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" Inca-redible
Peru

by Sue Thomas

he sun begins to rise over & sca of

terma cotta tiled roofs thar blanket

the sloping hills of Cusca. At this
carly hour, the lobby of the elegant Hotel
Libertador is filled with small clusters of
Fuests.

Home are dressed in well-wom cargo
pants, sturdy hiking boots, ond stand
beside waterproof backpocks the size of
yvoung children. They wait w0 begin an
srduvus four day trek throush some of
Perus most uninviting flerrain.  Corrying
provisions and makeshift sheliens, thewr

plan i 10 follow the mountuinous trail
blazed by (he mysierious Inca.

" Dther guests, ourselves ineluded, wear
cashmere #oft alpaca swestens in o minbow
of colors. We chat excitedly while sipping
the locil coca fea, xaid to help prevent the
negative effects of Cusco's high elevation,

Socn we'll leave 1o
board PeruBRml's lav-
ishly appointed tram
the Hirnm Bingham.
Though the two
experiences couldn®t
be more differem, our
final destination is the
same. Cusco s the
jumping off point for
all ravelars hoping to
view onc of the mos
enigmatic sites in the
world - the rums of
"Wachu Picchu
Abpard, the Hiram

ahe of Old World ele-
gance, We are served champagne while a
Incal historian points out sites of interest,
andd teaches us words in Quecha - the
ancient language of the [nca.

The train wends its way over level farm-
land to drmmatic, boulder-strewn gonges,
Gleneing across the river valley, we spol
weary hikers tnudging along on day wo of
thair Tnca Trall ndventire. At the same
time, we are served o drsmistic three-course
lusie bean featuring Peruvian appetizers and
2 vesl entrée. Dessert is o feather light
MOuSSE,

Seill later, we arrive in the bustling vil-
lnge of Aguos Colientes. Nestled beside
the Lirubamba River, the city is acarly hid-
den in the shadowy cloud forest at the buse
of Machu Picchu

Chur houne for the next several duys s the
umigque Machu Piechu Puebio Hotel
Oremed by Inkaterra, the property flawlegs-
ly melds guest pecommodations with the
dnique environment. IS an eco-travelers
parndise.

The Pusblo offers spaciows rooms with
firepkaces o take the chill off the coel
evenings. These are embraced by the lush-
ly tropical cloud forest, which boasts many
varwties of are orchids. Flashes of bril-
liant celor are everywhere as humming-
hirds it from Moo o bloom,

From the French doors of my room, |
simply step out onto the patwo to find
mysed]’ enveloped in a dense. jungle-like
cocoon. A mare of paths trail through
archid fields, groves of lowering ferns, and
beside a sacred boulder adornad with pet-
rogrlyphs. My senses are an high alert, and
the air is ripe with the loamy scent of fall-
en lesves and the thundering sound of the
Lisubamba River.




Meals arc an ovent, Each features an
mrray of locil delicacies, gs well &8 frut,
hetbs, and vegetables from the omganic
pardens an ste.

In the moming, we gomge ourselves on
the buffet breakfast, Well fed we make
our way o the rums of Macha Picchu
ghoard & local bus. [t cautiously worms its
way adong 2 rmad highlighred by dozens of
hairpin turns; cach edged by a stoep drop
off.

Ot bus deposits us al & base comp and
we begin a moderatz hike up n series of
wtome siircases. Though the climb is dm-
malic, it's the ¢levabion thal causes, old
and voung alike, o pause frequently for
breath. Finally, we reach one of the high-
e8! points, the guand tower. We tum and
tuke stock of our syroundings,

Through the morning mist | can just
make our the Uruhamhs River, fMlowing
nibbon-like, several thousand feet below:
The rugged termin appears well suited in
the surefooted liama and little else

Vegetation, like an invading army, waits
patiently in the wings ready to overtun the
mren if left untended. Yet, at 10,000 feet
glevation, (his |solaled, and seemingly
ithospitable mountain saddle is where the
ancient Inca chose to build this enigmatic
complex of buldngs

Though 1'd setn counthess pleturss and
documentaries on Machu Picchu, they
cani’t bapin 10 compare 10 the resl thing

This sprawiing, pre-Columbian city of
houses, temples, towers, and walls, bion-
ket the peak, [is terreces scem to drip
down the mountamsides like a magma
i

Mussive, fifty-ton stones appear o
sproul from the ground sappoTing a
mosaie of walls and altars, Each granite
block is individually carved into a master-
picce of harmonious porfection thit wonld
be mearly (mpossible to duplicate today
The fit is 50 precise; the use of mortar was
UNMECESEETY.

An intricate svsiem of narrow channels
i carved throughout the complex. Even
now, wiater continues to flow along these
courses s it has for the past 500 vears,

Echo chembers. are built mio several
temples, Their original purpose has been
lost o time, but when we stand before
theme @nd hum, the sound 15 magndfied,
curded thiough the complex, and echoes
infe the valkey. The reswll is awe-ispir-
ing

Alsa filling the air are the cheers of
those completning their challenging fous-
day trek along the Inca Trall. Thev look
tired and a bt less than clean, but their
capressons, ones secing Machu Piochu,
are exultant

Though the sprawling ruins ane visually
impressive, the site remains shroaded in
mystery, Theomizs abound about its pur-
pose. They range from a religious retreat,
1o @ fortress, @ rovol estate, an astronomi-
cal observatory, and even a landing site for
extroferresirials

Even more compel|mg s the mystery of
e people who occupied the cify, Was
Mochu Plechu abundoned? Did the inhab-
itants die of discase carmied by oulziders,
or was the city one of the many rrvaded by

the conguistadons®

The day flies as we ek through the
Tuins, propose reasonithle and totally oul-
landish theories for the complex, and bask
in ita aurs of mystery, We Finally decide
that pertsips the nddle of Macha Pwechu is
best left unsolved

Il your g

Let Inkaterra plan your next Peruvian
sdventure, They can coordmunte Wours that
combme the excitement of the Amazon
River along with the mystery of a wip w
Machu Piechu Visit their website at
www, inkaterra com, or give them s call m
1 -800-342-5042.

Suwe Thomas remembers her Inpo- redible
time i Pers from Rer kome m Armove
Grrmde. CA




