles

her baby, all in gorgeous colorful handwoven fabrics.

They show us how they use natural products that

grow around them to produce the fabrics that they

weave into artistic patterns, all on small hand looms.

The women also spin beautifully dyed llama and

alpaca wool with what looks like long handled toy tops. Baby llama produce the softest

wool of all. Ellen purchases one of those woven pieces. She doesn't have the cash with

her but the woman isn't concerned. She gives Ellen the beautiful fabric and says she will

come personally to the hotel later to be paid. This woman was both lovely and trusting.
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We stopped for an absolutely scrumptious lunch. I ate quinoa soup (of course), and

then rainforest fish, whatever that is. For dessert I had a hot chocolate eclair cake with

coffee that was to die for! After the lunch we had an unexpected chance to see a

Peruvian Paso or horse. These horses are of a special breed that have a characteristic

paso llano, a really beautiful delicate gait. It was truly a treat to see a caballero run the

horse through his paces. It was a sunny beautiful day and I felt like we could spend the

rest of the day there, but, we had more to see.

And so we are back on the road again traveling from Cuzco to Machu Picchu on the

Pan American Highway, the very one I had learned about in school. If the sights aren't

beautiful enough, we just spot a huge rainbow arch across the entire valley. The effect is

magical. Victor tells us how the Incas would span the Apurimac River with a rope bridge

made out of natural fibers. The locals, in fact, still maintain that bridge.

Right now we are northwest of Cuzco, within spitting distance of Machu Picchu. Our bus

must negotiate along narrow roads that are this way because old Inca stone walls flank

the road. It seems that the government has finally figured out that it is in their interest to

protect Inca artifacts. We stop to walk around a quaint village called Ollantaytambo. This

town is a great example of Inca town planning. Many of the ancient foundations are still

intact providing support for the more recent buildings. I love the antique flavor of the

town. The homes just nestle into rising terrace walls that make the skilled masonry look

organic. Along both sides of the stone road is a little gully with rushing water. This is

actually a 500 year old aqueduct, another marvel of Inca engineering that efficiently

moved water around the village. The Spanish interpreted the purpose of these gullies to

be another useless construction by the

"stupid" Incas. And so, the Spanish used

them as their personal urinals. While the

Spanish are less than endearing, the

homes and shops are. Victor informs us

that this place was a prime center in the

Inca Empire reserved for the elite. They

came here to worship, to study astronomy,

and to find protection behind their fortress.

Sounds rhapsodic except for one detail; the

ruins also show evidence of human

sacrifice. We walk along the streets

enjoying the views. One private home is

flying a red rag from a pole. Victor tells us

that this makeshift flag indicates that this household has prepared a home brew of

chicha or corn beer for sale. It has been arranged that we can visit one of the private

homes. Noel declines to go in. I duck inside and the first thing I see is a herd of guinea

pigs playing in the corner. They may look like pets, but we know better. We look around,

say our goodbyes and set off to visit the ruins.
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The ruins at Ollantaytambo are so impressive, I can only

imagine what Machu Picchu will be like. Victor tells us that this

spot, with its megalithic walls, is one of the most monumental

architectural complexes of the ancient Inca Empire. Tambo, of

Ollantaytambo, means resting place. This Versailles of the

Incas, was once the royal estate where Emperor Pachacuti

came to rest. Victor proceeds to explain the history, but hard as I

try, I don't have a real concept of this history, let alone have the

ability to pronounce the names of the people and places. I look

around and try to take in all the rock structures. I am happy,

nonetheless, as the spot is so quiet, colored with blue skies and

filled with rock ledges that frame the majestic Andes in the background. When we look

up we see Inca storehouses cut into the mountain. The clever Incas stored their food

supply high up in the mountain where little or no decay could spoil it. Archeologists have

figured out that the Incas quarried the stone across the river and over the other side of

the mountain. What is yet to be figured out is how they did it!

Friday, March 29th is the day I have been anticipating for years for today we get to visit

the Inca mother lode, Machu Picchu. We are terribly excited and nervous at the same

time, though we’re not nervous about the altitude. This ruin is actually lower than other

places we have already been. I am nervous, though, about the weather. If the rainy

season comes in early, as has been happening with global warming, our enjoyment will

be very much curtailed. In fact, we do encounter a few raindrops when we wake up at 5

am. Our plan is to take a 1/2 hour bus ride to the train. Peru Rail will then take us to

Aguas Calientes, the closest town to the ruins. The train ride takes 1 1/2 hours, or 36

rows of my lace knitting. The muzak in the train plays Simon and Garfunkel's song with

the repetitive lyrics, “I’d rather be a hammer than a nail,” ad nauseum. That song

interspersed with some Inca-flavored flute song acts like a hammer on our brains. But, if

you can ignore the sounds, visually there is a feast of waterfalls, switchbacks with

fringes of the rainforest that flit in and out of view. Once the train drops us off, a bus ride

completes the journey. Ellen and I keep Noel seated between us so that he won't realize

the shear cliffs we are hanging over. The bus ride is one half hour of switchbacks over

perilous cliffs. All of the guidebooks

cautioned us to expect cold weather at

this time of the year. What we actually

encounter is very intense sun and heat. I

also expected bugs, but am pleasantly

surprised by their absence. When we

finally arrive at Machu Picchu, the first

thing I see is a wooden statue painted to

look like an Indian. "Oh no," I thought,

"don't tell me Disney got here first."

Actually, Hiram Bingham got here first, if

you only count white men. It was he who

"discovered" the "Lost City of the Incas."

His next activity was to loot the place.
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Thus, if you want to see many of the artifacts, you have to travel to Yale University. I will

say that when we actually go through the turnstile, give in our ticket and look about,

magic happened. The vista opens up to

organized but uneven rock structures that

are layered every which way, mostly

going uphill. There is so much to see, we

are grateful for our guide to give us some

sort of organization to our visit. Truthfully,

though, It is pleasurable enough just to

take in the gestalt of the experience. And

what an experience it Is. Hard as it is to

negotiate the stony paths, we did fine and

loved every minute. The structures are

impossible to describe. Like its natural

counterpart, the Grand Canyon, you just

have to see it for yourself. We trudged around the ruins all day, weaving in and out of

rock formations placed there with precision by the expert Inca engineers. Why and how

they built this aery of a city, no one really knows. Thanks to the Spanish, we have no

more Incas to ask. We break for lunch at a restaurant on the grounds of the ruins. The

food is buffet style, organized to feed the hungry hoards. The restaurant is busy and

noisy, but better than taking the time to leave the area. After lunch we begin to feel the

heat build. Also, the crowds are becoming bigger. I cringe to hear talk of building an

airport in the vicinity. I only hope the Peruvian government can put off monetary rewards

in exchange for preserving this incredible spot.

I think we could have stayed at Machu Picchu even longer, but the heat really slowed us

down. By late afternoon, we are more than ready to get to our hotel. We had only taken

small bags for our trip on the train. Our larger luggage will be waiting for us on our

return from Machu Picchu. By staying at a hotel nearby, we will be able to return to

Machu Picchu early the next morning before the train arrives bringing ever more

tourists. I hadn’t expected much from our hotel as we are in effect a captive audience.

But, I am pleasantly surprised. The Inkaterra is in an Amazonian cloud forest nestled at

the base of the road leading up to Machu Picchu. The rooms are private little bungalow

units scattered about. In addition to being a gem of a hotel, it is a nature lover’s

paradise. The beautiful grounds are filled with Amazonian flora and fauna such as

epicytes, orchids, hummingbirds and brightly colored birds. Our room looks out over a

sea of tiled roofs. We go to sleep at night listening to the sound of water rushing by in a

nearby stream. I wished we could stay here a week. The uneven ground at Machu

Picchu caused a couple of injuries. One person in our group injured her knee, another

her ankle. The hotel alerted the local shaman who attended to these people with a

concoction of ginger and yanten, which is some kind of weed, steeped in boiling water.

The concoction worked. These people were ready to hike out again the next day. Dinner

that night was succulent and beautifully presented.

Saturday, March 30th we are able to wake up at a decent time and still get to Machu

Picchu at an early hour. Several people, including Noel decide to stay behind and relax.
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They ended up having a wonderful time as there are several nature walks on the

grounds of the hotel that I am sorry to miss. Seven of us in the group go back to Machu

Picchu This time our guide takes us to the topmost

part. It is easier to climb as it is still cool and the

bulk of the tourists have not yet arrived. Just as we

enter Machu Picchu, it begins to drizzle. But then,

thankfully, the sun comes out and the day turns out

glorious. I can see that rain would make the uneven

rocks very slippery. Rain would have really ruined

the visit. We saw more that morning at Machu

Picchu than you could see if you stayed all day

because of the conditions. Just when the sun got to

be too hot, we headed off to a fabulous lunch at our

hotel. In the dining hall we are entertained by a very

talented guitar player. Lunch was beyond belief. I

had quinoa crusted chicken, natilla and lemon pie for dessert. Before leaving the hotel,

Ellen and I try to get to some of the nature highlights Noel told us about. For one, the

hummingbird feeder attracted a myriad of amazing birds. The most beautiful one that I

saw was the long tailed sylph which has a long iridescent blue tail that’s gorgeous. But,

we did not get to see the Andean cock-of-the-rock that people come to this hotel just to

see. Noel saw it, but was unable to get a picture of it.

It was hard to tear ourselves away, but it was time to get back on the train. We are riding

the Vistadome with windows on the roof allowing us vistas of the fabulous foliage of the

jungle. Alas, the sound system plays the same tortured flute music and the Simon and

Garfunkel song that battered us on the way up.

Once we return to Cuzco, we immediately begin to feel the altitude again. Instead of

8,000 feet, we are back at 11,000 feet. If we loved the hotel at Machu Picchu, the one in

Cuzco is fabulous. Hotel Libertador Cuzco incorporated a 16th century Pizarro’s Palace

with modern additions in Spanish colonial design. You could get lost wandering around.

We are happy to be reunited once again with our luggage. Just a quick word about the

altitude. We are taking our medicine and it is working, nevertheless, you do get very

lightheaded and kind of spacey. Noel, in particular, was feeling a little woozy so our

guide decided to check Noel’s oxygen level. Amazingly, his oxygen was at 98, mine was

94. He told us that at an oxygen level of 50, people tend to have trouble. He went on to

say that most tourists have numbers in the 70’s at this altitude. Seeing that our numbers

were laudatory, we had nothing to worry about. We decided to order up some oxygen

anyway since it would make us feel better. All the hotels, we had been told, have

oxygen. And so we decide to use it. Oxygen tanks are ordered up to our room and we

are hooked up for 8 minutes. The feeling is divine. From here on in, we decide, we will

take advantage of the oxygen, especially at night to relax us before bed.

Sunday, March 31st is Easter Sunday and several of the members of our group talk

about waking up early and going to mass, but I think their intentions did not match their



Peru Diary

actions. Breakfast is wonderful as is the leisurely morning to wander around our

beautiful hotel.

Our excursion this afternoon is to the

ruins of Saksaywaman. Again, the beauty

of the architecture based on huge

boulders as building blocks, does not

disappoint. Some people call this site one

of the best monuments mankind has built

on the face of the earth. Indeed it is

imposing and you have to remember that

what is left is only a fraction of what was

once standing here. The boulders, we are

told, go far below the ground. Some of

the stones are huge and so perfectly

fitted together, that not even a thin piece of

paper can slide between the stones. The walls of stone are like no others. They are

different from Stonehenge, the Pyramids or those of the Mayans. It is possible that the

remains that we see today, were built by an even older civilization and that only the

uppermost rocks that the Spanish have since removed, were placed by the Incas. The

Spanish felt no remorse, evidentially, in removing stone to construct their own houses

and churches. Some people even postulate that this megalithic was beyond the abilities

of mortal man and therefore, could only have been built by space aliens. As proof, one

need only examine the Nazca Lines. Those lines may look random up close, but,

viewed from up high, form impressive lines or stylized pictures of birds, fish and

animals. Who else but space aliens could have had that perspective? If you're not yet

convinced, why then does one of the straight lines in the Nazca spider figure line up

with the three stars of Orion’s Belt? Moreover, the Incas had an unnatural fixation on the

Pleiades star cluster. When it rose, it signaled the start of the Incan year. Whereas we

may see 7 stars in the cluster, the Incas could see 13 due to the clear atmosphere and

high altitude. The Pleiades star cluster also figures prominently in Incan worship.

Keeping with this astronomical theme, today’s Peruvians use the site to welcome the

winter solstice.

Indeed, Saksaywaman is a lovely spot to just wander around and contemplate the

universe. Not only are we impressed with the antiquity and majesty of the place, but the

natural surroundings are also pleasing. There are grasses, flowers blooming and llamas

grazing. Once we are done wandering around, it is time for lunch. Today we are invited

to a private home. While this is a special opportunity, in reality, I am not so happy. I

know we will have to ooh and ah over the family's hospitality and I'm just not in the

mood. Moreover, when we get there, the home is really not that comfortable. We are a

little crowded and it is hot. I had forgotten to bring a gift from my home state as a

souvenir for these people, so I have to find something quickly. Luckily I have a tote bag

with the tag still on it that I wrap up with some tissue paper I found in our hotel room.

Once in the door, we are warmly greeted by a multigenerational family. But, It is obvious

from the start, that Amanda, the football-sized grandmother, is commander-in-chief. I
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notice that inside the hot kitchen, a diminutive servant woman who obviously just had a

baby, as the little infant is whisked by us, toiled mightily. For our first course we are

served a plate of huge corn. While impressive in size, it is tasteless. The next course is

the soup. By now I am full but the guinea pig and meat course are yet to come. I have

no choice but to keep eating as they prepared a special chicken dish just for me. If I felt

pressured to eat, that was nothing compared to the crisis Ellen was having. She

disappeared into the bathroom soon after the soup course and didn't return for most of

the meal. I knew she must be in trouble, especially when she reemerged the color green

to say our goodbyes. I suppose it was very kind of the family to share their Easter

Sunday meal with us, but I would have been happier with a slice of pizza in my room.

And so, we managed to get through Easter Sunday without running into religious

ceremonies. We had seen some preparations for those famous religious processions

the South Americans are famous for a few days prior to this. But, for selfish reasons, I

am glad we didn't have to encounter street closures or crowds of worshippers

preventing us from getting to our destinations.

In the evening we planned to go to a musical revue but were surprised when Ellen burst

into our room to tell us she was so unwell, she was going to a private clinic. Could I

pack her up as we were supposed to leave early in the morning? I spent the rest of the

night trying to reach Victor to alert him to the emergency. Evidentially, the help do not

get to stay at our exclusive hotels. I finally have the girl at the front desk reach Ellen at

the hospital. She spoke to her in Spanish. I don’t know what she said, and neither did

Ellen. Finally I asked her to call again but to put me on this time. I found out that Ellen

was on an IV drip and was already feeling better. She was hopeful that she could join us

for our all-day early morning trek to Puno.

Monday, April 1st was a day I was dreading because it entailed a bus ride that lasts

from 7:30 in the morning until dinner time. That’s a lot of hours to be on a bus. It’s also a

lot of mileage for one driver, which is why we will have two drivers on this trip,

compliments of government regulations. But, what I didn’t realize was the variety of

vistas we would see as well as the fascinating stops we would make as we move east

from Cuzco, away from Machu Picchu. Happily, Victor called me early this morning to

tell me Ellen would be leaving the hospital in time. One of the couriers who met us at

the Lima airport when we first arrived was already at the hospital helping Ellen make all

the connections she needed to meet up with us, either at our hotel, or at one of the bus

connections. I was extremely happy about that. Now she wouldn’t have to worry about

the logistics considering everything else that was going on. I only hoped she would be

able to withstand the long, often bumpy bus ride. The weather so far was sunny and

cool, a perfect combination. As the seasons are reversed, the Peruvian school year

goes from March to December. Also, Victor informed us, school starts for kids when they

are 3 years old. When, I wondered, will we get so smart?

We all settle into our bus and Ellen takes a span of seats to lay down on. Just 15 miles

outside of Cuzco is Oropesa, a town that smells divine because the majority of its

citizens are bread makers. Victor stops the bus at one of the stores to buy the traditional

handmade Oropesa pan chuta, a bread only made here. This bread is huge. We each
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tear off a chunk but there’s tons more left. It is a big round relatively flat loaf made from

high quality wheat with a hint of sweetness. There are also aromas of spices and herbs.

It is baked in adobe ovens on special woods and eucalyptus leaves which lend the

bread a delicacy of flavor. I was beginning to enjoy this bus ride, and it had only just

begun.

We travel a mere 13 miles more, and already we are at a

fascinating ruin called Pikillaqta. Try pronouncing that! This

ancient ruin is a village of the Wari people, a pre-Inca people

who lived at this site from around 550 to 1100 CE. It is

thought they used the site for special communal feasts or

religious ceremonies. Right away I notice that the rocks

these people used to build with are quite small compared to

the huge boulders the Incas used. We learn that the Wari

civilization lasted about 400 years. they might have lasted

longer had the Incas not come to destroy everything.

Viewing these ruins one gets the feeling that civilizations

pulse. They develop, thrive, then ultimately decline or get

wiped off the earth. The only thing for sure, is that nothing

remains the same. It is easy to feel sorry for the poor Wari,

yet, come to think of it, our own country has been in existence

only half the time the Waris had been around! Victor points out that this town has no

water resources. Thus, the Wari had to build a series of aqueducts that connect water,

that comes from the top of the mountain over the valley from the other side of the road,

to the other side where the terraces and cultivated fields are located. The Incas knew

that controlling the water supply was critical. That was their strategy for conquering the

Wari. Even today, water is critical. Lima, for example, gets two inches of rain a year,

though the highlands have a rainy season from November to April.

We get back on the bus and do not travel far at all before

we get the chance to explore the village of Andahuaylillas

in the province of Quispicanchis. We enter a church called

San Pedro Apostol de Andahuaylillas, built by the Jesuits

in the 16th century. It is made out of adobe and brick and

has lovely simple architecture. Like so many other

churches it is built atop a huaca, or sacred Inca temple.

But once inside, it is like being hit in the eyes. This church

is ungapotched, uber ungapotched! Victor explains that

the people today are Christian, but they interpret the

religion in their own way, allowing them to hold on to their

own traditional gods. Thus, when we see a portrait of

Jesus, the indigenous people depict him with rays coming

out of his head. This may look like Jesus, but the local

people see him as their own sun god. The same goes for

depictions of Mary. To the people who worship her, she is

really Pachamama. Victor tells us that the Spanish tolerated these differences as part of
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their subtle but cruel persuasion. He tells us that if we want to have an idea of what the

Jesuits did, we should see the Robert de Nero movie The Mission, if we can stand the

violence. It surprises me that despite the cruelty of the Spanish, the people today still

speak their language and follow their religion. I am convinced that If these people were

Jewish, they would have resurrected the Quechan tongue, alphabet and religion. One

thing I can say about the local people, they are very informal. One of the dogs in the

town just wandered up around the alter and nobody seems to mind. Alongside the

church is small gift shop that helps me to forget the cruelties this place has witnessed.

As we continue along on our bus ride, I find I am

completely enjoying watching the passing

scenery. The landscape is populated with

century plants, yellow daisies, bright red flowers

and always, in the background overseeing all,

the green clad Andes. We see sheep grazing

and rows and rows of corn silently growing.

Sometimes we see the shimmering subtle colors

of quinoa blowing in the wind. Once in a while

there are cows roaming along the road with

women in their brightly colored clothing following

close by as it is often their responsibility to keep

track of them.

Driving along the Urubamba River, we stop to visit

Raqchi Archeological Park. Here we visit the Temple of

Wiracocha, the largest Inca temple in Peru. It is an

enormous two-story structure made of adobe

walls.The center wall has eleven imposing columns.

Also unique to this temple is the giant Inca wall made

from volcanic rock that runs along the site. Besides the

temple, there are the remains of living quarters,

granaries, aqueducts and baths. Even here, there are

some pre-Inca remnants.

We stop on the road for a

buffet-style lunch. The

quinoa soup is good. I like the French fries and bread, but

not much of anything else except the desserts, so much for

protein. After lunch we are back on the bus and still

traveling east. We arrive at a place called La Raya. This is

a photo op par excellent. We are now at an altitude of over

14,000 feet and, for the first time we can see the glaciercapped Andes in the distance. The view is absolutely

stunning. Victor tells us how their water supply comes from

the summertime melting of the glaciers high up in the

mountains. But, since the glaciers are now disappearing,
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no one has yet figured out where Peru will obtain water in the future. We walk around a

bit and look at the colorful wares that are displayed for our benefit out along the road.

We still have a distance yet to go to get to Puno, our destination for seeing Lake

Titicaca.

So far we have completely enjoyed the variety of views and stops that we’ve made

today. I’m so glad we are traveling this way to Titicaca. While we travel, Victor fills us in

on some of his country’s political history. He starts by telling us about Sendero

Luminoso or Shining Path. This Maoist guerrilla insurgent organization was most

militant from 1982 until 1990. As I understood it, these people wanted a bourgeois

democracy. But, in order to do that, they brutalized the indigenous people, trade union

organizers and the general civilian population, the very people you would have

expected them to help. The leader, Guzmán himself was a middle class lawyer. Go

figure. Since the capture of Guzmán in 1992, this group has gone from active to simmer,

at least until recently. Victor claims that as many as 80,000 people were killed and to

date, there is no monument in Limo for those who died. Victor told a moving story about

the death of his cousin during this violent decade. During that whole time, there was no

nightlife, only an early curfew. International airlines stopped landing in the country and

the US Embassy, became a bunker. There is the feeling that violence could erupt again

at any time.

Going back further, during the 1960’s there was a military coup. These military coups

repeatedly interrupted civilian constitutional government. Are you listening Egypt? But,

ironically, it was the military that stopped discrimination and implemented an extensive

agrarian reform. Moreover, the military government is what helped the Quechuan

people get their language back.

Victor seems to be very pro Fujimori because he claims that Garcìa, the former

president was awful because he did not protect the people in the countryside from

lawlessness. Running against Fujimori was Mario Vargas Llosa, one of my favorite

authors. If you ever get the chance, read his Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter. It is a gem.

I think Llosa would have made a fabulous president, perhaps the Václav Havel of Peru.

Note that Fujimori is a Peruvian of Japanese descent. There is a long history of

cooperation between these two countries. Peru has the distinction of being the first Latin

American country to establish diplomatic relations with Japan in 1873. Also Peru was

the first Latin American country to accept Japanese immigration. That fact is very

laudable, what isn’t is that during WW II, Peru shipped these same immigrants to the

US as part of the Japanese-American internment program. And, ironies of ironies, this

exceptional politician who is credited with uprooting terrorism in Peru, now sits in jail for

corruption and human rights abuses. Victor claims Fujimori created schools and

highways and later when we get to Lake Titicaca, we learn he is the only president who

visited these remote Indians to find out from them what they needed from the

government. The constitution says that the president shall have two terms. Fujimori

begged to differ. He and Rudy Giuliani of NY apparently have the same ego problem.
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Besides a Japanese history, there’s also Black history. Surprisingly I learn that more

slaves came to Mexico and Peru than came to the US. Tragically, on the two-month sea

voyage, over 20% of the people died.

Peru, though, is still a poor country. In fact, Victor laments the fact that other South

American countries are doing better economically even though they have fewer

resources. Chile, for example successfully exports fruits and wines to the US market.

Basically Peru has all its eggs in one tourist basket. The locals we meet thank us over

and over again for traveling to their country.

Our long day of driving is almost over and we enjoy every minute of it. We are now in

the vicinity of Puno. Driving through here is a real hoot. If I didn’t know it, I would have

thought we were somewhere in

Bangladesh. The streets are unpaved

and dusty. There are primitive cars

and bicycles that are embellished to

handle lots of people and/or produce.

It’s a crazy quilt of cars and people

going every which way. Victor warns

us that of all the places we’ve been to,

this is the place to stick close to our

hotel. Evidentially, Puno is less than

two hours from the border with Bolivia

and the specialty of the people living

in this area is smuggling. As we

approach our next hotel, Hotel

Libertador Puno, I expect the sister

hotel to the one in Cuzco to be just as wonderful. But, I am disappointed before I even

get to the door. This hotel cannot be described as being quaint or historic, but more like

a big white space ship from outer space that landed in this out of the way place.

Moreover, our room is somewhat tired looking. We take a few extra puffs of oxygen

before going to sleep.

Tuesday, April 2nd We had a big storm last night as we were cosy in our beds. I can

only imagine what a storm like that might be like for an inhabitant of one of the floating

islands out on the lake. Our room looks out over the lake and the view is beautiful. In

the early morning the glow over the lake is ethereal. And then as the sun comes up, the

lake turns deep blue in color. But, we are now at an elevation of 12,500 feet and we’ve

decided to up our oxygen intake to both morning and night. We have a lovely breakfast.

I even go for a cup of coca tea this morning. The air is absolutely perfect, though I am

wearing long sleeves to keep the sun off of me. At this elevation, the sun can be brutal.

Everyone puts on sun screen, but Victor warns us that it may not be effective as the

lotions are tested at sea level and no one really knows if they work at this altitude. The

lake is very large, 103 miles long and 33 miles wide. The deepest point is 1,000 feet,

though most of the lake is 30 feet deep. 60% of the lake is in Peru, 40% in Bolivia.

Steam ships and cargo ships do navigate this high altitude lake. We leave early for a
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long boat ride out to one of the floating

islands of the Uros people. So far we

have spent a lot of time viewing ruins of

past civilizations. Now we are going to

have the opportunity to come face to

face with one of the oldest tribes in

South America. The Uros are a preIncan people who managed to survive

the Incas and the Spanish, quite a feat!

While the Inca origin myth says the

Incas arose out of Lake Titicaca, the

Uros people were already there. Why

these people survived when so many

people did not, is probably due to their

isolation. Victor tells us that for the

Incas as well as the Spanish, it was not

worth their while to negotiate the lake, albeit at high altitude to enslave merely a handful

of people. Hardly cost effective. Moreover, the Incas calculated that these island people

would have to get to the mainland eventually. Wrong. These people are self sufficient

enough to withstand the brutal cold, as well as the intense sun, without ever coming to

shore. And indeed, the Uros with their simple lifestyle built around reeds, outlasted the

mighty Incas with their huge stone temples and mountain-top enclaves. Culturally,

though, the Uros may have lost many of their customs as well as their original language.

They now speak Aymara after having mixed with the indigenous Aymara population.

The older children now go to secondary school on the mainland. While there were

around 2,000 descendants of the Uros counted in the 1997 census, only a few hundred

still live on and maintain the islands. Tourism, which started in 1992 will go a long way to

help ensure the survival of this culture.

These people live on a group of 40 or so

artificial islands made of floating reeds

called totora, that grow in the lake.

Moreover, if a threat arises, as it did more

recently with the Shining Path, these

people just move their island to safer

waters. Our boat pulls up to one of these

islands and we all couldn’t be more

thrilled. About ten or twelve families live

on this one island, though smaller islands

can house two or three families. This

whole society is an exercise in how to

make every possible use of the floating

reeds. The island is stitched together by the

reeds that the men cut and tie together into blocks, not an easy task. The blocks are

then anchored with ropes attached to sticks driven into the bottom of the lake. If the

anchor gives way, you could go to sleep in Peru and wake up in Bolivia! New reeds

have to be added at least every three months as the older ones rot away. But, the
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islands themselves last about thirty years. Their boats are made out of reeds as are

their houses. Guess what they eat? Reeds.They peel the reeds and eat the tender

insides. The white bottom provides them with iodine. They use the roots of the reeds to

make little gardens in which they grow potatoes. They also hunt birds and their eggs.

For example, we learn, blue herons have white meat when cooked. They also fish for

rainbow and golden trout, salmon and kingfish. The Uros people fish at night with nets

because during the day the fish can see the nets. Of course they do not fish during a full

moon. There’s a lot of biodiversity on the lake. In fact Victor tells us that Cousteau

explored the lake and found a 17-inch frog never before seen. As I mentioned before,

Fujimori was the only prominent politician to visit these islands. When he asked the

people what they wanted the government to help them with, they answered that they

wanted solar power with which to watch TV. He agreed and so, we see a little solar

panel outside of each little hut.The people are so friendly. We love interacting with them.

We are invited to step into their huts. Some are for sleeping, some are for food

preparations. They have their colorful wares laid out on blankets for us to peruse. We

take lots and lots of pictures.

Our next port of call is Tequile Island,

population 2,500 and Victor warns us not to

photograph the inhabitants as they do not allow

it. We moor at a beautiful natural island that is

quite large, five square miles in size. It’s

actually a pretty island with lots grasses and

space for grazing cattle. These people are

known for their beautiful handcrafted textiles.

The women make yarn and weave but only the

men knit. Young boys start as young as age

eight. There are no cars or hotels on the island.

The people are friendly and we enjoy a lovely

open air lunch. The locals sing and dance and try to sell us their wares. All in all, it is a

lovely afternoon.

Dinner is a farewell dinner with our group. The food is scrumptious. It’s very sad to be

bidding everyone adieu. Some people are going on to the rainforest. Ellen is going to

the Galapagos. We are going to Miami and then home.

Wednesday, April 3rd We wake up at 5:30 for our long day of

traveling. But first we start out with a delicious breakfast. I have

to say that food on this trip has been marvelous. But, lovely as

the Andes are, we are really sick of the high altitude and are

longing for the moment when our plane revs up its engines and

the cabin pressure feels normal. This will be a marathon day

because instead of going to sleep, we will be getting on the

plane to return to the USA. With most of the day at our leisure

before our short flight to Ariquipa, Victor takes us to a

wonderful market. The varieties and colors of all the different
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fruits, vegetables and assorted food, make for some excellent pictures. Knowing that we

will be taking many pictures, Victor placates the vendors by tossing them chocolates

from a big bag of candy that he has brought. As we walk around we notice many of the

buildings look like they’re unfinished at the uppermost level with rebars sticking out

skyward. Victor informs us that the buildings will remain this way so as to lower the

owner's property taxes. Architecture à la tax code is not unusual. Witness the narrow

buildings of Amsterdam that are taxed by frontage and French buildings with Mansard

roofs that take advantage of the fact that rooms in the roof are not considered rooms

and thus are not taxed.

Our next stop is so picturesque, I don’t want to leave. We are in a lovely quaint village

that is self-contained. It is encircled by

rock walls. There’s a beautiful arch

you walk through to get to the inside

courtyard and as in so many of the

villages, arty little ceramic figures

decorate the top. The people here

weave and grow potatoes and cook on

an outdoor stove. All the people are

colorfully clad. The children and

babies are sweet as can be. One of

the women is on her hands and knees

grinding grain. There is a beautiful

llama outside the gate that we all take

pictures with. The older woman

demonstrates how she takes down

birds with a slingshot. If I had to

choose an Andean place to live, this would be it.

Our last official stop is at an archaeological site at Sillustani on Lake Umayo. The sun is

beating down on us as our guide tells us

about the chullpas or funerary towers high

up on a mesa where the Aymara or preIncan Colla people removed the organs and

brain of a dead body so that they could fill it

up with alpaca droppings. We are duly

impressed especially when we are told that

these people then bury the body in a fetal

position. As we feel we are already

thoroughly saturated with Inca and preIncan tales, we vociferously decline a hike

up the hot sandy hill and busy ourselves

with all the interesting vendors lined up

along the road. We spend the rest of our

time playing among the colorful wares. I even buy a zippered overnight bag decorated

with a llama.
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Our time here is winding down. We have a little lunch at the restaurant associated with

this site and then get onto the bus that takes us to the airport. We fly first to Ariquipa

before going on to Lima. At a mere 5,000 feet, Lima is comfortable to breath. Once we

land, the lucky ones get to go to their hotel. For our 1 am flight out to Miami, we and one

other couple choose to remain at the airport. We spend the last of our Peruvian money

on a bowl of soup. The time goes faster than we realize and, before we know it, are on

our plane speeding north to Miami. The next day we take off for Boston and then

continue on by car to New London, New Hampshire. South America was great, but

North America is home.

Cheryl Weinstein, 2013
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