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 ULTURAL heritage—a mix of the descendants of Incas

and imposed Spanish blood—and breathtaking phys-
iography combine to make Peru one of the truly exotic

places on the face of the earth. The country extends southward
from the equator along the west side of South America. Its
shoreline measures no less than 1,410 miles. The Cordillera
Blanca, a string of major peaks rising to heights in excess of
22,000 feet, is the backbone of the country, and separates
stunted Pacific drainage basins crammed between the Pacific
shoreline and the highlands from the vast Amazon basin to the
east. The Alps would be dwarfed in the shadows of a few of the
major Andean peaks of Peru.

I visited this place in June of 1984 with family and friends,
the goal being to tour Cuzco and the nearby ruins of Machu
Picchu, then to travel north along the cordillera to the two
highest peaks in Peru—Huandoy and Huascaran.

June is early winter in Peru, but the weather in the moun-
tains is usually clear and largely cloud free, and not too cold or
snowy. In contrast, the coastal areas are grimly overcast by an
unbroken cloud bank that persists for many months, yet it al-
most never rains. Lima, famous for its sun drenched beaches
during our winter months, becomes shrouded with the un-
broken clouds for more than half of the year, and is rendered
dismal to the point that the natives, if they can afford it, take to
the mountains to see blue skies and relieve their depressions.
Despite the ubiquitous clouds, Lima can wait years for a rain
shower.

THE PAPER COLUMN
by Peter Huntoon

Our goal for the Andes was to climb an old Inca trail be-
tween Huandoy and Huascaran to a pass where we could look
down to the east into the headwaters of the Amazon basin. The
altitude of the pass is over 15,000 feet, the peaks soar 7,000 feet
above on both sides, each summit but 4 miles away to the
north and south. The bunched-up contours on our topo-
graphic map told us we were going to see precipitous terrain.

Peru is poor, the economy today being among the most shat-
tered in the western hemisphere. Lima, a once grand Spanish
colonial city built on the exploits of silver and gold from the
country, languishes in a state of decay, the middle classes all
but swallowed up in the declining value of the sol, the mone-
tary unit in Peru. When we were there the sol traded at about
4000 per dollar. Inflation ate away at that at the rate of 5% just
during the two weeks we were there. In 1991, the rate was half
a million soles per dollar, then the Peruvians gave the unit up
as worthless.

Even in 1984, the murderous Maoist Shining Path com-
munist insurgents were in control of large tracts of the country-
side, their graffiti everywhere mocking the crumbling authority
of local and national governments. During our long bus ride
into the northern mountains, we passed through military
check points manned by nervous, heavily armed soldiers—all
too young—who searched for revolutionaries in our midst. At
the typical checkpoint, the oldest soldier would stand outside
facing the side door with machine gun pointed at the bus.
Two would board armed with automatic rifles, one would

View from an Inca trail through the pass (15,400 feet) between Nevados Huandoy and Nevados Huascaran, looking southeast toward Nevado
Chopicallqui (20,700 feet), in the Peruvian Andes.
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The uppermost cascade of switchbacks on the side of Nevado Cabrarrajo where an unpaved road climbs the west flank of the Andes before crossing over
the range into the Amazon basin. The elevation of the roadbed in the lower right is over 15,000 feet.

station himself at the front aiming toward the back, and the
edgy third would pass down the corridor using the barrel of his
gun to poke through our bags and clothing looking for
weapons. The Peruvians sat impassively through these ordeals
knowing a sudden move would be their end, and that at any
moment one of them could be summarily hauled off at any
pretext to be left behind to an uncertain fate as the bus lum-
bered away to climb more switchbacks into the interior.

Nothing characterized Peru more than switchbacks. Roads
are seemingly endless trains of switchbacks that climb thou-
sands of feet toward highlands, only to descend the other side
on more switchbacks. Even trains climb mountains using
switchbacks. Trains going from Cuzco to Machu Picchu are
pulled to the end of a track, then are backed up through a
switch onto another track that lifts the train ever higher up the
side of the mountain. This back and forth process is repeated
a few more times before the train gains a saddle allowing it to
cross to the other side of the range. Even irrigation canals fed by
melting snow caps on the peaks switch back down the sides of
mountains delivering water to terraces along the way.

There were scores of tens of miles of switchbacks on the
main road from Lima to Huaraz where our bus climbed 10,000
feet from sea level to the head of a valley that lay astride the
high peaks. From this crest, the road descended 2,000 feet in a
few miles and the bus dropped us in the center of town. Then
for a few dozen soles we climbed into the back of a pickup
truck which groaned 4,000 feet up the side of the range to the
east to a cirque between Huandoy and Huascaran. The road
wove back and forth over tortuous miles of switchbacks built
over an apron of debris hundreds of feet thick left when the
side of Huascaran detached during a severe earthquake on May
31, 1970, and buried the village of Yungay, killing about 20,000
people. At 12,000 feet we were deposited next to a beautiful
lake perched in the cirque which overlooked mountains to the
west and the valley from which the truck had just climbed.

We had arrived at the foot of our hike. The Inca trail lead up-
ward 3,000 feet to the saddle between the two peaks, and it was
more miles of switchbacks. The climb tortured our legs, a brief
snow squall burned our faces, and the thin, piercing, cold air of
that altitude starved my lungs. I had to fight for every foot of
elevation above 13,000 feet. I could only go a few hundred feet
before stopping. If I moved too quickly, I became lightheaded;
my backpack seemed to drive my feet into ground. Finally I
shed the pack and forced myself onward, every breath labored.
All energy drained from my muscles. At last the saddle, and the
headwaters of the great Amazon basin to the east, not jungle
covered and lush with water, but icy cold and barren crags of
rock descending for as far as we could see. Snow and ice cov-
ered the peaks, water cascaded in wispy falls to the valley
floors.

Then came a pair of Peruvians from the Amazon side, hiking
with loads, walking on sandals that were practically worn
through, and one with torn pants with three generations of
patches one over the other. They steamed past us as if we were
in slow motion, and started their late afternoon descent to the
town of Ranrahirca 7,000 feet below to the west from whence
we had come. Their passing reminded me of another couple of
men we had met the week before at an Inca ruin situated in a
saddle over 2,000 feet above a village called Pisac near Cuzco.
The Peruvians had built a road up to the ruins so tourists can
get to the place, but the old terraces, and switchbacking trails
that link them, descend and ascend endlessly in all directions.
After looking over the ruins, we decided to hike down to town.
This we did, and on the way we passed an old man who was
climbing past us carrying a load of grain slung over his
shoulder. He was carrying no food or water, and was shod in
another pair of ragged sandals. The irony of this scene was that
with his free hand he carried a switch that he used to drive an
unloaded donkey before him. We asked his destination and he
casually waved to huts 2,000 or 3,000 feet above the Inca ruins.
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Inca descendent in the square at Cuzco, Peru, lune, 1984.
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This is the only repaired note I ever knowingly collected. It had been patiently
sewn together because even tape was beyond the means of one of the people
who circulated it to me.
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1 had never found an interesting serial number in circulation. You can im-
agine my utter delight as my eye slowly walked up this ladder after I accepted
it in change.

He was just making a routine round trip to town, a vertical mile
down then up, in the afternoon. The next fellow who passed
didn't even have shoes but was similarly loaded. He carried fire-
wood. We felt frail and humbled, and stumbled on down more
tens of switchbacks in silence.

That evening as dusk crept over the mountains surrounding
Pisac, the night air became filled with haunting music as the
Peruvians above us individually played their flutes into the
cold night air, soon to be answered in kind from across the
valley, then from another peak, and for as far as one could dis-
cern the sounds. The coalescing music was akin to the nightly
answering yipping of coyotes in the west, only the sounds were
soothing and quieting. These unseen, strong, religious, and
highly civilized but unschooled people who surrounded us
were for all intents people who are not part of any monied
economy. They are those nameless faces in the hoards whom
we tend to dismiss as backwards and without hope in some far
off place we never bother to know.
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