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WALKING THE LARES TRAIL TO 

MACHU PICCHU 

Why BHF? 

Coronary heart disease is the 

UK's single biggest killer and 

BHFôs research continues to 

transform the lives of people who 

live with heart and circulatory 

conditions.  Research into the 

causes and treatments of heart 

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 sub-

scribe to their public information 

magazines and on-line newslet-

ters and in my fundraising I 

speak of BHF as ñthe charity that 

is (literally) closest to my heartò.  

I discovered how much I like walking the great outdoors in 

2010, soon before my 50th birthday.  The impetus was un-

fortunate though, as I had suffered a heart attack in March 

that year.  I had been stented and was signed off for a cou-

ple of months to convalesce.   Daily walks,  slowly increas-

ing in duration and intensity, helped me to regain cardiovas-

cular 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 Hadrianôs Wall 

trail, from Bowness-on-Solway on the West Coast of Eng-

land to Wallsend, Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the east.  I ac-

cepted 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 immense-

ly, but having set a target of Ã750, and thanks to the gener-

osity of family, friends and colleagues, I actually managed to 

raise Ã1,341 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 

With Thanks 
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 spe-

cial by their generosity in raising funds for my adopted charity, the British Heart 

Foundation.   Thank you all, with all of my heart. 

Origins of the Walk 
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 imme-

diately.  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 spir-

its, on an organised event, raise money for BHF and see this incredible sight first-

hand was too good an opportunity.  The walking was billed as ótoughô 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. 

Dedications 
I originally dedicated my walk to Stuart óStulaô 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 is-

land 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 Can-

cer Research in the 2016 Prudential RideLondon 100-mile bike ride.  Ã63,000 was 

raised in his name from a national outpouring of sympathy.  I was honoured to be 

asked by Robinôs family to read a eulogy at his funeral. 

ñCarve your name on hearts, not tombstones. A legacy is etched into the minds of others and 

the stories they share about youò (Shannon L. Alder).  

A journal  of Keith Whiterôs trek in Peru, 30th September to 8th October 2016  For my kind and generous sponsors 

Stula Brackley and Robin Chard 
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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 Sainsburyôs, 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 Avi-

anca 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 Pla-

za 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 surreptitious-

ly 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.  Any-

way, 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, Iôll 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. 

Training and Preparation 

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 Pat-

rick 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, walk-

ing clothes, walking poles, a travel bag 

and countless accessories.  By 30th Sep-

tember, I was as ready as possible. Training - Atop Ingleborough , Yorkshire Dales and at The White Horse, Uffington 

Getting to Cusco 
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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 (ñWhite Christò) statue, a gift to the city by Christian Palestinians who 

were seeking refuge in Cusco in 1945.  This statue resembled a smaller ñChrist the Redeemerò 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 capi-

tal 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 



 5 

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 moun-

tains, 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 direc-

tions, 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-Tucôs 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 hud-

dled 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 alka-

loids, 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, une-

ven, bumpy, potholed, windy, bendy roads (yep, we were in the mountains) we ar-

rived at the journeyôs 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 head-

ed into the valley where we were to make a final stop at the Lares Hot Springs.  Be-

sides 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 af-

ternoon walk ahead.  A dip in the pools of the Lares Hot 

Springs followed, before the serious business began. 


