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Walking the
igh IncaTrail

[t’s 100 yearssince explorer Hiram Bingham stumbled
across Machu Picchu. Chris Moss commemorates his
discovery by heading to Peru and taking a very long walk
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Oine hundred years of altitude

| hree thousand metres above
‘ sea level is where | began

to regret smoking, snorting
and general slobbing. The Spanish
expression ‘nunca mas’ came
to mind: ‘never again'. | always
think this at some stage during
atough hike.

When we reached the first night's
campsite, lwasn't relieved; | was
frightenad. The next day | was
to climb to a pass just shy of 5,000
metres, higherthan I'd everbeen
without an aircraft around me,

The hike had begun optimistically
at a town called Mollepata, three
slow howrs” drive from regional
capital Cuzco. I'd joined a group
walking the so called High Inca Trail,

nextension of the classic route,

it
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Get packing

Go KLM flies London Heathrow to
Lima via Amsterdam. Typical
retumn price for January £657 .66,
www.kim.com

Tour Exodus’s High Inca Trall
16-day hiking tour follows the
route walked by Chiis, and allows
time for acciimatisation in Cuzco.,
From £2,500 per person including
international and domestic flights,
accommaodation and most meals
{seven nights” hotel ona B&B
basis plus two lunches and seven
nights’ camping on full-board
basis) and full porterage whila
trekking. The next departure is May
142011, www.exodus.co.uk

Stay Add on afew days in Cuzco
and hide away at the inkaterra
La Casona boutique hotel.
Acolonlal manor house, it has just
11 sumptuously decorated suites,
and everything, from the refurb
work on the original masonry to the
perod fixtures and fittings, has
been carefully concelved to make
you feel like & conguistador, B&B
from £288 per room. Book three
nights and get a free dinner or spa
treatmant. www.inkaterra.com

MNeed to know The main Inca Trail
is closed during February for
repalrs. From March to January,
you can only walk the trail with a
registared guide and just 500
walking permits are issued par day
—slots fill up fast. so book ahead.
For genaral information visit
www.peru.info,/en. To plan your
walk, pick up the new Trailblazer
guide, ‘Inca Trail, Cusco & Machu
Picchu® (fourth edition), avallable
from January 2011 at £12.99,

and had three platefu Ir. anda
wine 'fn:-rr:d Tetra P

dujwnwdrd:. until we hit ajunction with

the Inca Trail proper. Far from hE ing
@, the classic h

tumed out to be a déla vu experience.

We were confronted by ancther

horrendous high point—the Dead

Woman's pass—and s :

civilisationthat

the twelfth and sixteenth centuries
was brilliant at building, talented at
farming. | htful at colonising and

| pitiless at 1:i1..| nanding superhuman

feats of its minicens. Runners known
as chasquis were obliged to use
stalrcases to make their missive-
bearing dashes from citadel to
citadel that bit more challenging,
and though they, like contemporary
Peruvian Indians, rarely stood higher
than five feet, thesa stairs warne hgwn
for Goliath-sized strides. |'d realised
onrecent walks in gentler
topographies that my knees aren't
what they usedto be, so|'d borrowed
some poles for this trek = the first
time I'd even considered adopting
such geriatric supports. They really
saved my joints, especially on the
jolting descents.,

The Inca heartland rewards all

| walkers with day-long wonders and

sublime landscapes, As dawn rose

| each moming, we emarged from our

il
Callenles

ten sts drifting
mieuntain peaks, peasants heading
out into lush agricuttural land - still
farmed without machines —and Inca
sites that get none of the attention of
Machu Picchu. There were terraces,
tambos (inns), warehouses and
roads. Therewere llamas, alpacas.,
condors and vultures, And, when
night fell, the Milky Way - thought by
the Incas to be a reflection of the
valleys inwhich they lived —unfurled
inthe heavens.

When | finally made it to the fabled
Sun Gate and saw Machu Picchu
down on a mountain saddie below,
| experienced a moment of regret that
was twofold. Forone, the afternoon
heat haze obscured botht taded
and Huayna Picchu, the small
mauntain behind it. Worse still, there
were ltalian tourists sittingon a i
stone wall; | was back in the world of
the mobile phone and the coach tour.

But these were unreflecting
thoughts. Carlos took us down to
Machu Picchu, stopping briefly to
perform a cocaleaf ceremony ona
wide aitar. The following day we
retumed to do a half-day walking tour,
and | leamed about the Incas’ genius
far astronomy, pausing at a lump of
rock known as the ‘hitching post of
the sun'; theirs was an empire that
believed you could hameass the
cosmos and talk to the gods.

Gradually, the citadel came allve

and | was able to make connections
between the indigenous and Spanish
narrath and congratulate myself
onwalking there rather than jJumping
on a train and minibus. My calves felt
firmer and my head clearer. In tha

| evening | headed to the thermal
baths to lle back like the Inca himself
and scothe my sore muscles.

If you're stuck for a plan for 2011,
read Bingham and get yourself out
to Cuzeo, and beyond, to the land of
the sun, the steep staircase and the
Ice-covered tent. You won't say
yapaat every turm but | challenge
you Lo say nunca mdas at the end of

| your long walk.
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