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Nearly 1.5 million people visit the Incan
hilltop ruins of Machu Picchu every year.
Mostof them come during the Peruvian
‘winter —Juneto August —whenit's
'school holidaysand the weatheris
-generally crisp and clear. The busiest
dayis June 21, the summer solstice,
when hordes arrive hoping tosee the
sun pouring through a perfectly aligned
window atthe Temple of the Sun.
Butthe peak-season crowds—upto
5,000 people aday — rob the place of
itsmagicandtrails are sojammed you
canhardly walk, nevermind getagood
picture. You can waithours forbus
transfers and the weather may still
disappoint — onmore thanone June 21,
it's beentoo cloudy to get thaticonic sun
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shot. So, aim for quieter, warmer April,
May or October. Try March, too:it's the
rainy season, butshowers arerarely
heavyandlocalorchids are inbloom.

There aretwo mainways togetto
Machu Picchu. Thebestknownisviathe
challenginginca Trail, atrek of two to
four days (depending where you start).
Itinvolves camping and hiking, at
altitude, fromoutside Cuzco (about
45km atheights of up to 4,215m). Only
25010500 people are permittedeach
day, with licensed guides and porters
—and youhaveto book withatour
operator about six monthsinadvance.
A more practicaland popularoptionis
atwo-hour journey by bus followed by

ascenicstretch by train from Cuzco
(from £99 return; perurail.com), thena
further 25-minute bus transfer (£19
return) up the mountain from Aguas
Calientes, the nearesttown. The only
‘hiking' you'llhaveto dois around the
citadelitself —and you canbook your
ticket (£36 from machupicchu.gob.pe) a
few days ahead. If you're notup forthe
IncaTrail, butstill want adramatic
entrance, skip the bus from Aguas
Calientes and walk along the 90-
minute trail up the mountaininstead.

Itis possibleto'do’ the citadetinafew
hours, sosome people try tofititinon
aday-trip from Cuzco. But beware:

not only might you have to deal with
suddenaltitude sickness (especially if
you're coming fromsea-level Limaand
haven'tacclimatised in Cuzcofirst), but
you'llbe tired — a four-to-five-hour
journeyis an exhausting way to start
avisitto one of the world’s mosticonic
sights. So, stay atleast onenight —
ideally two — in Aguas Calientes, with
its lively market and mountain vistas.




There are some backpackery placesto
stay, but youneedn't slumit: at deluxe
Inkaterra Machu Picchu Pueblo (inka
terra.com; doubles from £391,B&B),
you can spot rare orchids, neon-
plumaged cock-of-the-rock birds and
endangered Andeanbears (thereal
Paddington). Its Café Inkaterra, which
overlooks therushing Vilcanota River
and vintage-style railway, is the perfect
place fora Pisco Sour-laced lunch after
you've visited theruins. Or stay at
funkier, more affordable El Mapi

by Inkaterra, withits whitewashed
rooms and buzzy bar (inkaterra.com;
doubles from £173, B&B).

Your entrance ticketis peggedtoa

-specificday and time, between 6am
al .Butonce you'rein,youcan

~ stayaslongasyoulike. Whileit's
tempting to book the first entry slotto
make the mostofit. it'slikely you'll want
toleave before toolong: eatinginside is
prohibited, there are noloos, and even
with lots of stops and pausingto take
pictures, most people complete the

circuitinabout three hours. Early
morningis the busiesttime, too, so
you'llencounterlong queuesandend
up walking aroundtheruins witha
crowd. Instead, arrive about 8.30am
— you'llbe starting as thefirst throngs
are halfway round theroute, but you'll
still beatthe Cuzco day-trippers who
arrive between10amand 12pm.

If you try to navigate MachuPicchuon
yourown, you'll find yourself staring
stupidly atabunch of old rocks, as there
arenosigns. And with the epic views,
photogenicllamas and pushy tourists,
the lastthing you wantis to have your
nose buriedin a guidebook. Hire a guide,
either through your hotel or at the site
entrance —all guidesinMachuPicchu
must be licensed, and prices are fairly
standardised (£Spp-£10pp foragroup
tour), so you needn'tworry aboutbeing
ripped off. If you're given the choice of
atwo-and-a-half-hourtourorathree-
hourone, makeitthe latter —youdon't
wantto be rushed around the circuit
since allthebestphoto ops areatthe
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Abercrombie & Kent
(abercrombiekent.
co.uk) has anine-
night Classic Peru
tripthatincludestwo
nights’B&Bat
InkaterraMachu
PicchuPueblo, plus
flights, transfers
andsome guiding,
from£3,295pp.

start. A eableto

good guide willalsob

lead youto quiet corners off the main
track (such as the quarry) and can point
out easily missed aqueducts, unique
vantage points and key ruins — for
example, the emperor'shouse

Machu Picchu's sights spread beyond
its instantly recognisable citadel — you
could fillseveral daysinthe areahiking
localtrails or exploring lesser-known
ruins. Butif youonly have time for one
more thing, make itthe trek to Huayna
Picchu, a360m summitbestknown as
the backdrop inthose classic Machu
Picchuinphotographs. The walk starts
inside the ruins (a £47 ticketincludes
citadel entrance; machupicchu.gob.pe)
and gives youasuperb alternative view
overthesite. You'llneedto book farin
advance — weeks, oreven months
aheadinbusy periods —and allow
about 90 minutes to reach the summit.
Block out four hoursif youwantto carry
ontothelncan Temple of the Moon
(included on the ticket), atthe far side

of the mountain’s base.
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