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PROLOGUE

Towards the end of January 1996 I decided to visit the annual Holiday Exhibition
at the Royal Dublin Society, for I was trying to make up my mind as to where I should
go next. In the Simmonscourt building I stopped at the ‘Journey Latin America’ stall,
which offered trips to various parts of South America from the UK, and an English girl
told me about a trip to Peru and Bolivia that they were organizing. Although we were
both aware that this part of South America had been rather dangerous some time
previously, we reckoned that travelling around it in an organized group would
probably be the safest option. What I found interesting about this trip was that local
transport would be used, rather than tourist coaches. I took some of the leaflets on
offer and, before leaving, I helped myself to some about Egypt at another stall. Egypt
was another country that fascinated me but I was aware that this could be yet
another dangerous place to visit.
Before making up my mind about my forthcoming trip, I took the precaution of
telephoning the Department of Foreign Affairs and asking for advice. The man I
spoke to was very helpful; he told me all that he could about Peru and mentioned
that much more dangerous places did exist in the world. As his information about
Egypt was anything but encouraging, I decided to opt for the trip to Peru and Bolivia.
My interest in this part of the world – and the Pacific islands – had started back in
the early 1970s when, as a teenager, I had become fascinated by the journeys
undertaken by the Norwegian adventurer and ethnographer Thor Heyerdahl. I read
anything that I could find about him, such as Fatu Hiva: Back to Nature (his stay on
the Pacific island of Fatu Hiva in 1936), The Kon-Tiki Expedition (which took place in
1947 and left Peru for the Tuamotu Islands), Aku-Aku: The Secret of Easter Island
(visited by Thor in 1955–6), and The Ra Expeditions (which took place in 1969 and
1970). The Kon-Tiki Expedition was of great interest to me as it was Thor’s belief that
people from South America had made their way across the Pacific, from east to west,
in rafts made of balsa wood. The Ra II vessel, which successfully crossed the Atlantic
from Morocco in 1970, was based on drawings and models from ancient Egypt.
However, I was surprised to discover that it had been made using reeds taken from
Lake Titicaca in Bolivia. The fact that Heyerdahl’s theories were not accepted by the
experts did not bother me unduly. My interest in him and his voyages ultimately led
me to explore the ancient cultures of South America, such as the Inca and Aztec, and
their brutal destruction by the Spanish Conquistadores during the 1500s. This was
certainly a part of the world that interested me greatly.
When I telephoned Journey Latin America early in March, 1996 and asked if they
had a place on their ‘Condor’ tour to Peru and Bolivia starting on 1 May, the young
lady at the other end of the phone said ‘yes’ without hesitation. She took a note of
my name and promised to send me a booking form in the post.
A couple of days later I began to revive my rusty Spanish – a language that I had
studied during my last couple of years in school. Much of it came flooding back, but
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now I had to make a few adjustments. If, for example, I wanted to ask for una
cerveza (a beer) in South America, I would have to pronounce the word servesa
instead of the way that I had learned to pronounce it: thervetha. Words starting with
the letter J, such as José, would have to be pronounced with a soft English H rather
than the guttural kh that I was used to. However, with a bit of practice, I soon got
the hang of it.
I now began reading any books about Peru, Bolivia and South America that I could
lay my hands on, and took copious notes; at work I managed to photocopy articles
from the Encyclopaedia Britannica. (A book that I purchased and read after my
holiday, The Conquest of the Incas by John Hemming, painted a very graphic picture
of the brutality of the Spanish Conquistadores led by Francisco Pizarro.)
I was therefore ready for the trip on the evening of 30 April when a friend
collected me and drove me to Dublin Airport, which was quite empty. At nine o’clock
an announcement was made requesting passengers bound for Heathrow to board at
Gate 28. Soon we were airborne and on our way. We reached Heathrow by about
10.20 and I jumped on a bus that brought me to Terminal 4. After a bit of difficulty I
found a quiet spot and settled down to sleep as best as I could. The journey had
begun.

Cover photographs: Machu Picchu in Peru, and Lake Titicaca in Peru/Bolivia.
Some of the people’s names in this travelogue have been changed.
Once again, my thanks to Andrew Robinson for proofreading the text.
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PART ONE: PERU
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1 –LIMA, PISCO AND PARACAS

Wednesday, 1 May 1996
The departure hall of Terminal 4 in Heathrow came to life at 5 a.m. and shortly
afterwards I checked in for my flight to Paris. On my way to the departure gate, I
wandered around the shops by way of a little bit of exercise. I tried to find some
members of our group and eventually spoke to a couple of young ladies when we
were embarking. They turned out to be Irish and their names were Mary and
Theresa.
The flight, which lasted forty-five minutes, was uneventful. I sat beside a French
girl with dyed hair and countless earrings; she bit her nails constantly and cuddled a
large toy koala bear. I hungrily demolished the breakfast that was given to us.
We soon arrived at the Charles de Gaule Airport and walked the short distance to
the area known as Satellite 4. As we were too early to check in for our flight to
Bogotá in Colombia, the two Irish girls and I found our way to the duty-free area,
where Mary got her video camera checked: there was dirt in the viewfinder. Leaving
them in a café nearby, I went upstairs and used the gents’ room. When I rejoined the
girls, they showed me what they had bought: an apple, a banana, a bottle of soft
drink, and a cup of coffee, all of which came to £8. I simply bought a small bottle of
mineral water, which knocked me back an astonishing £2. The prices were
outrageous!
When we eventually wandered back to the departure area, we discovered that
our flight would be delayed by two hours, and so another long wait had to be
endured. Here we met some more members of our group, all of whom were from
England. They were quite a cheerful lot, especially a girl named Sally, who was half
Irish. We chatted and read, and later, after we had checked in and received a
voucher for a meal, I joined a long queue and got myself two sandwiches and
another bottle of water. I was quite happy to demolish the sandwiches as I was quite
hungry by this time.
At last our flight was announced and we boarded the plane at about 2.30 p.m. I
swapped seats with Theresa, so that she could be beside Mary. I now found myself
sitting beside another member of our group: a swarthy and rather surly girl named
Louisa. She was not very communicative and spent most of the ten-hour flight
sleeping.
We finally took off at about 3 p.m., leaving sunny Paris behind, and set off across
the Atlantic for South America. As I was so sleepy by now, I felt no sense of
excitement or emotion; like my companion, I spent as much time as I could either
dozing or sleeping, staying awake only to eat meals and watch a couple of films. At
one point I chatted to a nice fellow who was sitting in front of me: Bruce, another
member of our group. Although originally Dutch, he had grown up in England. His job
was writing computer software for communications.
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Although our watches went past midnight and into the next day, the sun still
shone on the endless sea of clouds far beneath us. I now put back my watch six
hours and reset it to read Wednesday 1st.
At last, when we were all quite exhausted, we touched down in Bogotá at about 7
p.m. local time. As our flight to Lima in Peru was due to leave at precisely this time,
we were ushered into an adjoining departure area, and within minutes were walking
over to the plane, which was almost empty; there was just our group of ten and a
few others. As soon as we were airborne, we chose a row each, pushed up the
armrests and lay down. Mercifully I slept for all of the two-and-a-half hour journey; I
refused food and just accepted some water.
We landed in Lima by about ten o’clock and joined a long, slow-moving queue for
passport control. A very pleasant young girl at a desk helped some of us fill in forms
that had to be completed. The passport formalities lasted just a few seconds and I
found my rucksack immediately. However, Sally, Mary and a few people in our group
did not find their luggage – it obviously had not been transferred at Bogotá.
We finally made our way outside, where we met our guide Marianne who, as the
brochure had promised, turned out to be a very nice young lady. We hung around
for a while and were eventually joined by the others, minus their luggage. We now
boarded a very old bus and, accompanied by our delightful guide and a swarthy
mestizo (a man of Spanish and American Indian parentage), were driven to our hotel,
which was half an hour’s journey away. The scruffiness of the sprawling suburbs
came as no surprise to me. Here in Lima it was warm and slightly muggy. During our
journey, Marianne explained some things to us about our trip.
At last we stopped in a narrow street, got out of the bus and entered an old-world
hotel through tall doors. I immediately noticed that all the doors inside were tall and
narrow. The reception area, we discovered, was actually outdoors in a small
courtyard. The rooms were simple, yet functional. Marianne sorted us out and gave
us our keys. I was sent to room number 10 and joined a fellow named Philip who, I
discovered, had been told of my arrival. By now there were seventeen people in our
group; some had obviously arrived earlier.
As Philip woke when I entered the room, I spoke briefly to him before using the
bathroom. I finally crept back to my bed, where I soon fell asleep, for I was
exhausted after the long journey.
Thursday, 2 May
I slept very well and woke at about six in the morning. Through a skylight above
me I could see a blue sky. As there were was little activity outside, I could hear birds
singing. It was a deliciously cool morning. After a while I sat up and wrote my diary.
Later I went to the bathroom, where I shaved and had a very refreshing and muchneeded shower. I was pleasantly surprised to discover that hot water was available.
Shortly afterwards I went to the reception desk and changed just $5 into the local
currency: 11 soles (written s/.). I then walked to the small restaurant at the corner
of the street, where I joined Bruce and a young English couple for breakfast. The
others ordered very simple food, but I was more adventurous: I had a large glass of
freshly-squeezed orange juice, bread with melted cheese, which was quite tasty, and
tea.
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After our leisurely and pleasant breakfast, we returned to our hotel and met
Marianne just before 9.30. We sat on chairs outdoors in the courtyard and she
briefed us about our itinerary. She also advised us what to do and what not to do
here in Peru. After this we were free for the rest of the day. Most of us followed her
advice and headed for a nearby bank. I went with Bruce, Philip and Cameron, a chap
from New Zealand who was on the tour with us. The bank was very impressive; I
changed $200 into soles.

The Metropolitan Cathedral and a colonnade in the Plaza de Armas, Lima
We returned to the hotel immediately and put our valuables into a safe.
Afterwards, Bruce and I set off on foot at a leisurely pace through the busy narrow
streets, stopping now and then to admire the buildings’ fine balconies. We soon
arrived at the main square, the Plaza de Armas. In the centre was a large fountain; to
one side was the Lima Metropolitan Cathedral and in front of us was the
Government Palace. We headed for the large cathedral (begun in 1535 by Pizarro
and built on the site of an Inca shrine) and entered its cool and dark interior. As
expected, it was quite breathtaking. We paid 4 s/. apiece and wandered around,
admiring the highly ornate baroque altarpieces. Here we found Mary and Theresa,
who had joined a guided tour. After examining the main altar, we went into the
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museum of religious art, where we saw many paintings of the colonial period. We
spotted several fine masterpieces here.
When we finished our tour of the cathedral and emerged into the square, we
discovered that we were just in time to see the changing of the guard in front of the
Government Palace. This turned out to be an elaborate and lengthy affair, with lots
of music (not always quite together), colourful costumes, goose-stepping and
manoeuvres, and all conducted under the blazing sunshine. Most of the soldiers
were either South American Indian or mestizo, for all of them were dark-skinned. An
official dressed in dazzling white appeared at the doorway and took the salute. As far
as we could see, the guards on either side of the door appeared not to have actually
changed – surely the whole point of the exercise!
Afterwards we wandered back to the coolness of our local restaurant, where we
had a simple lunch; I ordered a bread roll containing ‘English’ ham.
We then tried hailing a taxi and eventually ended up travelling in a battered old
Volkswagen Beetle (quite a popular make of car here), driven by a lady. We were
obliged to fork out 10 s/. for a fairly long journey to the Museo de la Nación in the
suburbs, though we were aware that we had been overcharged. However, the lady
turned out to be quite a colourful character; as I was sitting in the front seat beside
her, she chatted to me in Spanish and English. At one point we stopped for ten soles’
worth of gasolina, which was put into the car with the motor still running.
We finally arrived at the huge modern museum, where we hopped out of the old
car and paid 4 s/. each to enter. The exhibition spaces were quite extensive and
contained examples of various artefacts (mostly ceramic utensils) dating up to the
end of the Inca era. There were also diagrams and models of the many
archaeological sites dotted around the country, where civilizations that I had never
heard of before had lived. Although it was all quite interesting, I had to use my
imagination as the explanations were only written in Spanish.
As we were leaving, Chris and Graham (both from Yorkshire) appeared; they were
about to visit the last section. We left them, hailed a taxi and travelled back to the
city centre for the correct fare of 6 s/., in a much better car. I asked the driver to
drop us at another fine church, La Merced, located off a narrow pedestrianized
street. Like the cathedral this morning, the interior was dark and cool, and there
were many side altars. We sat down for a few moments to rest and take in our
surroundings. At this point a little girl walked up to one of the open-style confession
boxes and, approaching the grid, shouted ‘¡Hola!’ at the top of her voice.
Fortunately, no priest was inside.
Afterwards we made our way towards the church of San Francisco, stopping
briefly by the river and then at a nearby post office. Although there were many
vendors outside selling postcards and a large variety of souvenirs, we did not buy
anything. As we could not get to the church by the route that we had chosen, we
were obliged to retrace our steps and cross the main square.
We soon found the church, which was located in a small square and stood out
dramatically from the other buildings around it. It was very pretty from the outside
and was interesting inside: this one was decorated in the half-Moorish or Mudéjar
style, which I had read about. Here, the décor and carvings were more sober: neoclassical in style rather than the rather overdone Baroque. We examined the main
body of the church, then went into the monastery, for which there was a small
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entrance fee. Here we waited a little while with Philip and Cameron, who had arrived
just before us, and, together with a Dutch couple, set off with an English-speaking
guide. This was a tall young man with an impressive English vocabulary, though he
did not pronounce his words very clearly. He brought us around many of the rooms,
including an old library where the books were disintegrating. We were also brought
to the organ loft of the church, the fine cloisters (where we saw Sevillian tiles
decorated in intricate patterns), and rooms containing old paintings and religious
artefacts. Finally we were brought down into the claustrophobic catacombs, where
we saw piles of bones in the various corridors. Thousands of people had been buried
here, despite space being at a premium; in the past, many skulls and large bones had
to be removed and dumped.
We finally emerged and, after we had given our guide a tip, we walked wearily
back to our hotel, where I collapsed on to my bed. Philip kindly fetched me a soft
drink, and after a while I sat up to write some of this diary.
Afterwards I gave myself a quick wash before we all met at the entrance of the
hotel and followed Marianne down the road to a nearby restaurant for some dinner.
I sat beside Marianne and her mestizo assistant, Dante. I ordered the stir-fried rice
with chicken, which was quite palatable and filling. Although the others were more
adventurous about choosing their dishes, I later learned that few of them were
impressed by the food. As everyone was tired, we left early and walked back to the
hotel and our rooms. As we would have an early start on the next morning, I set my
alarm clock to 5.45 a.m.

Friday, 3 May
Few of us got much sleep during the early hours thanks to a dog barking
incessantly. As a result of this, a sorry bunch of people appeared at the reception
area at 6.30 this morning, complete with luggage, for we were to travel to Pisco – a
small town on the coast. After a short wait, a coach appeared and we were driven to
the nearby bus station. While our luggage was being put on a bus bound for Pisco,
we wandered around. Outside in the street I found stalls offering food, and so Chris,
Graham and I breakfasted on sandwiches and a hot beverage. I had a large cup of
black tea and a fresh roll containing a fried egg. However, I only had time to drink a
few sips of the tea before scampering back.
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When we returned to the station, we discovered that we need not have been in
such a hurry; we boarded our bus when it was ready to leave. Though we were all
expecting an old banger of a bus, we discovered that it was quite luxurious by
Peruvian standards. We drove off soon after 7.30 and passed through the dismal
suburbs of Lima. Marianne sat beside me and we had an interesting discussion about
the Peruvian cultures of the past. She also told me a little about Ecuador, where she
had lived sometime previously. After a while she sat back and fell asleep.
Eventually we left Lima and drove over an empty stretch of desert on our way to
the sea, which we could just about discern through the mist. I now realized that I
was gazing at the Pacific Ocean from the ‘other’ side, for I had last seen it was when I
was in Japan, Hong Kong and Indonesia.
The desert here was interesting in spots, with unusually-shaped hills, but in
general it was desolate and uninviting. In the small shanty towns and areas where
there was a river, we saw oases with trees and crops. We saw olive trees, cotton
plants, asparagus and, in one place, palm trees.
Our journey seemed to be interminable – longer than the two and a half hours
that Marianne had predicted. However, we finally turned off the main road and,
after a short while, arrived in the small but bustling shanty town of Pisco. Although it
all looked rather crude, there was a fine square and church opposite the bus station.
We piled our luggage into a small pedicab and walked the short distance to our
hotel. Although basic, it was quite smart and very clean. It looked out on to another
square where trees offered some shade from the sun. Our room was quite
comfortable.

The town square, Pisco
Once we had organized ourselves, Philip and I walked with Bruce and Cameron to
a nearby restaurant, where we had a simple lunch. I ate a cheese and ham sandwich,
washed down with a small bottle of Inca Kola – no doubt a local version of CocaCola. Afterwards we wandered down to the main square, where I took shots of it and
some of the people. I had to be very discreet when photographing the people, as
some of them noticed my camera and tried to avoid being photographed. I soon lost
my companions and so made my own way back to the square beside our hotel,
6

stopping en route to buy a banana and a very large red apple. I sat in the shade and
ate the banana and half of the apple which, as it was dried out, was tasteless.

The town square, Pisco
Following this I returned to my room to write more of my diary until it was time to
set off and see the Paracas National Park. We clambered aboard a bus and bumped
along the road by the coast. A tall, dark-skinned guide told us about the fishing
industry here. As we passed through the shanty town of Paracas, our nostrils were
assailed by the pungent smell of decaying shellfish. The land here was flat, sandy and
deadly boring; along the sea front were numerous birds of different types, including
cormorants and pelicans.

Flamingos at Paracas, near Pisco
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Flamingos in flight, Paracas, near Pisco
At last we turned off this monotonous road, skirted a bay where we passed luxury
villas, and made our way to an area where we would be able see flamingos. We
stopped beside a couple of low buildings and walked along the sand towards the sea.
We were soon able to see a flock of elegant flamingos in the distance. The approach
was quite comical: cameras at the ready, our guide told us to advance slowly, then
stop. He then gave a signal for us to continue walking. When we got quite close to
the birds and they began to take fright, he deliberately clapped his hands and made
them fly off. They looked magnificent in flight.
As we walked back at our leisure, I revelled in the feeling of the wide open spaces,
the wild desert in the distance and the intensely blue sky. It was wonderful to be
here, away from the noise and bustle of the city. We returned to our bus and drove
to a nearby building, which was a small museum containing stuffed birds and sea
lions. An adjoining building proved to be of much more interest, for it was the Julio
C. Tello Museum of remains from the ancient culture of Paracas. Here we were able
to see some people that had been buried in the desert, see models of the graves,
and read descriptions of the burial techniques. Artefacts that had been found were
also on display, along with various textiles. However, the most bizarre exhibits were
examples of how the people of Paracas had deliberately altered the shape of their
skulls by compressing them between boards. I ambled around with Marianne and
Sally, while most of the others waited in the bus. The advantage of having Marianne
with us was that she could tell us more about what we were looking at. When I
mentioned that I had been in China, she told me that there was evidence that there
had once been trade between China and the ancient civilizations of Peru.
We then returned to the bus and were driven across the desert to a natural rock
formation called The Cathedral. The bus stopped near the coast; we stepped out,
walked a few steps and were rewarded by a most dramatic view of a bay. The sea
was deep blue, the cliffs were sandy-coloured and the sky was cloudless. Cameras
were immediately produced. We dropped down to the beach by way of some steps
and walked to The Cathedral. En route, I spotted a lizard sunning itself on a rock,
motionless.
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The Cathedral, Paracas
The Cathedral turned out to be a very large section of cliff with a hole at the
bottom. Through this hole was a terrific view of the sea crashing against the rocks.
We had to jump back quickly as the water gushed in and threatened to wet us. Then,
retracing our steps, boarded the bus again and were driven to the other side of The
Cathedral. This time we looked down from a high vantage point for another view of
the cliffs and rocks below. Once we had taken photographs, we moved off.

Fishing port, Paracas
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We were then brought to a small fishing port, where there was very little to see. I
walked back a little of the way that we had come in order to take a shot of the inlet
and the boats, then scrambled up a small hill to enjoy the good view. The sun was
setting by now and so there was not enough light for photography.
We soon left and drove back to Pisco via Paracas (or ‘Smellville’ as I now called it).
In the hotel I had a refreshing shower and washed my hair. Outside could be heard
the sound of a brass band playing a never-ending piece of music, which was mostly
in the minor and very much out of tune. Although it sounded absolutely dreadful, I
could not help but laugh at it. At last the music ceased and gave way to the amplified
voice of a priest saying an endless litany of prayers.
Later Philip and I joined Marianne and our companions and walked to a nearby
restaurant, where the food was very good. I had sole deep-fried in batter, with rice
and fried yuca (or cassava). I also tasted a mouthful of turtle meat, which Graham
and Chris were eating, and found it quite pleasant. During the meal we were regaled
with loud music from a couple of lads playing panpipes, a ukelele and a drum – they
had played in the restaurant at lunchtime. We recognized one of the pieces: El
Condor Pasa, made famous by Simon and Garfunkel.
I did not stay late; I paid up and walked back to the hotel, where I wrote more of
my diary and went to bed. I fell asleep very quickly, and was only barely aware of
Philip returning later.
Saturday, 4 May
Up this morning at six o’clock and out to look for some breakfast half an hour
later. I joined Mary and Theresa and walked with them to a small café in the main
square, where we had excellent wholemeal and white rolls with cheese and then
jam. The total for all of us came to just 6 s/.
We were all ready by seven o’clock and set off in a bus to visit the Ballestas
Islands to see the wildlife. We drove past ‘Smellville’ and stopped at the new
harbour, which was full of souvenir and snack vendors. We all got into a large
speedboat, went out a short distance into the sea and stopped. After a very long
delay, we turned back, collected our guide and set off again. Once again we stopped,
this time for a welcome and brief introduction from our guide. When this had
finished, the driver put his boot down and we shot off at a terrific speed, churning up
the sea in its wake. It was exhilarating to travel at such speed; as I was sitting with
my back to the bow, I did not have the full force of the wind in my face.

The Candelabra, Paracas
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We shot across the Bay of Paracas and stopped briefly at the other side to view
and photograph The Candelabra: a huge enigmatic design carved into the sandycoloured rock face. Although nobody knew the significance of this ancient design,
there were plenty of theories, some of which our guide told us about. After this we
sped onwards and stopped to admire the fantastic shapes of the craggy Ballestas
Islands. The cliffs and rocks were teeming with birds of all types: Guanay cormorants,
Peruvian boobies, turkey vultures, a couple of baby penguins and others. Basking on
rocks or swimming in the water were seals: baby ones, females and the much bigger
males. They all bellowed and roared at us, but the noisiest of them all were the
males, especially those in their own colony.

The Ballestas Islands, near Paracas
We drifted around this noisy and active area for a while and then, after our guide
had refilled the tank with petrol, we went whizzing back to the harbour. We ambled
about for a few minutes and were pestered by women trying to sell us souvenirs.
After a little while we were driven back to our hotel, which we reached by about
10.30.
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After I had written my diary for a while, we adjourned to the restaurant for lunch.
I ate a rather indifferent chicken sandwich and then left to buy a banana and an
orange, which I ate in the street. I then got my belongings ready and, along with the
others, met Marianne at midday in the hotel reception area. She talked to us about
our plans for tomorrow, when we would be flying over the desert to see the famous
and mysterious Nazca lines (which I had read about and was very interested to see).
Afterwards we put our luggage into a minibus and were driven to the bus station,
where we waited for our bus to Nasca (as it was spelled here). Although Pisco was
not much of a place, I was sorry to leave it as it had some fine attractions nearby.
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