WALKING THE LARES TRAIL TO
MACHU PICCHU
A journal of Keith Whiter’s trek in Peru, 30th September to 8th October 2016

With Thanks

For my kind and generous sponsors

Why BHF?

Neither a diary nor a rough guide, I have produced this journal as a mark of my
gratitude to the many kind sponsors of my trek to Machu Picchu. I regard it a
huge privilege to have been able to take on this challenge, made even more special by their generosity in raising funds for my adopted charity, the British Heart
Foundation. Thank you all, with all of my heart.

Coronary heart disease is the
UK's single biggest killer and
BHF’s

research

transform the lives of people who
live with heart and circulatory
conditions.

Origins of the Walk

continues to

Research into the

causes and treatments of heart

It was while on the BHF website during the New Year holiday that I learned of the
opportunity to join organised challenges in support of BHF. Teaming up with a
company named Charity Challenge, they make available fund-raising adventures
in such places as Kilimanjaro and The Great Wall of China.. When I saw there
was also a chance to trek the Inca Trail to Machu Picchu I signed up almost immediately. Sometimes referred to as the eighth wonder of the world, the lost city has
been a bucket-list item for a good while, and the chance to walk with kindred spirits, on an organised event, raise money for BHF and see this incredible sight firsthand was too good an opportunity. The walking was billed as ‘tough’ and I knew I
was going to have to train, but I now had the incentive to do that too. I elected to
pay all the costs myself, so that all money raised is going straight to BHF.

disease had a direct impact on
my recovery in 2010.

I am in

awe of the fantastic work BHF
does to raise public awareness
of coronary risk factors and to
promote healthy lifestyle. I subscribe to their public information
magazines and on-line newsletters and in my fundraising I
speak of BHF as “the charity that

Dedications

is (literally) closest to my heart”.

I originally dedicated my walk to Stuart ‘Stula’ Brackley, somebody I met while
living in Hardwick Park, Witney after my divorce. Stula was a true gentleman, a
legend to countless friends and ever-present at the many parties held at our island home. He tragically lost his life unexpectedly just before Christmas 2015 to a
heart attack. I later added my old friend Robin Chard to my walk-dedications.
Robin worked with me for about ten years and was a drinking and rugby-watching
friend outside of work. He tragically died of a heart attack raising money for Cancer Research in the 2016 Prudential RideLondon 100-mile bike ride. £63,000 was
raised in his name from a national outpouring of sympathy. I was honoured to be
asked by Robin’s family to read a eulogy at his funeral.
“Carve your name on hearts, not tombstones. A legacy is etched into the minds of others and
the stories they share about you” (Shannon L. Alder).

Stula Brackley and Robin Chard

I discovered how much I like walking the great outdoors in
2010, soon before my 50th birthday. The impetus was unfortunate though, as I had suffered a heart attack in March
that year. I had been stented and was signed off for a couple of months to convalesce. Daily walks, slowly increasing in duration and intensity, helped me to regain cardiovascular strength as well as lose about three stone. Later that
year, I managed a walking holiday in Ireland with some
friends too, and pretty soon it became a real pleasure. In
2014 I was invited to join a walk along the Hadrian’s Wall
trail, from Bowness-on-Solway on the West Coast of England to Wallsend, Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the east. I accepted the offer, and decided to make it a charity walk in aid
of The British Heart Foundation, who I have adopted as my
favourite charity. I not only enjoyed the challenge immensely, but having set a target of £750, and thanks to the generosity of family, friends and colleagues, I actually managed to
raise £1,341 for BHF. There and then I vowed to take on
another challenge two years later, and here I tell the tale.
The Challenge: A four-day trek at altitude, to the lost city of the Incas
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Getting to Cusco
Training and Preparation

Training - Atop Ingleborough , Yorkshire Dales and at The White Horse, Uffington

I started preparing for this trip in April,
and apart from local walks in and around
Oxfordshire I did a day-long walk in the
Surrey Hills, a weekend of walking and
camping in the Yorkshire Dales, a couple
of days on The South Downs, and when
in early August I walked up Croagh Patrick in Ireland three times in three days, I
thought I was ready. I was to learn that
walking at altitude is the one thing I
should have tried to do too! Alongside
the walk-training I also slowly but surely
gathered all of the kit I needed for the
hike, a suitable ruck-sack for day-long
walking, a sleeping bag, a roll-mat, walking clothes, walking poles, a travel bag
and countless accessories. By 30th September, I was as ready as possible.

An Eventful Journey
Having booked Friday 30th as a day off of work, my time was spent collecting medicines from the chemist, a few essentials
from Sainsbury’s, and some last-minute packing and preparations for the journey ahead. I expended a good amount of nervous
energy and faffed a lot (which I am quite good at!). Eventually, my good friend Keith Ponsford kindly picked me up at 18:15
and found a way through the evening traffic to Heathrow Terminal 2, where I was to meet up with the rest of the expedition
party. Our journey to Peru was to be in three stages; a 10-hour flight to Bogota, Colombia, an international flight to Lima, Peru
and an internal flight to Cusco. But this was all spoiled at the first hurdle, when a bird-strike to an engine of the incoming Avianca flight required that maintenance be performed to remove the debris. Walking into the terminal, I was introduced to the
Charity Challenge leader for the trip, Dave Sculthorpe who delivered the bad news without drama, and directed me to collect
boarding passes, check my bag through to Lima, line up and collect bus, hotel and meal vouchers. The group waiting in the
nearby bar slowly swelled, and with a couple of people opting to join us in the morning the party adjourned to The Crowne Plaza for a rough meal, a beer and some short and unexpected sleep. With us on the trip was Marco Barcella, co-owner of Go
Film, who Charity Challenge had contracted to make a promotional video from our walk, and we learned he too was a former
expedition leader and familiar with the area we were to visit. Over the week we would learn to get used to Marco surreptitiously pointing his camera at us, and both he and Dave proved to be fantastically friendly leaders and companions throughout.

But better late than never ...
Rising at 5:15 and onto the shuttle by 6am we were eventually aboard plane and on the runway. At 10:30 the engines roared
and we were on our way. However, the adjusted connection to Lima was to be at 5:34am on Sunday morning, which meant
that after the longest leg of the journey we were on another unexpected lay over, this time at the Movich Hotel in Bogota. Two
other party-members had been aboard the airplane out of London, and in the baggage hall in Bogota we met Ollie Proudfoot
and his girlfriend Emma Louise Connelly. I was oblivious until later, but it turns out that Mr. Proudfoot is a bit of a TV celeb,
being one of the cast of a reality TV show documenting the antics of a group of twenty-somethings in Kensington and Chelsea
(hence, Made in Chelsea). His beautiful girlfriend, Emma is a Scottish model and I have to say that she looked the part. Anyway, this brief sojourn in Colombia was to be even shorter than the one in London, and we were up and on the shuttle back to
the El Dorado Airport by 03:00am the next morning, and in turn on our way to Lima before sunrise. Connections at Lima all
went well (thanks to intervention from a man called Walter, arranged by the ground handlers to have us met and shepherded
through the free-for-all at departures) and after an uneventful internal hop we finally stepped out of Cusco airport at about 1pm,
tired and relieved to have finally made it, albeit 24-hours later than planned. It is a huge credit to Dave the leader and Charity
Challenge (in regular contact with Dave) and the local ground handling team (Exploreandes, I’ll introduce them later) that 17
relative strangers had come together and made a pretty difficult journey with two lay-overs, and not a cross word or complaint
from any of us. In many ways that journey had also created an early bond among the group that might not have been so
strong had the trip been trouble-free. I was already pleased to be one of them.
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Acclimatisation
We were met at the airport by the local ground handling team, Explorandes S.A.C., where we met Max and Mayra, the two local
leaders, who escorted us to our tour bus before we took a short drive through the streets of Cusco to our base camp, La Casa de
Don Ignacio hotel. There we were paired up into twin rooms (I shared with Neil Gavin) and we finally had chance to shower and
change out of our travel clothes. Everybody noticed immediately that the simplest of things, like walking up a flight of stairs, was
more difficult in this thinner air, Cusco being 3,360m above sea level. We had lost a day of our itinerary but still desperately
needed to acclimatise, and so we were soon back in the bus for a journey to the northern outskirts of the city, passing the ancient
citadel of Saqsaywaman and the striking Christo Blanco (“White Christ”) statue, a gift to the city by Christian Palestinians who
were seeking refuge in Cusco in 1945. This statue resembled a smaller “Christ the Redeemer” atop the Corcavado in Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil, standing visible and illuminated at night over-looking the city below. On this trip we firstly stopped at the Textiles
Sulca House Museum, where we saw an impressive array of beautiful hand-made wall-hangings, soft furnishings and clothing, all
for a very tidy price. A baby alpaca cushion I liked would have made a lovely camp pillow, all for the knock-down price of $400. I
settled for my blow up camping pillow instead.
Afterwards, we journeyed back down the hill to the walls of the Saqsaywaman citadel, from where we began a training walk into
the city via open trails and steep and narrow streets. On our journey we saw many examples of traditional single-story houses
built from mud bricks (made from earth mixed with water and an organic material such as straw, called adobe). Covered simply
with terracotta-coloured tiles or corrugated steel, the city takes on that hue from every direction. We saw many examples of
grand religious buildings of ancient Inca and Spanish origin in the city and also modern constructions in the shopping areas. The
walk itself was all down-hill but still demanding, and I felt nervous about trekking in the mountains later in the week. We did not
go into any of the buildings, but we did spend time in Avenida El Sol, where a magnificent mural by Juan Bravo in 1992 depicts
the entire history of Peru. (see http://www.phenomenalplace.com/2013/08/cusco-mural-by-juan-bravo-shows-amazing.html)
Back at the hotel we were briefed on the route and plans for the week ahead. We were handed a black duffel bag and a kit-list
and given instruction for what to pack for the four days of hiking and camping ahead. It was then another quick shower and
change before we walked back into the city square for dinner at a charming restaurant offering a substantial and varied buffet
and providing traditional live music and dancing. There we tasted our first Pisco Sour, a tasty cocktail made from Pisco as the
base liquor, with lime juice, syrup, ice, egg white, and Angostura bitters. I filled up on an assorted salad with the staple Quinoa
as the main protein (the Incas regarded Quinoa as the 'mother grain') but I could not resist trying some of the alpaca stew with
rice too. Some regard alpaca as lamb-like, although I found it deeply rich and a little meatier than the lamb I know. The deserts
were also varied and plentiful, but needless to say, we did not drink too much or dally at the restaurant for too long, with packing
to do and our first walk ahead. We were all in bed by 9pm, to try and erase that horrendous journey from our systems.

Cusco (also "Cuzco", or "Qosqo" in Quechua) is a fascinating city that was the capital of the Inca Empire and is now designated as the Historical Capital of Peru. It has
become a major tourist destination, hosting nearly 2 million visitors a year, and is
known for its nightlife. Its elevation is around 3,360 m (11,000 ft).
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Top: The group at the start of our training walk down into Cusco
Above: The Textiles Sulca House Museum
Right: One of the many wall-hangings available for purchase
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The Journey to Lares
The next day we went down to breakfast at 5am full of excitement and enjoyed
strong Peruvian coffee and a buffet of cereals, cheese, cold cuts and breads. After
last minute packing for the four-day hike ahead our main travel bags were put into
storage, not to be seen again until the following Friday, when we would return for our
last night party in Cusco. That seemed an awfully long way off.

Calca
At 6am we boarded the bus and began our journey towards the Sacred Valley, and
the city of Calca, where we were to stop at the main market for a break in the journey
and the chance for those of our party in need of retail therapy to spend some more
Soles (Peruvian Sol, symbol PEN, is the local currency). That first leg of the bus
journey took about two hours as the road from Cusco wound through hills and mountains, and it was with some relief that we were able to stretch our legs when we at
last got to Calca. The town is pretty rustic and surrounded by mountains in all directions, as are most settlements in the Sacred Valley. Needless to say, the views were
spectacular. We also saw here the so-called model taxis, Tuc-Tuc’s by any other
name, riding up and down the main street outside the market. The marketplace was
lively, with lots of meat, fruit, vegetables, spices, and other different kinds of food
available, although not suitable uncooked for our delicate stomachs. How the stalls
were licensed is not clear to me, but in among the larger of these were families huddled around blankets hoping to sell meagre quantities of home-grown vegetables.
Many of us bought bags of Coca leaves which were available everywhere for one
Soles, and we were encouraged to make our purchases from different vendors so
that the wealth was spread. Coca tea, also called mate de coca, is an herbal tea
(infusion) made using the (typically raw) leaves of the coca plant, which is native to
South America. It is made either by submerging the coca leaf or dipping a tea bag in
hot water. It is greenish yellow in colour and I was told that it has a mild bitter flavour
similar to green tea. The leaves of the coca plant contain alkaloids which chemically
are the base for cocaine. However, the amount of coca alkaloid in the raw leaves is
small and so at small quantities is a mild stimulant, often recommended for travelers
in the Andes to prevent altitude sickness. Despite buying the leaves, my doctor had
prescribed acetazolamide (Diamox) prior to my journey, and I decided not to mix the
two and discarded the coca leaves later in the week. Some of the group learned
how to fold the leaves and hold them high in the cheek to slowly extract the alkaloids, but I again abstained. By the way, It will be no surprise that these leaves are
banned in most countries outside of South America and cannot be brought back into
the UK.

Lares Hot Springs
We left Calca about 45 minute later and headed towards the Lares Valley where our
walk would begin. After an interminable time traversing unpaved, stony, rocky, uneven, bumpy, potholed, windy, bendy roads (yep, we were in the mountains) we arrived at the journey’s highest point at 4,461 metres above sea level, where we were
allowed to get out and experience the air at this altitude. Some also got a bit of
camp and trek practice, relieving themselves behind a conveniently situated mural,
while the rest of us politely turned our backs. We then re-boarded the bus and headed into the valley where we were to make a final stop at the Lares Hot Springs. Besides being medicinal and apparently good for the joints, the warm waters in the
pools by the side of a river was just a delight, although changing facilities were basic.
There are four pools with different temperatures from which you can choose where
to immerse yourself and just enjoy the water, trying to ignore the feint smells of sulfur
as you do so. Half of us took a dip, while others dangled their feet in the hottest of
the pools, and afterwards the bravest of us ducked into the coldest of the available
natural showers. That was the end of the fun. The serious business was about to
begin!
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Excitement mounts as the group prepares itself for the afternoon walk ahead. A dip in the pools of the Lares Hot
Springs followed, before the serious business began.
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Trek Day 1: The Walk to Cuncani
Walking boots on, walking poles adjusted to the correct height (elbow-high when the arm is bent into the forward position) and
day sacks on our backs, our walk-leader Max set off for a bridge across the river, and we were into our 5.5 hour walk to the village of Cuncanni . We were pre-warned that the first stage of this walk was a steep climb up the side of the valley, with switchbacks, and it was only minutes into the walk that I suddenly realised just how hard this was going to be. With the exertion of the
climb it seemed that there was just not enough oxygen in the air to sustain any kind of pace, and I was quickly forced to stop, gulp
in the air and try and regain some control of my breathing. I was not alone. Others too looked wide-eyed and panicked as the
line quickly began to break-up as we struggled to maintain a consistent pace. Needless to say, after about four stops, expedition
leader Mayra Callo came to my rescue, pointing out that I was simply trying to walk too fast in short bursts, and that she would
demonstrate the pace I should be aiming at. I fell into place behind her, and she set off at what seemed a snail’s speed, and with
what seemed exaggerated steps. But I quickly realised that at this pace I could control my breathing better, and made much
greater distances overall without needing to stop so often. That was my welcome to walking at altitude. I also quickly realized
that I just had to ignore the pace of the rest of the group and work within my own capability, it was not a race after all. My final
lesson was to take a little water often, my mouth becoming dry very quickly after each stop, and I was grateful to have my Camelback bladder and water bottles full of fresh water at my disposal, provided at the start of the day by the ever prepared Exploreandes team. As we walked, a drone passed noisily overhead seemingly out of place in this near-wilderness, which I was
surprised to learn was taking aerial shots of our walk and was owned and operated by Marco. Somehow he had secreted this in
his backpack and got it through two international arrival gates, without challenge.
We eventually reached the top of the first pass, known as Abra Huillquijasa (4200m), and after a rest-stop we dropped down and
walked alongside the river to the village of Cuncani (3750m) in the bottom of the valley (about 2 hours footslog from the top of the
pass). One other of the group, Susan Cornelius, had struggled a bit like me and as we trailed behind the rest of the group we
soon struck up a companionship which was to last the whole trek. We were never alone though, and either Mayra, Max or a third
guide named Berlie, walked with Sue and I as we toiled along on our walk.
By the time we arrived at the camp, the others were already in and around the sleeping tents, or using the toilet facilities, which
were three portable flush toilets in their own separate narrow tents – very nice too. Four or five local women had set up a sale on
the grass in front of the tents, selling hand-dyed textiles, trinkets and bottles of fizzy pop and beer. The blue sleeping tents had
already been erected for our arrival, and each contained two therm-a-rest (best quality) sleep mats. Neil, my room-mate for the
trip, had already kindly retrieved my duffel, and I climbed into our tent to try to sort out my sleeping bag, a change of footwear and
some warm clothing for the evening before we were to meet in the mess tent for dinner. It was during this time that I realised just
how exhausted I was, whether from sleep deprivation over the preceding three days, the effects of walking at altitude, a cold I
seemed to have picked up in the plane, or a combination of the three. Bowls of warm water were brought to the tents so that we
could wash and spruce up as best we could, but everything I tried to do seemed to be in slow motion and I felt unwell. Needless
to say, when we met in the mess tent for dinner a little later I was not in good shape, and on top of all of that I had no appetite.
The chef had prepared a vegetable soup followed by freshly fried trout, probably from the river outside of the camp, with mashed
jungle potatoes and vegetables. I drank copious amounts of water (I must have been ill, I did not even want a beer) but struggled
to eat anything at all of substance beyond half of a bowl of soup, and still feeling like death I finally gave up, bidding good night to
the rest of the group and retiring to my tent, where I hoped to fall into a long and soothing sleep. It was only about 7:30pm at that
time. I did sleep, thankfully, and awoke what seemed an age later with the campsite quiet save for the babble of the river nearby,
rain drumming against the tent and the occasional clap of thunder. And sure enough, I was desperate for a pee. With my head
torch on low, trying not to wake up Neil, I found my sandals and just about got out of the tent before I burst. The rain had slowed
to a light drizzle, and I looked at my watch. It was 10:30pm. But I was also relieved to be feeling better than a few hours before.
That was the pattern for the rest of the night; I woke up about once an
hour on the half-hour, and wondered whether I should stop taking my
daily acetazolamide, which is known to have a diuretic effect. Each
time I settled again, and tried to fall asleep, I heard the zippers of the
tents nearby as people woke with similar needs, sometimes from the
left, sometimes from the right and sometimes in stereo. I smiled, and
felt normal. And as the night wore on, though it was fitful, I did at least
get some much needed rest.

And off we go...
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Trek Day 2: A short hike to Huacahuasi
After what seemed a long night, I was a little glad of another early start, with breakfast scheduled for 6am. Our attendants came to make sure the camp was awake,
bearing coffee and more bowls of warm water. I had already given myself a kind
of bed bath using dry soap and wet wipes, but it was nice to splash the water on
my face and upper torso, clean my teeth using water from my drinking bottle and
wet my tousled hair. As I did so I noticed fresh snow on the mountain peaks
ahead although it was calm and not particularly cold in the valley. Fresh underwear, walking socks and a clean shirt also helped a feeling of well-being, but I was
again noticing the exertion in only these simple tasks and was frequently overcome with a dizzy spell after bending, for example to tie my walking boots for the
day.

Breakfast in style and lunch by a lake

Max introduces the support team

There were pancakes, breads and jams available for breakfast in the mess tent, and more of that strong coffee, but I was agai n
only able to pick at food, making sure I ate at least something but not really enjoying it, and often gagging a little as I tried to swallow. I again put this down to mountain sickness, and did not worry as I was carrying emergency nutty cereal bars should I need
sustenance later. Feeling a little more alert I marvelled at the mess tent, and the fact that this was evidently travelling with us. It
was large enough to hold a line of camping tables and sat 20 people in a slightly squashed way, with everybody sitting on tri pod
camping chairs. Our chef and his two deputies had a separate tent outside and their cooking equipment was fired by gas bottles.
I also noticed a van outside the campsite and learned that our tents, duffel bags and all this equipment would be loaded onto this
and driven to the next camp site. I came to marvel at the exactitude of the Exploreandes logistics. Conversation over breakfast
confirmed that many people had had a similar night to me, with fitful sleep and frequent scrambles to the loos. Eventually we
were called to action and raced to pack up sleeping bags, prepare our day sacks for the walk ahead, and deposit our duffel bags
on a large tarpaulin for collection. Most importantly, fresh water was again available from large bottles, and we filled our camelbacks and water bottles before gathering for another briefing. We were also introduced more formally to the support staff and
cooks, but sadly I did not properly hear or make a note of their names.
I was relieved to hear that the walk this day would be relatively short, with a steep climb out of the valley followed by a more gradual climb, again to about 4,200m, and ending with a steep descent to the next campsite. It was not long before I found myself at
the back of the line with Sue, but we were both able to make sufficient progress to keep the others in sight, and quite quick ly rose
above the campsite, even at our snail’s pace. I noticed as we climbed that the support team were already making great progress
in dismantling the camp. It was with some relief that we reached the top of the steep climb as the trail levelled off a little and we
passed out of sight of Cuncani below. We had been walking for about two hours when we came upon the group resting just a
little ahead, and we gratefully found a rock to sit on and rest up. After about 15 minutes we set off again and it did not seem long
before we reached the high point and people pointed out a glacial lake in the distance, where the mess tent and our lunch were
miraculously waiting for us. It was still over an hour away though, but as we made a gradual descent the walking was a lot easier
and less strenuous, and we were able to keep pace with the group. The caterers had worked miracles again, and after the relief
of taking off my day-sack I enjoyed a cup of a warm mint-infusion, which had a subtle taste and was very refreshing. I came to
really enjoy this drink, as it was served with every lunch through the week. I finished the bowl of rice-based soup that I was
served and also nibbled on a piece of thick and garlicky bread. After lunch, the rest of the days’ walking was to be short and
easy, a steep descent into the next valley and the village of Huacahuasi. There was a short climb to the ridge before a fairly
steep descent, and I enjoyed the chance to stride out a little near the front of the line. I could see the cluster of blue tents far below, but we made rapid progress and it was only just after 1pm when we made it to the campsite, more than an hour ahead of
schedule..

Arrival
As we arrived in Huacahuasi, the women of that village were already setting up to display their textile products at the campsite,
accompanied by a number of playfully noisy children. Neil and I tactically picked out a tent near the porta loos and he was also
able to hang a rope on a nearby tree as a temporary clothes line (not that I was going to be doing any washing). There was to be
a light tea at around 3pm and we took the chance to buy a beer from the womenfolk and rest up in the tents. As we did so a
heavy rain began to fall, and I felt sorry for the women as they scurried to firstly cover their things and then whisk them away out
of the rain. They had not done much business, and the rain looked set to stay. A little later we donned coats and light shoes and
hurried over to the mess tent. I enjoyed a cup of hot sweet drinking chocolate with a piece of cake as we made teatime conversation and afterwards a few of us stayed to play a friendly game of cards and pass the time until dinner. At 6pm we set the tables
and enjoyed a meal of soup followed by chicken, chipped sweet and jungle potatoes and vegetables. I could again only pick at
this, but I ate as best I could, while others in the group were able to wolf down their food. During dinner we learned that most of
the support team were to return to their villages in the morning, and a collection was taken from which tips were to be distributed
according to status. We left Mayra and Dave to work all that out, and with our longest days’ walk ahead the rest of the camp were
in their sleeping bags by 8pm. I’ll spare you the details, but I again made a few frantic exits from the tent before the morning, but I
did sleep better and more restfully while the rain continued to fall through most of the night.
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Cast and crew at Cuncani

Almost in the clouds, looking back to Huacahuasi on trek day 3. Dave and Mayra sit atop a rocky outcrop.
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Trek Day 3: A full day to Palcac
Thankfully the rain had stopped by the morning and we were again awakened with
coffee and bowls of hot water for washing. After a lick and spit, the camping ritual of
packing away the contents of our tents and preparing our day sacks for the walk
ahead were becoming familiar, and I resolved to get all this done before walking over
to the mess tent. With the prospect of colder temperatures at altitude I selected long
hiking trousers over the shorts that I preferred, and made sure that I packed my
fleece and waterproofs so that I could layer up as necessary. The local women were
back with their children, making up for the evening’s lost trade. I was obviously a
little late arriving for my lukewarm porridge and egg-toast, but I again ate as much as
I could and enjoyed a nice cup of coffee. Afterwards, as the rest of the camp prepared, I filled my water bottles, picked up a lunch-pack and took a little time to hand
out some of the notebooks, crayons, erasers and stickers I had brought as gifts for
the youngest children. The group then assembled for some speeches of thanks, led
by the irrepressible Ollie, before different members of the party handed out tips held
in sandwich bags to the different members of the support team. I was touched when
the chef spoke, translated by Max; he thanked us for our visit, and explained how
trek’s such as ours add much needed revenue to the villages in the valleys.

Children on their way to school

With the formalities over, Max called us together and pre-warned us of the steep
climb and long-walk ahead and off we set through the village, over the river and
slowly up the mountain-side with the campsite below. As we went up a number of
children passed us in the opposite direction making their way down to the school
below, some chasing down the steep paths trundling an old bike tire with a length of
wire, very much like a Victorian hoop and stick game. Half-way up and we passed
through the yard of a local dwelling, and the lady of the house allowed us into the
adobe brick building to see what the houses looked like inside. I was not surprised
to see that the inner walls were very much the same as outside, and it was effectively a one room dwelling, partitioned between the living area and the sleeping area.
We learned that while the husband was away supporting other treks, the woman
stayed at home and looked after the children. We thanked her for her hospitality with
gifts of energy bars and some money, before setting off further up the hill. At the end
of the steep climb we took off our packs and rested, some of the group finding the
energy to climb up to an outcrop overlooking the valley below.
Below: Inside an adobe brick dwelling
Marco sent up the drone again, and took what I suspect will
be fantastic footage of the valley and the group below, relaxing from the climb. After 15 minutes, we regathered and
began a more gradual 2-hour+ ascent to the high-point of
our walk. For me, it was slow going and at these higher
altitudes with fewer trees, the terrain became rockier and
more difficult. As we neared the summit of the walk weather
conditions changed a little and the sunshine of the morning
turned to rain and hail as we donned our outer jackets, and I
secured the chin-strap of my wide-brimmed leather hat as a
wind blew up. The longer Sue and I we toiled, the further
ahead the main body of the group seemed to get, and the
more frequent it seemed that I needed to stop and slow my
breathing. The weather calmed, and the precipitation largely stopped, but the wind kept rattling through. Dr. Herbert
Homero Dueñas De La Cruz, who I will call Dr Herbert
(because that is his name) joined Berlie at the back, and as
they walked with us they persuaded us to take off our day
packs and allow these to be strapped to the backs of one of
the three horses that walked behind us along the trail. Perhaps it was a little bit of a cheat, but they had insisted.
While it was well meant, Sue and I were quite curt in our
response later still, when we refused the offer of a chance to
ride one of the horses in the final stages of the climb; we
were both hell-bent on walking this trail, however hard and
however slow the going was.
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A struggle indeed, but we did it!
Mayra kindly walked back to us and again helped me by setting a slow, steady and
sustained pace, and after a little more time I was pleased to see the rest of the group
in the short distance ahead waiting for us at the top of the climb. After another brief
stop, we set off on the final ascent and I felt a little self-conscious as I could feel the
group watching our progress from their vantage point. Sue had got a little way
ahead of me and Mayra passed me a rock, saying that the others will have already
started making a cairn. I placed it in the pocket off my jacket as I walked, but in
some kind of macho protest I discarded it a little way on, and selected a much larger
specimen. Eventually we came upon the group and I was overcome with a wave of
emotion when the entire company joined together in a spontaneous round of clapping and cheering, as I raised my walking poles in triumph and joined them at the
cairn, finally placing my rock on top. There was an amazing feeling of achievement
as Max called the group together, and he congratulated us on reaching 4,400m, before initiating a touching round of hugs. I was happy as Mayra told me that she was
filled with pride that I had kept on going through the bad times. She told me that the
joy of helping people like me meet their challenges are exactly why she does her job.
Getting to this high point and avoiding the effects of mountain sickness were my biggest concerns ahead of the trip, and I smiled broadly inside and out as I thought to
myself ‘I have made it, I am OK, and the best is yet to come’.
The rest of the walk that day is altogether a bit of a blur, as I retrieved my day sack
and we made our way over the pass and steeply descended towards Palcac, where
we would meet our bus for a one-hour journey to the next campsite. I looked forward
to the chance to sit and reflect on the walk, and when our rendezvous was pointed
out in the distance my pace quickened. At the foot of the valley, we crossed the river
and climbed a steep bank to the roadside and I again smiled as I reached the bus,
took off my load and walked back to offer congratulations as the remainder of the
group came in.

Local women and children at Huaca-

Alpaca graze in the mountains
Below: Horses need rest too!!
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Reward at Ollantaytambo and Camp Rumira
The journey on the bus from Palcac took approximately an hour as we headed
towards Ollantaytambo, and I happily dozed a little along the way. When we approached the main plaza, I noticed a number of model taxis as we came into the
bustle of the town, with its small shops and cafes. We learned that we had gained
an hour in the walk itinerary and were given time in town. Some went to look for
more souvenirs, others for ice cream while I and others joined the leaders at the
outside tables of a small bar, and drank cold pints of a wonderful locally-brewed
IPA in warm sunshine. Ollantaytambo is a grid of cobblestoned streets and adobe
buildings set on the river amid snow-capped mountains, and is known for the ruins
of a massive Inca fortress with large stone terraces, which I could now see set on
the hillside some way form us. Ordinarily I would like to have visited, but nothing
in the world was going to move me from that glorious sunny spot at that time. I did
take the chance to post a note on Facebook though, using the bar’s Wi-Fi, my first
chance to get online since Bogota.
The bus came back for us as more of the group joined us at the café, but it was
sent around the block one more time as we stayed in defiance for another drink.
Eventually we boarded though and were taken a short way to our camp at Rumira.
Once again, the tents were already erected, but this time there was an adjacent
building there which housed a dining area, and the luxury of men’s and women’s
toilets and showers, albeit cold ones. With the whistles of a train nearby, I found
my duffel bag, dumped it in the tent that Neil had selected and went back to the
building where we sat, drank some wine and played cards until dinner. By this
time we had descended to 2,850 meters and I was feeling better than I had before,
but beyond the now staple bowl of soup I was still unable to eat a whole portion of
the rice and curry set before us. We were told of the plans for the next day and
were asked to meet for breakfast at 4am to enable us to make the journey back to
Ollantaytambo and to catch a 5:30am train to the start-point of our final day of
walking. After finishing our game of cards, I went back to the tent and found Neil
already soundly asleep as I retrieved my sleeping bag in the darkness and prepared for this last night of camping. With the sound of trains passing by through
the evening, I had trouble sleeping as I thought back on the walk to-date and tried
to imagine what it would be like to climb the scary-sounding three-thousand steps
and finally come upon Machu Picchu at the end of the next day.

Top: A rest stop on trek day 2
Above: Group shot at the high point
Below: Andean wide sierra
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Trek Day 4: The 3,000 Steps
After dosing off and on for about five hours and making a couple of
customary sprints to the toilet, I decided to get up early and make
leisurely use of the facilities, washing and shaving with cold water out
of a sink, and with the luxury of an electric light instead of my headtorch. The rest of the camp began to rise as I selected a clean pair of
hiking shorts, packed a BHF shirt for Machu Picchu and donned my
thin Charity Challenge T-shirt for the final days walking. I was able to
eat a reasonable breakfast with the rest of the group and we then
filled our water bottles, packed a single change of clothes for the
evening ahead in the green plastic bags provided (as our duffel bags
were being taken back to Cusco) and left donations for the villagers
who supported treks like ours. I decided to leave my sleeping bag as
my travel bag had been crammed on the journey out, and was told
that this would be very much appreciated.
We boarded the bus at 5am, were given train tickets and were driven
to the nearby station. Shops and stalls lined the street approaching
the station and these were already active as we walked onto the platform, still surrounded by mountains with steep sides all around us.
The train was already being prepared as carriages were brought together and an engine joined the front of the train. We had time to buy
barista-prepared coffee on the platform and eventually were called on
to the train, having to show our passports. The tickets specified the
carriage and seat assigned to us. It was airy, with plenty of storage
space and splendidly comfortable, with skylight windows for the best
views of the mountain tops. As I sank into my seat I marvelled at the
snow-capped mountain views, sparkling in the light of a brilliant sun.
The train picked its way through the terrain, slowly but surely following the course of the Vilcanota (also known as Urubamba) river, and I
was once more surprised when our carriage-attendants handed out a
small meal and complimentary drinks, airline style. I was told that it is
not uncommon for these same people to also run small fashion parades of local textiles for sale on the train. I was pleased to not have
to sit through that at this early time. After an hour the train stopped at
the Vilcanota River footbridge and we disembarked the train.
Warned that we were going to get hot and sweaty in the conditions of
the day, we were told to put on plenty of sunblock and insect repellent. We passed through a checkpoint and showed passports, as our
progress through the climb would be monitored and only 200 people
are permitted to make this journey per day (bookings are taken sixmonths ahead). As the others made final preparations and a lastminute toilet stop, Sue and I began the ascent walking with the doctor. We climbed slowly and surely along the trail, which consisted of
intermittent stone steps and more gradual sections, and pretty soon
we were making good progress high above the fast-flowing river and
train tracks below. The route was lined by the steep wall of the
mountain on one-side and a dramatic drop to the valley floor on the
other. More trains, arriving from Cusco, could be heard in the valley
below. Alright, it wasn’t sheer to the bottom, but as somebody who is
nervous of height, this was no walk in the park. It was not too long
before the rest of the group caught up, and we allowed them to pass.
Berlie hung back with the doctor, Sue and I and we continued to
make reasonable progress with small and regular stops to take photographs and settle our breathing. The ascent was unrelenting. At
one such stop, my camera ran out of power. Worse still, as I frantically rifled through my daysack, I realised the spare battery I had
charged was in my duffle bag, going to Cusco. My hero, Dr Herbert
came to the rescue before I threw myself over the edge though, and
offered me his Sony Cybershot. What a nice man. He would come
to regret it.

Top: The train at Ollantaytambo station
Middle: Hydroelectric station in the Vilcanota valley
Bottom: Winay Wayna Orchids on the Inca Trail
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A Moment of Horror
As we walked on, every now and again we came upon wooden
shelters built across the path, and took the time to take off our daysacks, sit for a while and marvel at the magnificent mountain forest
scenery around us. And then a little later we came upon Mayra,
who waited behind and the five of us became companions for the
remainder of the walk. There was then a moment of horror. Don’t
worry, nobody fell down the mountainside or anything. But the doctor’s camera would have, if it wasn’t for the fact that when I stood
on a small wooden bridge over a mountain stream, I dropped it as I
wrestled it out of my pocket, and it landed in the stream below. It
was a moment frozen in time. Mayra reacted quickest and managed to reach down and rescue the camera, but water ran out of it.
I apologised profusely and promised to replace it. The doctor took
out the battery and memory card and as we started walking he
waved the various parts around in the sunshine.

The Waterfall (above) and Cloud Forest (below)

A little way on he handed me the camera again, it had powered on
and seemed to be working. Thank goodness. With the drama
over, now three hours after we had started the climb, we came
upon the rest of the group, who were resting and enjoying an early
lunch at a pool underneath a spectacular waterfall. We were told
that putting our feet in the cold water was very refreshing, and that
some of our colleagues had made a slippery climb to let the waterfall cascade over their heads. I was just happy enough to sit
against a rock by the water’s edge in the 33 degree sunshine, enjoying the sights while eating a banana and cereal bar as my lunch,
and taking the chance to put on a fresh layer of sunblock, as I felt
my knees catching the sun directly overhead. We took out the
battery and memory card and left these and the camera dry in the
sun as we sat there. We stayed there for about 10 minutes after
the rest of the group had started again up the trail, and eventually
we summoned the energy to stand, put on our daysacks and go in
pursuit. I took some photos. The images looked foggy, and I suspected there was condensation in the camera. I took out my iPhone and took most of my remaining photos with that, just in case.

Winay Wayna
After an hour or so of our renewed climb, we came to the
massive and impressive lower terrace walls of the Winya
Wayna ruins, an Inca settlement built into the steep hillside
overlooking the river below. The site consists of upper and
lower house complexes connected by a staircase and fountain structures. Above and below the houses the Inca people built areas of agricultural terraces, which are still visible.
It had looked impressive from below our current altitude
and across the mountainside. At its foot it looked enormous. There was a gruelling climb up some 300 stone
steps flanked by ritual baths, leading to the upper terrace,
and it was a relief to get there and look over the site from
above. It’s lookout nature, its positioning near the important Inca access road, and the quality of a lot of the
stonework suggests it was a place of some importance to
the Incas. Shortly afterwards, we came upon the last
campsite of the Inca trail which takes the same name,
where porters from other expeditions were packing things
away after a meal or a camp or both. I understood that
people trying to arrive at Machu Picchu for sunrise stayed
here. Sue said the toilets were not at all nice. I didn’t need
it, thankfully.

Anyone
wanna buy a
Cybershot?
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The Gringo Killer
At that point we were apparently an hour away from the Sun Gate and Sue
and I were relieved that the walking was mainly level as we snaked around a
ridge to Machu Picchu mountain. Resting just before approaching the final
stage, with thigh muscles on fire and knees groaning at the effort, Mayra
almost apologetically explained that we would shortly come upon a steep
and irregular flight of steps, affectionately known by the local guides as “The
Gringo Killer”. As I turned my grimace to a smile of resignation, the pinnacle
of our 6.5 hour walk coming to its conclusion, I decided to pack away my
walking poles in preparation, expecting them to get in the way. Sure
enough, when the steps appeared they looked formidable, and I cast away
any dignity as I scrambled up the staircase using hands and feet, keeping
my head down until reaching the top. Sue slowly followed, and as we recovered there we knew that there would be nothing left any worse than that. As
Sue and I set off for the final climb to Inti Punki (the Sun Gate), the others
went ahead and as I turned the corner and saw them under the stone gateway at the top of this final hill, I put my head down and started the final short
climb with ever-mounting excitement. Mayra took some photos with that illfated Cybershot, which were unfortunately too foggy to be of use.

The Sun Gate
At the top of the final climb there were highfives and congratulations, and I kept my back
to the doorway wanting to be fully recovered
before looking out at the sights below. Eventually I took off my daysack, cast away my hat
and stepped into the opening. Frankly, I find it
hard to do justice in words to the vista before
me, which was simply breath-taking. I had of
course seen many photos of the Machu Picchu site, but here it was in open view below
me. A ring of mountains covered in lush green
cloud forest, their peaks kissed by fluffy white
clouds, surrounding the mountain of Huayna
Picchu, which stands 360m above the ruins of
the city on the side of the mountain below. At
this height the people walking around the ruins
were hardly visible, but the buildings, temples
and agricultural terraces caught the light beautifully and for the first time I realised that there
were ruins atop Huayna Picchu too. After 10
minutes of simply staring ahead and around
me, speaking to nobody, I stepped back and
found a quiet place behind the wall of the sun
gate where I could sit and reflect on things. I
thought of the challenging walk and the fact
that I had now completed the challenge successfully. I felt joy that I had made it to another place on my bucket list. I also felt small and
humble in the presence of this vast historic
site, and privileged to have made such a journey, six years after the heart attack that had
inspired me to start walking. I felt proud that I
could say I made it to the many wonderful
people who had donated money to my cause.
And I thought of those less fortunate, and especially of Stula and Robin, the two friends to
whose memory I had dedicated this walk. The
emotion of the moment overcame me and I
quietly wept as all these things passed
through my thoughts.
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Celebrations
When I had regained control I stepped back into the open and once again surveyed the site, taking out my iPhone and wishing I
could do justice in pictures to this magical place. Mayra called to me and offered to take some pictures and I sat there on a wall,
holding my arms out in triumph, slightly embarrassed, a crooked smile on my face. She took my iPhone; she too noticed a cloudy
image in the camera and she made doubly sure that she had captured the money-shot. She was ever-caring. I then sought out
Sue and we hugged, pronouncing to each other that “we did it”. I knew something of Sue’s reasons for being there, and I felt sure
she would have had had her own moment of reflection. I was so pleased for her too, and had been grateful for her company over
the past four days. We sought out Mayra, Berlie and the doctor again, and with more hugs and handshakes we thanked them all
again. Without their patience and encouragement we just might not have made it.
Eventually we started to make our way down the path to the outskirts of the city, now busy with tourists walking in both directions
to and from The Sun Gate, but we stopped now and again and took more photos of the five amigos with the city behind us. When
we reached the entrance to the ruins themselves we were prevented from going in, our tickets into the city only good for the next
day. I suspect that Max was able to blag his way in with the others, and felt disappointed that Sue and I may have missed the
inevitable group shots. They came down to us about 15 minutes later, wearing their BHF shirts and Sue and I quickly changed
into ours as Dave firstly presented us with a personalised BHF medal, before we came together again as a group and Marco
filmed us in a concerted whoop of delight, somewhat irreverent of the place we were in and definitely not prescribed behaviour for
visitors to Machu Picchu. I need not have worried earlier, the resulting group photo is one of my favourites, and it will be a perfect
memory of our shared feeling of achievement. We then all walked up to the main entrance together, and had our passports
stamped to mark our arrival. Then we were handed bus tickets and joined the long queue of people waiting for transport down
the mountain. The long and winding road in the bus seemed a little anticlimactic and we were all very quiet in our thoughts until
the bus arrived at the town of Aguas Calientes, the seat of the Machu Picchu district and the hub for rail services into and out of
the area, the only transportation available out of the town.
When there, we slowly walked in file up through the covered souvenir market above the station, and after a short walk came to
our hotel, the Hatun Samay where we showed passports again to avoid taxes, and were allocated rooms. Beds, toilets, halfbaths and showers seemed decadent compared to the rough camping we had done before, and I looked forward to sinking into
sleep, but wondering if my room above the train station would be noisy later too. I bumped into Kim Marsh and Sue outside the
hotel who were just walking up the hill to buy a couple of personal items, and so I joined them. After a bit of haggling I ended up
buying a souvenir Andean style hat for 50 Soles, which I am unlikely to ever wear. Then we stopped at a café bar and settled
down to a large Cusqueña, a tasty pale beer brewed in Lima. I again took advantage of the free Wi-Fi and posted a couple of
Machu Picchu pictures to Facebook to let people know that I had completed the challenge. We then walked back to the hotel to
meet with the others before walking up the hill into the town, where we found our restaurant (Julian, I think). I enjoyed a refreshing Pina Colada followed by a glass of Argentinian Chardonnay with my meal of an arugula salad, chicken and sweet potato and
rice pudding made with coconut milk, finally able to eat fairly heartily. After the lack of sleep the night before, the exertions of the
day and with the promise of a celebration meal and party in Cusco the next day, nobody was too tardy in getting back to the hotel
and I for one gratefully fell into bed, still feeling high from the success of the day but ready to fall into a contented sleep.
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Machu Picchu
As the rather efficient officials on the day before had confirmed,
our Inca Trail tickets only allowed us entry to Machu Picchu city on
the morning following our climb up the Inca trail. Our brief of the
previous evening was to be ready to leave at 8:30am (wow – a lay
-in for some) and after a very nice breakfast buffet, including
scrambled eggs and smoked sausage, we assembled for a more
leisurely ascent of the mountain. Marco decided to hang back at
the hotel to work on edits to his video footage, as did Neil (who
unfortunately had a bit of a problem with heights). I left the doctor’s memory card with the one from my camera, and hoped that
Marco could transfer my images. I was OK, my iPhone was fully
charged. Bus tickets were handed around to the rest of us and we
walked down to the bus terminus to queue for the next available
service, which runs every 5 minutes during the day. It promised to
be another hot one, and some of us bought cold bottles of water
along the way. Pretty soon we were heading up the purpose-built
road that snakes up the side of the mountain. The entrance to the
site was again busy as people queued for the loos, queued at the
entrance and queued at the cafe. Pretty soon we showed tickets
and passports and were all through the turnstiles and ready to go.
Max led the group down to the lower part of the city, and I smiled
when he grimaced, his knees feeling the effect of the previous
days’ walk too. He then started a really interesting 2.5 hour tour of
the city, delivered with tremendous knowledge and passion.

Above: Inside the city of Machu Picchu
Below: Looking out into the void from the city

I will not do justice to this tour in my own words, but the highlights
were the tales he told of the discovery of the site by Hiram Bingham in 1911, in an expedition funded by Yale University and the
National Geographic Society, to find the Inca city of Vilcabamba.
That was built by the last Inca as a base for his resistance of the
Spanish, but eventually sacked in 1572 and just about lost to
memory thereafter. During the expedition he was told of some
ruins in the mountains, and shown the way. To his surprise near
the top they found people living nearby, who guided him to the
site. It so happened that the ruins of the city he had found were
not Vilcabamba (which is actually near Lares, eventually discovered in 1964). Archaeologists place Machu Picchu within the
reign of the Inca Pachacutec. He was responsible for the defeat
of the Chanca invasion in 1438 which marked the beginning of a
great Inca expansion. It is believed that Paracutec had the city
built by hand in less than 100 years, as some sort of retreat, and it
was built from the bottom up.
The familiar terraces that we had seen everywhere before were there, used for growing potatoes, corn and quinoa, and which
also served to help drain water and anchor the city to the mountain side. We saw the complex water scheme of drainage channels and the 16 attractive pools they serve, which were probably for domestic use and bathing. Max showed us the different
stone walls, the almost geometrically perfect large granite stones of the palaces and temples, laid with no mortar but so perfect
that a sheet of paper would not pass between them, and the rougher stones of the lower class buildings and walls of the city. He
showed us meeting areas with stone mortars for grinding, and what would have been two story areas with slightly different stone
construction at the two different levels. And he showed us some of the principle temples, starting with the Temple of the Sun, with
its two windows – one the focus of the sun’s rays through the sun gate at the 21st June and one the focus through a gap in the
mountains on the 22nd December, where in both cases the sunlight ends at an altar stone. The engineering precision was staggering. As Max delivered his tales of the Sun Temple, the spookiest of things happened; a halo appeared around the sun direc tly
overhead. My research later tells me that halos around the sun or moon are a sign of high thin cirrus clouds drifting 20,000 feet or
more above our heads. These clouds contain millions of tiny ice crystals and the halo is caused by both splitting and reflection of
light from these ice crystals. The crystals have to be oriented and positioned just so with respect to your eye, in order for the halo
to appear. Right then, we all thought aliens were about to land or something. Right there, right then, it was hardly believable. My
attempt at recording the image (overleaf) was flawed as I failed to centre it in the glare of the sun, but it was amazing.
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Subsequently, we visited the magnificent temple of the condor, the eyes of the tiny head of a bird surrounded in a white collar,
massive stones forming the impression of spread wings beyond. Art such as this with these materials seemed scarcely credible
to me. And finally, we visited the temple of the three windows, which hosts a carved stone with engravings representing half of
the Inca Cross, the full four-sided shape being formed with the shadow of the sun. This Inka Cross (or Chakana), is a strong symbol of the old cultures of the Andes, and is considered the most complete, holy, geometric design of the Incas. There seem to be
many interpretations of the meaning of this shape, but they are always in threes. One explanation is that the top left represents
Future, Present and Past and the top right represents sky spirituality, the earth’s surface and the subsoil or inner life. It also says
that the bottom left represents Peace, War and Intelligence, while the bottom right is for the three holy animals, the condor ascending to the upper world, the cougar ruling the middle world and the snake, descending to the underworld. At its centre, there
is usually a hole or stone representing Cusco, the centre of the Inca world. I downloaded a slightly different interpretation below.
We had come to know this Inca Cross shape, and its significance, from Max’s previous talks, and he sported this important icon
as a silver pendant on his neck chain.
Our tour finished almost bang on noon, and we were told that a buffet lunch awaited us at a restaurant down in Aguas Calientes.
Our only constraint was to be back at the Hatun Samay for a 2:30 departure, as we had a train to catch. I would have liked to
have stayed and visit the famous sun dial near the sacred rock and the start of the climb up Huayna Picchu, and maybe look up to
the Temple of the Moon that is there. But I was tired after the tour, and apparently crowds would start gravitating to the buses to
go down for their own lunches. And so I left with most of he others, for a leisurely journey down the mountain side, and once back
in the town we enjoyed a nice buffet lunch of salads and courses of hot oriental meats and fish, washed down with a crisp glass of
white wine. Sue, Kim and I walked back into the market, where I bought myself a cheesy “I Survived the Inca Trail” t-shirt, and we
enjoyed a coffee in the sunshine before walking back to the hotel. Collecting our belongings which had been left for the morning
in storage, we waked back to the train station. The waiting room was busy, but orderly queues formed at various marked doors
signifying designated boarding points and before too long, a male and female attendant marched us around the platform to our
carriage. Those same attendants later served us our complimentary snacks and drinks, and sure enough as loud music played
through the carriage speakers, those same attendants then performed the fabled fashion parade, showing men’s and ladies wear
as we clapped and cheered. The train’s guard also took part, dressed in a knitted devil mask and encouraging a couple of the
females in our group to dance with him. It was great fun, although nobody bought anything when the goods were later brought
down the aisles, duty-free style.
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Party Time in Cusco
After an hour-long jtrain ride we arrived in Ollantaytambo, where we boarded our tour bus, stopped briefly in the town square to
buy beer, and then endured a two-hour journey through the twisting and turning valleys back to La Casa de Don Ignacio, where
we were reunited with our bags and were given a half-hour to shower, change and meet for dinner. A row of pre-arranged taxis
lined up to take us to the restaurant, at a fixed fair of 6 Soles (less than £2) per car, and we soon arrived at a very busy (hence
popular) Italian restaurant with a large table laid and ready for our arrival. I ordered a Pina Colada again, and a mid-priced bottle
of Chardonnay, which washed down a fine meal of arugula salad, a beautiful chicken ravioli, and a very acceptable tiramisu. We
had earlier pooled more money, which went towards gifts for Mayra, Max and Dave, and each was presented with a bottle of
Pisco and a knitted mask. The leaders each made speeches, reiterating and congratulating us on our collective achievements,
before the final group photo was taken, another favourite. It was the happiest of times, and many selfies were subsequently taken
(me, the idiot, having left his camera and phone at the hotel, but posing when requested with the others). Finally, we found a music club with a number of bars, and finished the evening bathed in loud rock music consuming countless beers. Max did a runner
quite early, but Mayra and Dave stayed for the duration, and I was amazed to see them both finish their bottles of Pisco, wrapped
in a knitted mask, their other drinks merely chasers. I eventually left with Dan and Sharon Alderton, with only a couple of diehards left behind, and after Dan’s expert Spanish/Quechuan pointing guided our taxi driver to the hotel, I hit the sack at about
3am, falling asleep almost before my head hit the pillow. It had been a great night, twenty strangers just seven days before, but
firm friends by the end of this final night of our adventure.

Isn’t it sad that great night’s usually end in sore heads? Five hours later I woke feeling like somebody had spiked my drinks with
alcohol. Remembering some conversation about breakfast at 8am and Mayra helping me buy a camera, and imagining that I
might now be the last to go down, I dressed quickly and stumbled down to the restaurant for another breakfast of scrambled eggs
and smoked sausage. Not many others had made it down at that time, and while the coffee was welcome the mood was like the
morning after the night before. The doctor appeared. He was worried about his camera. I explained that I had not yet recovered
my images (Marco couldn’t do it) but the doctor was clearly worried about his memory card, and in the end I gave up and gave
him the camera and card, together with my email address, asking him to send whatever he could recover. I promised to leave a
replacement camera before I flew home and thankfully, he left – I needed some more recovery time.
I sat there thinking about the arduous task of packing everything that was strewn around the hotel room, and summoned the energy to climb the stairs again. When I put my key in the lock, it turned but did not open the door. When I pulled the key it would not
come out of the lock. I went down and sought help, and a nice man came up and also tried. He left saying he would send up yet
another man who knows about the locks. Another nice man duly joined us. He tried. He took out a screwdriver and began jemmying the lock and the door handle. He then pulled and twisted the key and it broke in the lock. I went down for more coffee and
went to sit in the sun just outside the front door, head in hands. Gradually a succession of people left for a final visit to the town; I
got bored with telling my tale of woe. With no intermediate news, I went back an hour later and found the same man jemmying
the lock, but from the other side of the door. He had managed to break in through the bathroom window. I silently tried to remember where I had thrown yesterday’s pants. A few minutes later the door handle came flying out my side, and I watched more
jemmying and twisting through the hole and pretty soon, with a grunt of triumph, my door opened, sans lock or handle. I said
thank you, wedged the door closed, took the shower I wished I’d taken earlier, and then faffed about trying to pack only essential
items in my daysack and the rest in my holdall. Eventually, by force of will I was as ready as I’d ever be, and toted my bags
downstairs to the storage room. There was nobody else around. I hoped that bad luck would not come in threes.
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Homeward Bound
I knew we were leaving the hotel for the airport at 2:30 pm so I wandered into the city, toiling uphill in the sunshine. I was on the
hunt for a camera shop. At various places I saw locals dressed in festival costumes playing music and dancing. I learned later
that they all came together for a parade, as there is some sort of religious festival every weekend. As I wandered from street to
street I became a little worried – where was Argos when you need it? After an hour or so, and getting more desperate I found a
kind of Peruvian-equivalent to Curry’s and was overjoyed that in among a display of expensive Canon SLRs there was a Sony
Cybershot available. I then conducted a complete transaction involving a saleswoman, then a cashier, and then a warehouseman
using sign language, ashamed that I could not speak even the most basic Spanish. I had no idea if the 350 Soles I paid was a
good price or not, and I tried to haggle with my hands, unsuccessfully. Fine, I bought it. The box looked like it had not previously
been opened, so I hoped it was OK. When I stepped out into the bright sun light, the most imaginative thing I could think of was
to try and retrace my steps and end back at the hotel. I bought water on the way, as I was by now parched. Somehow the strategy worked and 30 minutes later, I coolly walked up to the hotel entrance. Dave was there, sitting on the wall. He looked like he
had drunk a bottle of Pisco the night before, and then some. He was going nowhere except to sit on the couch and try and sleep
a bit more before the arduous journey ahead. Mayra turned up with her boyfriend, looking fresher than she should have. She
was impressed and a little relieved that I had the replacement camera, and she took it promising to get it to Dr Herbert. I thought
about making another foray into the city for coffee, but instead resigned to rest in the relatively cool hotel.
At 2:30 everybody was back and we quickly loaded our bags into the bus, which could not park outside and was holding up traffic.
We said hurried goodbyes to Rachel and Jemma, who were staying for another week and travelling into the Amazon jungle. They
sported some of the worst mosquito bites of the group, and I hoped they would not suffer further at low altitude in the jungle. The
rest of us were driven the short way to the airport, where we queued for check-in. Our bags were thankfully checked right through
to London, and we walked to security where we said a sad and final goodbye to Max and Mayra. They had been brilliant leaders ,
and I hope our paths will somehow cross again someday. My third piece of bad luck did not really come. International flights and
departure gate waiting areas can be a real drag, but luckily the three flights on the way home worked like clockwork. I hoped I
could sleep during the 10-hour final leg out of Bogota, so I joined Dave and Neil for a beer just before boarding, to try and induce
a soporific effect. Many of the group slept, but I didn’t. No matter. I read a little of my Inca Trail book, reliving parts of my own
journey, and watched some of the in-flight entertainment. Eventually, a breakfast was served 1.5 hours outside of London, and
we touched down at about 3:30 pm UK time. We each fought through the passport queue and met up in the baggage hall. There
was not much more we could do; as each bag was collected that person circulated for hugs, said their farewells and left. I did not
see Dave Sculthorpe and I hoped we’d meet again. My good friends Phil and Zoe met me in the arrivals hall, and after I had
bought a coffee, I persuaded them to go down to the smoking area before finding the car. As we stood there, Dave duly arrived
and we were able to say our goodbyes. He found a link on his phone and showed us a rough first cut of Marco’s video. He must
have been working on it on the flight. It looked fantastic, and I can’t wait to see the final version.
And so that is it, the drive back to Oxford was quick and I treated the three of us to an early evening pub meal and a couple of
beers. Phil and Zoe got me into my front door just before my eyes were shutting for the long-haul. It had been a fantastic unforgettable week, I had met an amazing, group of people, met my challenge head-on and was home safe and sound. I texted a few
people announcing my return, and then fell into a long and peaceful sleep.

Epilogue
I cannot leave this reflection of my week without a great big shout out to the three organisations that made my phenomenal time in
Peru possible. Right from the moment I booked, the communication from Charity Challenge and BHF was phenomenal with training advice, kit lists, health advice, insurance arrangements, fundraising ideas and countless contacts with suppliers and experts.
Exploreandes were unknown to me before I arrived in Cusco, but I cannot say enough good things about their representatives on
this trip. They are clearly experts in their field, but the logistics, coordination and care our group experienced during this trip was
flawless throughout. And I have huge respect for their care and support of the communities we visited on our walk.
To Max, Berlie, Dr Herbert and the amazing Mayra, thank you. You were awesome.
Finally, thanks to a very special group; to Dan and Sharon Alderton, Ollie and Emma Lou, Steph Cox, Alison Farmery, Carla Harper, Jemma Walker, Rachel Hubbard, Neil Gavin, Kim Marsh, Karen and Julie Regan and of course Sue Cornelius. Not to forget
Dave Sculthorpe of Charity Challenge and Marco Barcella of GoFilm. Thank you all for your company, support and friendship.
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