Report No. 4 from Alto Cayma (The Inca Trail) - 26 Aug 18
Note: This is not a report about activities in Alto Cayma, but rather a
picture show (more than a report) about an adventure which is available to
visitors to Peru, if you plan it well in advance - the 4-day trek on the Inca
Trail over the Andes mountains to reach the ruins of the ancient city of
Machu Picchu.
On Monday, 14 of us converged on the city of Cuzco, the ancient capital
of the Inca Empire and the center of the Inca culture to this day.

On Tuesday, we left Cuzco by bus, stopping briefly in the town of
Ollantaytambo in the Sacred Valley of the Incas.

The Inca ruins looming over Ollantaytambo are significant enough to
make the town a tourist destination in its own right, but we were just passing
through as our bus carried us on to Km. 82 along the rail line, the trailhead
for the Inca Trail.

Upon reaching the trailhead, we were a pretty energetic bunch. Over
the course of the next 4 days, we would become progressively less so.

We started our trek along the Urubamba River, which eventually leads
to Machu Picchu. There is a trail that follows the river, which is the easiest
way to make the journey.

We, however, soon turned inland, leaving the river and the rail line
behind, to take the more "scenic" route through the mountains.

As we headed inland, our porters began to pass us. Our group of 14
hikers was supported by 2 guides, 2 cooks, and 17 porters who carried all the
tents, kitchen equipment, food, etc. The porters were amazing. Our packs
weighed perhaps 30 lbs maximum, and we struggled all the way. The porters'
packs weighed 50 lbs minimum, and they scampered over the trail like
mountain goats.

We soon crossed the first of many streams we would see over the next 4
days. It seems we were never out of the sound of rushing waters.

We soon learned that inland = uphill + downhill. For the next 4 days,
flat spots would be few and cherished.

We were surprised to find extensive Inca ruins all along the trail. It's
not a case a 4-day trek to see just Machu Picchu.

Our guide pointed out this Inca tomb along the way. Nobody expressed
any interest in going inside.

We got our first glimpse of what all was inside those porters'
backpacks when we arrived at our lunch site on the first day. The porters had
gotten far enough ahead of us to have had time to set up the cooking and
dining tents and cook a complete lunch for us.

We had heard that the food on these treks is near-gourmet level. I
don't know if I'd go that far, but it was definitely good, and after a few hours
of hiking, everyone was ready to dig in.

Resuming our hike after lunch, we encountered this mule train. Horses
and mules were allowed on this part of the trail, but later on, when we
encountered the steps built by the Incas, they would be prohibited. In the
days of the Incas, there were thousands and thousands of miles of trails like
the one we were hiking, but when the Spanish came, many of the trails were
destroyed by the hard hooves of the Spaniards' pack animals.

At day's end, we caught up with the porters again and found out what
else was in their backpacks. It seems that they were carrying everything we
would need except an above-ground swimming pool, a hot tub and a jacuzzi :-)

Day 2 began with a hike through the cloud forest, but that was
destined to be short-lived.

We soon began climbing, and climbing, and climbing, as we made our
way up to Dead Woman's Pass which, at 4,215 meters (13,829 feet), was the
highest pass we would cross during our 4 days on the trail.

us,

As we climbed, we got a good view of snow-capped peaks looming above

and still the trail continued upward.

By the time we reached Dead Woman's Pass, I was convinced that the
name was too exclusive. It was cold and windy up there too, and on the other
side of the pass, it appeared we would enter a different climate.

One look back to where we had started, on the floor of that valley way
down below,

was enough to explain why this is a common reaction when hikers finally
reach the top.

The rest of Day 2 was spent descending a considerable amount from
the altitude of the pass we had just crossed.

Our campsite for the second night was at the bottom of the mountain,
and we could already see that the next morning we would be climbing again.

Sure enough, Day 3 began with another steep climb.

We continued to pass interesting Inca ruins. I was most
interested in them because they gave me an honorable excuse to stop and
catch my breath. :-)

The climb continued for most of the rest of the morning

until we reached the second pass. This pass, and the third pass we would
cross later in the day, didn't have colorful names like Dead Woman's Pass,
because they were at a mere 3,950 meters (12,956 feet) and 3,670 meters
(12,037 feet) of altitude, respectively.

Of course, every big uphill was followed by a big downhill, and we
continued to encounter significant Inca ruins all along the way.

In the afternoon, we again re-entered the cloud forest, and this time we
would stay at these lower elevations for a while.

I was pleased to encounter this beautiful llama on the trail, but I kept
a respectful distance, because llamas and alpacas are known to spit a juicy
wad of chewed-up grass at anyone who invades their personal space.
Incidentally, llamas are allowed anywhere on the trail because, unlike
horses, mules and donkeys, their hooves are soft.

Soon after meeting the llama, we passed through the first of 2 Inca
tunnels we would encounter on Day 3.

After all that hiking, our lunch site was a welcome sight. As you can
see, we were sharing the trail with many other groups just like ours. In all,
500 people are allowed to enter the trail each day. Discounting the porters,
guides and cooks, that translates to 200 or so hikers like our group of 14.

Hiking on through the cloud forest was interesting for all the birds and
vegetation we encountered. There were things growing everywhere - so
different from what we're used to in Alto Cayma!

Suddenly we again caught sight of the Urubamba river, which gave us
hope that we would soon arrive at our destination.

But first, however, we would have to pass by more Inca ruins.

When the ruins included power lines, as we approached our campsite
for the third and final night, we knew we must be getting close to civilization.

Day 4 was designed to be a short (3-4 hour) dash to the finish line,
starting in the dark, just before sunrise, to insure we would have plenty of
time to enjoy the city of Machu Picchu. But first we had to overcome the final
obstacle, the OMG Steps, which were so steep that we needed to climb them
on all fours.

We soon reached our goal, the Intipunku, or Sun Gate,

with it's spectacular view of the ruins of Machu Picchu emerging from the
clouds.

When we reached to ruins themselves, the Rotarians among us were
interested to find these "ancient" plaques, placed by the Rotary Club of
Cuzco, in honor of Hiram Bingham, the Yale university professor who is
credited as the "scientific discoverer" of Machu Picchu in 1911. He could
hardly be said to have truly "discovered" the ruins, since there were 2
Peruvian families living in the ruins at the time and the people at the base of
the mountain knew about them as well, but Professor Bingham was the first
to seek and find the ruins with an appreciation for their historical and
cultural significance.

For 5 of us, the trek was not yet over until we had climbed up Machu
Picchu mountain, the peak for which the ruins are named, which affords a
stunning overview of the ruins far below.

Personally, I was satisfied with climbing only until I reached a point
higher than the peak of Huana Picchu, which I had previously scaled on two
different occasions.

After visiting the ruins, we took a bus down the switchback mountain
road to the town of Aguas Calientes, on the banks of the Urubamba River,
where we enjoyed a long and leisurely lunch.

Then it was time to catch the train, which runs right down the main
street of the town, to start the trip back to Cuzco.

So, when all was said and done, how would we summarize this
experience? I think we're all still processing it, but one thing I think
noteworthy is the fact that our group ranged in age from 17 to 76, with a
heavy cluster toward the top end of that range, yet we all made it. It was
harder than any of us had anticipated, but we also saw and did things we
hadn't expected. We were lucky in many ways, in that the weather was good
and no one was injured or experienced any health problems that would have
prevented them from continuing. And that brings us to the 64-Dollar
Question - would we do it again? I think we'd all say that the jury is still out
on that one. :-)
"Love God, Serve Neighbor/Serving Alto Cayma",
Jim

