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Although every effort was made to make sure the information in this book was accurate when going to press, research was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Some things may have changed during this crisis and the recovery that followed. Be sure to confirm specific details when making your travel plans.
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masks in Cusco







[image: image]

women in colorful indigenous clothing
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llama grazing above Machu Picchu.





My first trip to Machu Picchu was more than 15 years ago. I can still recall the excitement of approaching the mist-covered Inca citadel just after sunrise, the conclusion of an arduous trek through the Andes. As my group and I caught our breath, the clouds lifted to reveal one of the wonders of the world, with its perfect stonework backed by the towering mountain of Huayna Picchu. We had found the lost city of the Incas. It was ours to explore for one unforgettable day. A lot has changed since then, but Machu Picchu retains the memorable, mystical aura that left such an impression on me and the many other travelers who have visited the ruins.


Machu Picchu is the culmination of a once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimage. It begins in the relatively comfortable lower elevations of the Sacred Valley, where quiet Inca communities offer access to the ruins of Pisac and Ollantaytambo, and continues along one of the three major Inca trails. Each offers a different experience, from the adrenaline-filled adventure of the jungle to the sublime mountain scenery of Salcantay. And then there is the beautiful, schizophrenic city of Cusco, where the Incan and colonial cultures live in a fascinating fusion, resulting in an abundance of attractions.
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quinoa, a grain known as the “gold of the Inca”
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the Palacio Arzobispal de Lima
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Rainbow Mountain





Whether experienced over weeks or just a matter of days, this trip of a lifetime packs more punch than a pisco sour. Although its empire has been lost, Machu Picchu remains timeless—the jewel in South America’s crown.
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the Inti Raymi festival in Cusco
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an alpaca.
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terraces at Machu Picchu









6 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Trek to Machu Picchu: There’s nothing quite like making your way to the ancient citadel on foot—whether by the classic four-day Inca Trail, the truncated version, or an alternative—arriving as the mist lifts from the ruins at dawn.
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2 Reach New Heights: Climbing to the summit of Huayna Picchu or to Cerro Machu Picchu affords grand views over the ruins.
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3 Pedal the Sacred Valley: Biking this scenic circuit takes you to Moray, a complex of concentric agricultural terraces, and Salineras, a centuries-old salt mine. You can also explore this ancient landscape by foot—or on horseback.
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4 Hang Out in Cusco: Many visitors make just a quick stop in this compelling city, but it’s worth lingering.
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5 Tour Other Inca Ruins: Examine the impressive stonework and agricultural terracing of Ollantaytambo and the hilltop fortress of Sacsayhuamán.
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6 Dine Out in Lima: The Peruvian fusion cuisine served in the capital city is considered not only the best in Latin America, but some of the best in the world. It’s worth splurging.






Planning Your Trip



Most travelers arrive at the giddy heights of Cusco (3,400 m/11,155 ft) and plan their trip from there, visiting the Sacred Valley and seeing Machu Picchu on day trips. This is the worst way of doing it. The best plan is to start your Peru trip with 2-3 days in the Sacred Valley and then take a train from Ollantaytambo to Machu Picchu.


Altitude sickness is far less of a problem below 3,000 meters (9,843 ft), so starting your trip by staying in the warmer, lower towns of the Sacred Valley gives you an easier entry point. You may experience light-headedness and breathlessness, but they will be far less severe than in Cusco. Additionally, by staying in the towns of Pisac, Urubamba, or Ollantaytambo, you are afforded far more time to experience the valley’s spectacular ruins. Visiting the Sacred Valley first is also infinitely preferable to seeing it after Machu Picchu, as any ruins seem modest in comparison to the region’s main attraction. It’s far better to build upward in scale, visiting Pisac, Moray, and Ollantaytambo, before Machu Picchu.


You can return directly from Machu Picchu to Cusco, or go back to Ollantaytambo and take a taxi colectivo. At any rate, finish up the bulk of your time in Cusco, which will keep you busy for several days when you are acclimatized and ready to tackle this fascinating city. Before flying home, it’s also worth spending another day or two exploring Lima; because of flight patterns, most travelers end up spending some time in Lima either when coming from or going to Cusco, but doing so on the way home is preferable—it’s much easier to make sense of this huge city after visiting Cusco.


Where to Go


The Sacred Valley


Leave the giddy heights of Cusco behind and head to the Sacred Valley, which the Inca considered paradise for its fertile earth. This charming valley begins 12 miles north of Cusco, starting in the town of Pisac and stretching west along the Río Urubamba to Urubamba and Ollantaytambo. It has a great range of lodging, restaurants, and adventure sports, making it an ideal base for acclimatizing. The temples, fortresses, and terracing of the ruins at Pisac and Ollantaytambo are second only to Machu Picchu in terms of beauty. Don’t miss the concentric circles of Moray and the shimmering spectacle of the salt mines of Salineras.


Machu Picchu


Follow the rushing Río Urubamba down toward the cloud forests that surround the Inca’s most fabled achievement: Machu Picchu. The famous lost city is a stunning example of a citadel built in perfect harmony with nature. Stay overnight nearby before and after your visit to maximize your time or, even better, hike the Salcantay route, the Inca Jungle Trail, or the original Inca Trail, a paved stone path that culminates in a bird’s-eye view of the ruins.


Cusco


After visiting the Sacred Valley and Machu Picchu, travelers will be acclimatized to Cusco’s high altitude. They are also primed for Cusco’s complex culture, which remains today an antagonistic mixture of Inca and Spanish cultures. The Spanish erected more than a dozen baroque churches atop flawless Inca walls. Cusco must-visits are the artisan barrio of San Blas, the Inca sun temple Coricancha, and the fortress of Sacsayhuamán overlooking the city.
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the massive stone walls of Sacsayhuamán






Stopover in Lima



Once avoided by travelers because of its gray weather and grimy downtown, Lima is making a roaring comeback. On the Plaza de Armas, upscale restaurants and cafés now neighbor the country’s most important colonial catedral and the presidential and archbishop’s palaces. The outlying districts of San Isidro and Miraflores offer the greatest range of lodging, bars, and Peruvian cuisine. Bohemian Barranco is the nightlife district and a favored backpackers’ den.


When to Go


The traditional time to visit Peru is in the South American winter, June-August, when dry, sunny weather opens up over the Andes. Because Peru’s dry months coincide perfectly with summer vacation in North America and Europe, this is also the high season when most travelers visit Peru. Prices for lodging tend to go up during these months, and Machu Picchu can be crowded. Especially crowded times are Inti Raymi, the June 24 sun festival in Cusco, and Fiestas Patrias, the national Peruvian holiday at the end of July.


The bulk of the rainy season is December-March, when trekking and other outdoor activities are hampered by muddy paths and soggy skies. The Inca Trail is closed in February.


To avoid crowds, travel in the shoulder months between rainy season and high season. April, May, September, October, and even November are excellent times to visit Peru. The weather is usually fine, and prices for lodging tend to be lower.




What’s New


Due to the influx of tourists, Peru is continuously implementing new measures to regulate visits to Machu Picchu in order to ensure sustainability.


• Admission to Machu Picchu is now on the hour (6am-2pm daily) for each visitor and total tour time in the ruins is limited to four hours (except for those doing Cerro Machu Picchu or Huayna Picchu hikes).


• Huayna Picchu (7am-8am and 10:30am-11:30am daily) and Cerro Machu Picchu (7am-8am and 9am-10am daily) each handle entry in two shifts.


• Other rules designed to keep tourists moving include a ban on selfie sticks and drones.


• Single-use plastic bags, water bottles, and straws are banned within the citadel.


• Changes that have been announced but are still to come at Machu Picchu include the construction of a new visitors and orientation center.


• Keep an eye out for new routes into Machu Picchu. The government has announced plans to open two new routes, including one that will pass through the recently cleared ruins of Inkaraqay.


• Travelers to Cusco may soon be flying into a new airport in Chinchero, about 40 minutes north of the current airport in Cusco. The project has been controversial from the start, with opponents saying that it will disrupt life in the rural town and the tranquility of the Sacred Valley. Supporters say the region is in need of a more modern airport to support the influx of tourists. Some residents in Cusco say they also back the project due to the noise from the early morning flights arriving from Lima. It’s unclear when the project will be completed; it has been put on hold several times.


• Peru Travel Blog (www.fertur-travel.com/blog), associated with the tour company Fertur Peru, is a good resource with updated information on visiting Machu Picchu and other sites. Also consult with travel agencies before your visit for the latest changes.





Know Before You Go


Passports and Visas


Citizens of the United States, Canada, United Kingdom, South Africa, New Zealand, and Australia and residents of any other European or Latin American country, except Venezuela, do not require visas to enter Peru as tourists. Departure taxes for international flights and domestic flights are now usually included in the ticket price. When entering the country, you can get anything from 30 to 180 days stamped into both a passport and an embarkation card that travelers must keep until they exit the country. If you require more than 30 days, be ready to support your argument by explaining your travel plans and showing your return ticket. Extensions can be arranged at Peru’s immigration offices in Lima, Arequipa, Cusco, Iquitos, Puno, and Trujillo.


Getting to Machu Picchu


Most travelers arrive to Peru by plane, and all international flights into Peru arrive in Lima. Travel to Cusco is an additional plane ride.


To get to Aguas Calientes, the town at the base of Machu Picchu, you can trek, take a train from Ollantaytambo (in the Sacred Valley) or from near Cusco, or ride a bus through Santa Teresa. If you take the train, note that only one small piece of hand luggage weighing up to 5 kilograms (11 lb) is allowed on PeruRail and 7.7 kilograms (17 lb) is allowed on Inca Rail.


From Aguas Calientes, shuttle buses run frequently to Machu Picchu. For morning ticket holders, it’s a good idea to catch the first shuttle of the day, which leaves at 5:30am. People begin lining up as early as 3am.


Avoiding Altitude Sickness


Altitude sickness is a real health concern when traveling to this area. You will know if you’re suffering from this illness very soon after your arrival. Symptoms include shortness of breath, quickened heartbeats, fatigue, loss of appetite, headaches, and nausea.


There is no way to prevent altitude sickness altogether, but the best way to minimize its effects is to ascend slowly. After flying directly to Cusco from Lima, go down in altitude to the Sacred Valley, which is below 3,000 meters (9,843 ft), and stay the night. Visit Machu Picchu from the Sacred Valley and return to Cusco after a few days.


You can better adjust to the altitude by avoiding heavy exercise until you get acclimatized and by drinking plenty of water and liquids in general. Avoid alcohol.


Coca leaf tea (mate de coca), taken in plentiful amounts, is the best remedy for soroche, the Quechua word for altitude sickness. A 100-milligram dose of the Chinese herb ginkgo biloba, taken twice a day, seems to work efficiently too. Many travelers carry acetazolamide, commonly known as Diamox, usually prescribed by a doctor in doses of 125-250 milligrams and taken during the morning and evening with meals. However, this medication is not for everybody and can cause drowsiness. If you feel sick, it’s good to know that all hospitals and clinics in Cusco have bottled oxygen.


Advance Reservations


Machu Picchu and the Inca Trail hike to get there are among the most popular tourist attractions in South America, so you need to book months in advance. If you want to hike the Inca Trail during the high season of June-August, look at booking a year before. For the rest of the year, four months is recommended. If you are planning a day trip, you should also book tickets once you know when you’ll be visiting.
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one of Machu Picchu’s resident llamas







Countdown to Machu Picchu


1 YEAR IN ADVANCE


• Book your Inca Trail hike if you plan on hiking during the high season of June-August. Most trekking agencies will handle getting your ticket to Machu Picchu and arranging a guide to the site; confirm when you book.


4 MONTHS IN ADVANCE


• Book your Inca Trail hike if you plan on hiking outside high season.


2-3 MONTHS IN ADVANCE


• Reserve a climb up Huayna Picchu and/or a hike to Cerro Machu Picchu three months ahead for high season and two months ahead for low season. A prebooked ticket is required; you can pay extra for your Machu Picchu entrance ticket to include Huayna Picchu and/or Cerro Machu Picchu.


• Book your hotel in Aguas Calientes three months ahead if you plan on visiting in high season and two months ahead for low season. If you wait too long, you could wind up with a bare-bones hostel as your only option.


1-2 MONTHS IN ADVANCE


• Book your hotels two months in advance for Cusco and one month in advance for Lima if you plan on visiting in high season.


• Hire a guide to Machu Picchu. (If you’re hiking the Inca Trail, most trekking agencies take care of this for you.) Guides are available on-site but vary in quality; you’re better off arranging in advance with a well-regarded guide to ensure a high-quality experience.


• Before arriving at Machu Picchu, purchase entrance tickets for Machu Picchu online, through a tour company, or through a travel agency. There are no ticket sales on-site! Do not plan on getting tickets once you arrive in Peru, especially during high season—it’s very likely that they will be sold out.


BOOKING FLIGHTS


Based on flight schedules, you should plan around your Machu Picchu date and count backwards. After landing in Lima, allow an extra day for the additional flight to get to Cusco and onward travel to a town in the Sacred Valley, where you’ll ideally allow for 2-3 days to acclimatize to the altitude. Plan on a full day for your visit to Machu Picchu (unless you’re trekking it; in which case, plan accordingly), and time for Cusco at the end, as well as Lima, which you’ll fly out of. Carve out at least two days each in Cusco and Lima if you can.





Tickets need to be purchased before arriving at Machu Picchu—there are no ticket sales on-site. You can purchase tickets through any travel agency that offers tours to Cusco and Machu Picchu, as well as through the Ministry of Culture’s online ticket page (www.machupicchu.gob.pe).


Tour Companies


Trekking in the Andes can be strenuous, especially if you’re not adjusted to the altitude. If you prefer not to do one of the multiday hikes into Machu Picchu, the only other option to visit the site is by train. Plan for a day trip or a two-day stay.


Several tour companies from Lima, Cusco, and abroad can organize both the day trips and the longer hikes. Organized tours from Lima or Cusco are helpful in reducing worry about logistics and other issues. But one disadvantage in Cusco is that they may not give enough time to acclimatize to the altitude. If you go with a tour company, consider arriving a day or two before to reduce chances of altitude sickness.
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12-angled Inca stone in Cusco





Reputable tour companies include Fertur Peru (www.fertur-travel.com), which has offices in central Lima at the Plaza Mayor (Junín 211, tel. 01/427-2626) and Miraflores (Schell 485, tel. 01/242-1900) as well as in Cusco (El Sol 803, Ofc. 205, tel. 084/22-1304); Condor Travel (Jorge Chavez 154, Ofc. 701, Miraflores, Lima, tel. 01/615-3000, U.S. tel. 855/926-2975, www.condortravel.com); and InkaNatura (Petit Thouars 2866, Ofc. 101, San Isidro, Lima, cell tel. 971-427-346; Ricardo Palma J1, Urb. Santa Monica, Cusco, tel. 084/24-3408; www.inkanatura.com). All offer tours to Machu Picchu, Cusco, and the Sacred Valley.


Vaccinations


Most travelers to Peru get the vaccinations recommended by the Centers for Disease Control (www.cdc.gov), which include hepatitis A and B and typhoid for the Cusco area.



Explore Machu Picchu



This classic loop starts off in the lush Sacred Valley, where you will explore ruins, experience indigenous culture, and adjust to the altitude. Then you take the train to enjoy the cloud forests and magnificent stonework of Machu Picchu.


At the end of the trip, allow at least two days to take in Cusco, the Spanish Renaissance city built atop Inca foundations.


Day 1


Begin by flying into Lima, the capital of Peru. Most planes arrive here at night, so you’ll have the choice of either staying at a Lima hotel or hanging out at the airport for an early-morning flight to Cusco. Arrange with your hotel ahead of time for transport from Cusco to Ollantaytambo or Urubamba, villages in the Sacred Valley that are lower in elevation than Cusco, which is better for adjusting to the altitude.


Day 2


On Day 2 settle in, acclimatize, and explore your surroundings. In Pisac, see the Inca ruins, which include a sun temple and fortress complex. Then hike down the mountain back into town to take in the market and dine in the main square. Spend the night in Pisac. (Skip this day as necessary to save time, and go to Day 4.)
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Pisac’s Inca ruins





Day 3


Now that you understand your immediate surroundings, head out and explore farther afield. An excellent option is to visit the weaving village of Chinchero before hiking or mountain biking from the enigmatic circular Inca terraces at Moray to the crystallized salt mines at Salineras. Descend to the Sacred Valley for transport to Ollantaytambo, which has plenty of good restaurants for dinner. Spend the night in Ollantaytambo. (Skip this day for time if necessary, and go to Day 4.)
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looking down at the ruins of Ollantaytambo





Day 4


In Ollantaytambo, explore the ruins in the early morning to beat the rush. Head first to the Temple of the Sun just above town. It’s a great place to understand the layout of both Ollantaytambo and the Sacred Valley, and you can see where the Inca and Spanish battled for control. In the afternoon, go on a 1.5-hour hike to the Inca granaries just outside the town, where you can explore more ruins and gain splendid views of Ollantaytambo.


Day 5


Take a train from Ollantaytambo to Aguas Calientes, and from there catch a shuttle bus to Machu Picchu in time for your appointed entry hour. After your guided tour, head off to climb the nearby peak of Huayna Picchu (Huayna Picchu entry must be purchased in advance) and explore the Temple of the Moon.


In the afternoon, return to Aguas Calientes for a late lunch and a mug of coca tea. Then board the train to Ollantaytambo followed by a comfortable tourist bus back to Cusco.


Day 6


Now that you’re used to Cusco’s altitude of 3,400 meters (11,155 ft), you can walk this city’s cobblestoned streets all day long. Start with a morning walk through the neighborhood of San Blas and see the Inca sun temple of Coricancha. Save the afternoon for visiting other museums and art galleries.


Day 7


Choose between shopping, exploring more museums and churches, or just relaxing in Cusco. Or take a walk above town and visit the ruins of Q’enqo and Sacsayhuamán, the Inca fortress overlooking Cusco. For more suggestions on Cusco.




Inca Ruins


Visiting smaller Inca sites en route to Machu Picchu provides some helpful context.


• Pisac Ruins: What’s unique about Pisac’s ruins, apart from their extraordinary beauty, is their range. Here you will find not only religious Inca architecture, but also residential, agricultural, and military structures.
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the Pisac ruins





• Ollantaytambo Temple: Second in importance only to Machu Picchu, Ollantaytambo includes some of the Inca’s best stonework, including a series of ceremonial baths, elegant trapezoidal doorways, and a sun temple that faces the rising sun. If you only have time to see one other site on the way to Machu Picchu, Ollantaytambo is a good option not only due to the ruins, but also because it is one of the last living Inca cities.


• Sacsayhuamán: This stone fortress of huge zigzag walls, carved from stone blocks weighing hundreds of tons, was the scene of the Inca’s last stand in Cusco.





Day 8


Fly from Cusco to Lima early in the morning. Since most planes depart for North America around midnight, you’ll have a day in Lima to explore. Start in central Lima on the Plaza de Armas to see the Catedral de Lima, Palacio Arzobispal de Lima, Palacio del Gobierno, and the catacombs at Santo Domingo. If you’re hungry and want to shop, skip downtown Lima and head straight to the swanky neighborhood of Miraflores for a ceviche lunch overlooking the Pacific Ocean and an interesting variety of museums, shops, and art galleries. For more suggestions on Lima. In the evening, head back to the airport for the flight home.



Trekking Guide



Most travelers to Peru think there is just one option for trekking to Machu Picchu—the four-day Inca Trail—but now there are at least four ways to hike to the Inca citadel. The following treks are the best ways to make a pilgrimage to the lost city of the Inca.


When to Go


The traditional trekking season in Peru is May-August, but the best weather is June and July. Avoid the last week in July, when Peru’s hotels are often booked solid for the Fiestas Patrias (Independence Day) celebration around July 28. On the Inca Trail, you will encounter fewer people during the months of April, May, September, and October. These “shoulder months” are the best times to trek in Peru, as they are outside of both the rainiest months (December-March) and the busiest tourist months (June-August). April and May, and even March if you don’t mind an occasional rainstorm, are especially scenic because the rainy season has just ended and the highlands are lush and green.


Acclimatization


Plan for at least 3-4 days to acclimatize before heading out on a trek anywhere in Andean Peru. The Inca Trail has two passes of approximately 4,000 meters (13,123 ft), and you will tackle these far better if you are physically ready to do so.


Acclimatize by sleeping low and hiking high. A great way to acclimatize in the Cusco area is to spend your first few days in the Sacred Valley and then hike up out of the valley floor from places like Pisac, Urubamba, and Ollantaytambo.


Inca Trail


Peru is one of the world’s top trekking destinations, and the Inca Trail is Peru’s number one trek. Beginning in the high Andes with views of sparkling glaciers, the Inca Trail passes a dozen major Inca ruins before plunging into the cloud forest toward Machu Picchu.
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hiking the Inca Trail
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exploring Machu Picchu
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Salcantay trail





PLANNING FOR THE INCA TRAIL


The Inca Trail is the only trek in Peru where all trekkers must hike with a licensed guide and where there is a limit of 500 people per day. These rules are a result of the Inca Trail’s popularity and the impact that tens of thousands of trekkers have had on its stone trail and the surrounding ecosystem. For the Inca Trail, your only option is to sign up with a licensed agency—and sign up early—a year in advance to hike it in high season and four months for the rest of the year.


As a result of these new rules, Inca Trail prices have increased from as low as US$90 in 2000 to a minimum of US$600 today for the four-day trip. Local agencies no longer offer last-minute Inca Trail trips; bookings are now done almost exclusively online because the trail’s licensed operators have to confirm all reservations several months in advance. To check the official departure availability, visit the website www.machupicchu.gob.pe. If a date you want is already booked, it’s still worth checking with agencies, as they often have cancellations.


FOUR-DAY INCA TRAIL


This hike, which threads two 4,000-meter (13,123-ft) passes on the way from the high Andes to the cloud forest, has become a signature experience for arriving at Machu Picchu. The first and third days contain moderate hikes, while the second day is the toughest and the fourth day is a short hike to Machu Picchu followed by the full ruins tour.


TWO-DAY INCA TRAIL


If camping is not for you, or you are short on time, try the abbreviated version of the Inca Trail. Trekkers start farther down the trail in order to take in the final set of spectacular ruins at Wiñay Wayna and enter Machu Picchu at dawn and through the Sun Gate. You spend your first day hiking the Inca Trail and seeing ruins and your first night sleeping in a hotel in Aguas Calientes, at the base of Machu Picchu. The second day is spent exploring Machu Picchu.




High Adventure in the Sacred Valley


The Sacred Valley has a rich history of conquest and exploration written across a landscape that attracts modern-day adventurers. The altiplano, or high plain, stretches in all directions with endless possibilities for mountain biking, hiking, and horseback riding. The whole area is rich with off-the-beaten-path routes that lead to seldom-visited ruins, Quechua-speaking villages, and breathtaking scenery.


MOUNTAIN BIKING


Moray and Salineras


Hop on a mountain bike at the highland village of Maras and cruise across green grasslands to the concentric Inca terraces at Moray. From here, head down a technical single-track past the salt mines of Salineras and keep cruising until you get to Ollantaytambo.
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concentric terraces at Moray





Q’enqo and Sacsayhuamán


Explore Inca ruins by mountain bike just outside Cusco. Bike from the shrine of Q’enqo to the hilltop fortress Sacsayhuamán, 1 kilometer (0.6 mi) apart.


HORSEBACK RIDING


Urubamba


If you’ve never ridden a caballo de paso, get ready for the unbelievably smooth gait of this world-famous horse. Head to Wayra at the Sol y Luna Hotel, outside Urubamba, to saddle up with a guide and head out on a ride of your choice.


RAFTING


Río Apurímac


Head out on a three-day rafting trip on the upper section of the Río Apurímac. Run Class IV rapids, float past pre-Inca ruins, and camp out on the remote banks of this wild river.


CLIMBING


Via Ferrata


Go rock climbing up the 400-meter (1,312-ft) face of the Via Ferrata, located in Pacha between Urubamba and Ollantaytambo.





Other Treks


PLANNING FOR OTHER TREKS


Any other trek in Peru, including the Salcantay alternative route to Machu Picchu, has a couple of planning options. The easiest, and most expensive, is to sign up with a reputable agency and let it take care of all the details. But you can also custom-design a trip and then hire an agency to take care of logistics such as transport, food, lodging, porters, cooks, and certified guides. If you can find a reliable trekking or climbing guide, available for US$80-110 per day, he or she can organize all these details for you for an extra fee. Or you can do it all on your own, which is complicated to negotiate properly but possible if you speak Spanish and are experienced at trekking.
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trekkers on the Inca Trail





FIVE-DAY SALCANTAY TREK


While the trek past sacred Nevado Salcantay, a 6,000-plus-meter (19,685-ft) peak, does not contain the stone paths and ruins of the Inca Trail, this five-day trek offers a wilderness experience and spectacular views of the surrounding snow-covered peaks. It’s also far less expensive than the Inca Trail, and trekkers are free to travel independently (unlike on the Inca Trail, where all hikers must sign up with a licensed agency). The trek is longer and higher than the Inca Trail, but sustainable eco-lodges have been built along the Salcantay route to allow trekkers to travel fast and light and stay in relative comfort.


INCA JUNGLE TRAIL


This multi-activity option is a good choice for backpackers on a budget. What it lacks in Inca ruins it makes up for with wonderful cloud forest scenery. The route enters Machu Picchu from the high mountains and cloud forests on its downstream side. Participants are first transported to the Abra Málaga (4,300 m/14,108 ft), a high pass into the jungle, for a stunning mountain bike descent from the alpine zone to lush cloud forest nearly 3,000 meters (9,843 ft) below. From here, trekkers camp and then head out the second day on a cloud forest trek to Santa Teresa, a riverside village. On the third day, hikers head up the Río Urubamba to Aguas Calientes.


Trekking Logistics


AGENCIES AND GUIDES


The motto “you get what you pay for” is especially true when it comes to hiring a trekking agency or guide. If you skimp on an agency, you can be guaranteed the agency will either skimp on you (poor food, no bathroom tent), the porters (low wages, no health care), or the environment (pit latrines, no regard for Leave No Trace principles). Go with an established, well-recommended agency. for more information about tour companies.



ON YOUR OWN



Because of the altitude, most groups end up hiring a porter to carry loads on donkeys or llamas. It’s hard to enjoy the scenery while hiking with a full pack at Peru’s altitudes, no matter how fit you are. There are other reasons to hire a porter: It is a great cultural experience, helps the local economy, and makes your trip safer—porters often know the routes as well (or better) than a mountain guide, can provide evacuation support, and can serve as camp guards.


Porters will expect you to pay their wages the day that they return to the main town, usually the day after the end of your trek. This means that for a four-day trek, you will pay the porter five days of wages.


Groups usually hire a cook, too. Peru’s cooks pack in fruit, vegetables, sacks of rice, and often a live chicken or two.


Pay the people you hire fairly and treat them with respect. You are their employer, so you are ultimately responsible for their health and safety. These are some standard daily wages: US$8 for every mule, US$15 for camp guardian, US$25 for a porter, and US$25-30 for a cook. Also, you are expected to provide shelter and food for your cook and porters.


If you are on your own, you will have to negotiate the entry and grazing fees that Andean communities increasingly charge trekking groups that pass through their lands. The fees change rapidly and, in general, are relatively minor. Grazing fees are generally around US$2-5 per horse. Inquire with an agency about fees ahead of time.


MAPS AND GEAR


Most people who are trekking or climbing on their own bring all their own gear, but high-quality equipment can be rented for affordable prices in Cusco and Huaraz. Email agencies ahead of time for reservations and prices.


Peru’s tropical sun is intense, so bring strong sunscreen, a sun hat, sunglasses with UV protection, and a long-sleeved shirt. Most trekkers use trekking poles for descending the scree slopes and steep trails. The weather is cold, but extreme storms are rare in the dry months May-September. Bringing plenty of layers, including waterproof ones, is essential. On most Peru treks, sleeping bags rated for 0°F and thermal long underwear or fleece pants are fine.
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pack horses on the Salcantay route





Pretty much all supplies, with the exception of freeze-dried food, are available in markets in Cusco. You’ll find pasta, powdered soup, cheese, powdered milk, beef jerky, dried fruit, and more.


White gas (bencina blanca) is sold at hardware stores along Calle Plateros in Cusco and at numerous places in Huaraz and Caraz. Get a shop recommendation from an agency or gear store to ensure you find the highest-quality gas, and fire up your stove before you go to make sure everything works. Remember that airlines sometimes reject travelers with camp stoves and fuel bottles that have been previously used. It’s best to travel with a new stove and bottles, if at all possible.


HAZARDS AND PRECAUTIONS


While the vast majority of trekkers to the Cusco and Huaraz areas never encounter any safety threats, the more popular trekking areas have seen an increase in theft. If you leave your camp for a day hike, make sure to leave behind a camp guardian, such as a porter. Minimize the impact by bringing the minimum of valuables and only enough cash for the duration of your trek.


The main hazards of trekking in Peru, however, are straightforward: sun, altitude, and cold. If you protect yourself from the sun, acclimatize properly, and have the right gear, you will have a great time.


Two Days in Cusco


For the Incas, Cusco was the center of the world from where they expanded their vast empire across western South America. While it’s a gateway to Machu Picchu and other ancient ruins, the city is just as splendid in its own right. There is the history, as seen in its ornate churches and Inca walls. There is good shopping for artisan products and alpaca clothing. And increasingly, there are great restaurants and fun nightlife. Because of its altitude, we recommend visiting Cusco after Machu Picchu and the Sacred Valley to better acclimatize.


Day 1


After buying your boleto turístico (tourist ticket), which covers admission to 16 sites, or a circuit ticket, which is less expensive and covers more limited sites (if you’re planning to be more selective in your sightseeing), head to the Plaza de Armas to start your day with a visit to Cusco’s churches. First, step inside Cusco’s baroque cathedral, famous for its gold decorations and Last Supper painting with a guinea pig served for dinner. On the right of the cathedral is the Iglesia de Jesús María (1733) and on the left the Iglesia del Triunfo (1539), the first Christian church in Cusco. The last church to visit is the 17th-century Iglesia de la Compañía, which was built by the Jesuits on top of the palace of Inca Huayna Cápac.


Before lunch, head up the alley to the left of the cathedral to the Museo Inka, a colonial home with Inca ceramics, textiles, and mummies. Farther up the alley is the Museo de Arte Precolombino (MAP), which has an impressive collection of ceramics, painting, and jewelry made of silver and gold.


For lunch, head over to Nuna Raymi to try some Peruvian dishes. After a cup of coca tea, check out the 12-angled Inca stone and then wander among the cobblestone streets of the San Blas neighborhood, where many artisan families have shops. Try Artesanía Mendívil for religious sculptures and Centro de Textiles Tradicionales del Cusco for high-quality textiles.


For dinner, relax at the Inka Grill, an excellent choice for Novoandino cuisine. For a drink, head to Paddy Flaherty’s Irish Pub, or if you’re looking to party, try any of the bars on the Plaza de Armas.




The Sacred Steps of the Inca


Step designs are found everywhere in important Inca ruins and are versions of the chacana, a sacred Andean symbol similar to the Christian crucifix. The chacana is the key to understanding the spiritual beliefs of the Inca, which are alive and well today in the syncretic Catholic belief systems of Peru’s Andean people. The chacana is based on the Southern Cross, a constellation revered by the Inca.


The Andean Cross, or Cruz Andina, is a combination of two figures: an equal-armed cross that indicates the four corners of the Inca world (north, south, east, and west) and a superimposed square indicating the four elements of Inca cosmology (water, air, earth, and fire).


The three steps on each side of the chacana correspond to the three levels of the Inca universe. The bottom step is the underworld (uku pacha), associated with serpents, death, and the wisdom of ancestors. The middle step is the earth (kay pacha) and relates to everyday human life, pumas, and life energy. And the top level is the sky or heavens (hanan pacha), linked to condors, stars, virtuous beings, and gods.


The chacana shows up in the different ruins in the area, and you will also see the chacana symbol displayed in art and jewelry everywhere in Cusco.


• Pisac: There is the top half of a chacana symbol in front of Pisac’s Intihuatana, the sacred stone pillar used to measure the sun’s movement. Above the chacana, sculpted out of rock, is another stone pillar that is easy to miss if you aren’t looking for it. During the June 21 winter solstice, the sun casts a shadow from this pillar that hits the chacana. The resulting shadow completes the bottom half of the chacana and marks the beginning of the harvest season.


• Ollantaytambo: The famous walls of Ollantaytambo’s Temple of the Sun are decorated with faint step patterns of the chacana. At the foot of the temple, the Princess Baths are a sequence of fountains decorated with elaborate chacana symbols.


• Machu Picchu: Chacana step patterns are found throughout the ruins, most notably at the Funerary Rock, Intihuatana, and Royal Tomb.
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chacana steps at Machu Picchu’s Royal Tomb





• Q’enqo and Sacsayhuamán: These two ruins, near each other on the outskirts of Cusco, both feature prominent rock outcroppings carved with chacana steps. Below Sacsayhuamán is a cave with a chacana-shaped entrance.





Day 2


Get up early and grab a taxi or bus to the Inca ruins just outside Cusco. Depending on how you’re feeling, you can start at the farthest ruin, Tambomachay, known as the Inca’s Bath, and walk 8 kilometers (5 mi) back down into Cusco, visiting along the way Puka Pukara, known as the Inca’s “red fort”; the shrine of Q’enqo; and Sacsayhuamán, which is the must-see fortress and the best of the four ruins. A shorter walk starts at Q’enqo and includes Sacsayhuamán.
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Cusco’s cathedral





After the vigorous morning, you’ll be hungry. Try Incanto, which has Italian and fusion dishes. After a rest, walk over to Coricancha and Santo Domingo, where the Spaniards built a Dominican church on top of the foundations of the Inca sun temple. For a music-and-dance show, check out Centro Qosqo de Arte Nativo, and then go for a late dinner at Limo for Peruvian fusion with a great view over the Plaza de Armas. If you still have energy afterward, try some Peruvian craft beer at Nuevo Mundo, or catch some live music at Ukukus.



Two Days in Lima



The Peruvian capital is a modern megacity known for its colonial history, delicious cuisine, and great nightlife.


Day 1


Head to central Lima, which is jammed full of interesting colonial houses, churches, and museums. After visiting the Plaza de Armas, do a tour of the Casa de Aliaga, a half block from the plaza. Afterward, check out the Santo Domingo church, and then walk upriver along Ancash to Desamparados, Lima’s old train station. Peek inside and then head a few doors down to the Museo de Sitio Bodega y Quadra. Continue down Ancash and you’ll reach San Francisco, the 16th-century convent best known for its catacombs, or public cemetery.
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Plaza de Armas





After a tour of San Francisco, walk back toward the Plaza de Armas, stopping at the historic El Cordano for a quick drink. Back on the Plaza de Armas, walk six or so blocks to Plaza San Martín along a commercial walkway, where you’ll find a statue honoring Argentine liberator José de San Martín.


By this point you’re probably thinking of lunch. Grab a taxi to Miraflores and the elegant Huaca Pucllana restaurant, next to the ancient adobe and clay pyramid of the same name. Or ask the driver to take you to the Museo Larco in Pueblo Libre. At Larco, pay your entrance fee and go to the excellent restaurant in the back. After lunch, admire the museum’s collection of textiles and ceramics.


In the evening, find out what all the fuss is about Peruvian cuisine. Put on some long pants and head out to one of Lima’s top restaurants, like Astrid y Gastón Casa Moreyra or Central. After an unforgettable meal, finish the day off with some live music. If you’re in the mood for a show of Peruvian folkloric dance, go to Brisas del Titicaca. If you want jazz, try Jazz Zone.




Peruvian Cuisine


Peruvian food has won international attention for its rich diversity and flavor. Here are just a few of the Peruvian specialties. Keep in mind that some—like the raw seafood dish ceviche—are best on the coast where the fish is fresh, rather than in the highlands.


These dishes are served at almost all Peruvian restaurants:


• Ají de gallina is a chicken stew in a hot and creamy yellow sauce, often served with potatoes and an egg.


• Causa limeña is a creamy potato dish that often includes chicken or seafood, along with avocado and other vegetables in the middle.


• Lomo saltado is a beef stir-fry served with french fries and rice.


• Papa rellena are stuffed potatoes with meat.


• Pollo a la brasa, flavorful rotisserie chicken with a heaping side of french fries, is also a favorite among Peruvians.


• Tallarin verde, a green Peruvian spaghetti pesto, is a great option for pasta.


Other dishes are more regional. In Cusco, many restaurants serve cuy, or guinea pig, as well as alpaca steaks. Another specialty in the highlands is pachamanca, where chicken, lamb, beef, and other meats and vegetables are cooked in an oven in the ground. Wait until you get back to Lima for ceviche.


For drinks, the most popular is the pisco sour, the cocktail made from the grape brandy pisco. Another great pisco drink is the chilcano, a mix of pisco and ginger ale. Chicha, or chicha de jora, is a traditional, alcoholic drink made from maize. Chicha morada is a popular non-alcoholic juice made from purple corn. Also worth a try is Inca Kola, a yellow, bubble gum-tasting soft drink that competes with Coca-Cola in Peru. While in Cusco, also be sure to have a hot cup of coca tea in the morning and evening to warm up and help with altitude sickness.
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pisco sour








Day 2


Your second day in Lima starts with a stroll along the Miraflores malecón, the elegant promenade overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Enjoy the green parks perched on top of the seaside cliffs. After, walk a few blocks to Parque Kennedy, where artists display their paintings during the weekends. Next, grab a taxi for the short ride to the Museo de la Nación, a large museum that provides a good layout of Peru’s archaeological history.
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mosaic benches along the malecón in Miraflores





Grab an early lunch and beat the lines. Try ceviche at Punto Azul, which also serves heaping plates of other seafood, or Pescados Capitales. After your meal, take a cab to Barranco, Lima’s bohemian district. Get off at its main plaza and wander its streets lined with beautiful old mansions. Walk over to the romantic Puente de los Suspiros (Bridge of Sighs). A short walk on the cobblestone pathway underneath the bridge will take you to the sea. At night, stay in Barranco. For a rowdy night among locals, go to a peña, like La Candelaría. For some live music, check out La Noche.





The Sacred Valley



HIGHLIGHTS


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Pisac and Vicinity


SIGHTS


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


SHOPPING


FOOD


ACCOMMODATIONS


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


SIDE TRIPS


YUCAY


Urubamba and Vicinity


RECREATION


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


SHOPPING


FOOD


ACCOMMODATIONS


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


MORAY AND SALINERAS


Ollantaytambo and Vicinity


HISTORY


SIGHTS


RECREATION


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


SHOPPING


FOOD


ACCOMMODATIONS


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


PATACANCHA




[image: image]


view of the fertile Sacred Valley







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Discover the Diverse Range of Inca Architecture: Apart from their extraordinary beauty, the Pisac ruins are unique because they comprise religious, residential, agricultural, and military structures (click here).


S Hike, Bike, or Ride on Horseback to Moray and Salineras: Head out on an active, gorgeous introductory tour of the Sacred Valley to explore a complex of concentric agricultural terraces and a centuries-old salt mine (click here).
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S See Some of the Incas’ Best Stonework: Second in importance only to Machu Picchu, Ollantaytambo Temple includes striking agricultural terracing, a series of ceremonial baths, elegant trapezoidal doorways, and a temple that faces the rising sun (click here).


S Hike to Inca Granaries: A moderate, 1.5-hour hike offers spectacular views of Ollantaytambo, its gleaming sun temple, and interesting grain storehouses (click here).
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Pisac ruins
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the salt mines at Salineras.








Gazing upon this astonishing valley, it’s no surprise that the Inca considered it sacred—an earthly reflection of the Milky Way galaxy.


While stargazers can debate the intricacies of Inca astronomy, what is beyond doubt is the fertility of the Sacred Valley. As Cusco was considered the navel of the world by the Inca, the Sacred Valley was the breadbasket and the Río Urubamba that flows through it the lifeblood. The valley’s warm climate and sunbaked red granite hills have always been ideal for agriculture, and this region continues to keep Cusco well fed with myriad varieties of vegetables and grains.


The Sacred Valley runs roughly from Pisac to Ollantaytambo and beyond to Piscacucho before plunging toward the cloud forests around Machu Picchu and the jungle farther on. The climate is perfect: warmer than the chilly, thin air of Cusco and, crucially, below 3,000 meters (9,843 ft), so altitude sickness is less of a factor. Inca palaces, fortresses, and sun temples dot this valley, along with charming Andean villages that produce and sell some of the country’s finest handicrafts. Along with Machu Picchu and Cusco, the Sacred Valley is at the top of Peru’s must-see list.
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Two of the most interesting destinations in the Sacred Valley are the Inca villages of Pisac and Ollantaytambo. Pisac has always been well known for its daily handicrafts market, which gets busy on Sunday, Tuesday, and Thursday. But the market is not what it used to be, and the important Inca ruins in the hills above town are arguably a bigger draw. These ruins offer an interesting window into Inca life because they combine religious, civilian, and military architecture in a single location.


Ollantaytambo is Peru’s best example of a living Inca village, where people still reside in graceful Inca homes and employ the same waterways used by their ancestors 500 years ago. Ollantaytambo’s sun temple towers above town and contains Inca stonework as impressive as that found in Cusco and Machu Picchu, and it is the second most impressive Inca site in Peru.


Most Inca architecture, especially in the Sacred Valley, was built with the movements of the sun and stars in mind. The temple-fortresses of Pisac and Ollantaytambo both correspond precisely to lunar and solar events. Moray, an area of terraced natural depressions, was probably designed to use sun and shade as part of an agricultural laboratory. The Inca went to great effort to redirect the Río Urubamba into a stone channel—to maximize farming land, but also probably to reflect the shape of the Milky Way. The great care the Inca took in aligning buildings with the sun, moon, and stars reflects their vision of the Sacred Valley as a sacred, celestial landscape.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Most visitors rush through the Sacred Valley, taking in all the sites in quick succession via a tour bus; but this standard Sacred Valley tour from Cusco is far from ideal, whisking visitors to the Pisac ruins and market, Urubamba, and the Ollantaytambo ruins in a single day. To really appreciate the region, 2-3 days is recommended. Traveling around is easy, with good roads and lots of inexpensive transportation options.


Ollantaytambo makes a good base for exploring the Sacred Valley. It’s the best-preserved Inca village in Peru and has many affordable accommodation options. Spending the night here allows for time to enjoy the town in the evening after most tourists leave. It’s also most convenient for traveling to and from Machu Picchu, thanks to its train station that links to Aguas Calientes, the town at Machu Picchu’s base. If you can afford to spend a little more on accommodations, however, consider using Urubamba as your base; although less appealing a town than Ollantaytambo, it has the best hotels in the Sacred Valley. It’s also the valley’s most centrally located town, meaning you’ll need to make shorter trips to explore both Ollantaytambo and Pisac, which flank it.


With the influx of tourists in recent years, the Sacred Valley can get very busy. To avoid the crowds, travel outside of the summer high season and visit September-November or April-May, when the weather is still typically dry. Plan your day staying mindful of bus tours: Buses with day-trippers coming from Cusco arrive in Pisac in the morning, stop off for lunch in Urubamba, and spend the afternoon in Ollantaytambo before returning to the former Inca capital; so consider visiting Ollantaytambo in the morning and Pisac in the afternoon.


To visit the sites in the Sacred Valley, you’ll need the boleto turístico ($40 adults, US$20 for students under age 26 with ISIC card)—which covers admission to 16 sites, around Cusco and in the Sacred Valley, for 10 days—or a Circuit 3 ticket ($20), which covers admission to Pisac, Ollantaytambo, Moray, and Chinchero only, for 2 days (click here). It makes sense to buy the boleto turístico if you’re also planning on visiting Cusco sites such as Sacsayhuamán. These tickets can be purchased in Cusco before you leave for the valley, or at the entrance to any of the relevant ruins. If you plan to buy on-site, make sure you have cash in Peru’s sol currency, as credit cards and foreign currencies aren’t accepted.



Pisac and Vicinity



Pisac is an attractive Andean town with a pleasant center and the most important Inca ruins in the Sacred Valley besides Ollantaytambo. A bigger draw for tourists used to be the Pisac market, but its popularity has waned, not least because similar wares can be found all over the Sacred Valley. Some day tours now bypass the market altogether. The town still swells with day-trippers on Sunday, Tuesday, and Thursday mornings but is very quiet later in the day. Aside from the market, there is little to see in Pisac itself, but it is a very agreeable town in which to spend a few hours.
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1: the Inca fortress above Pisac 2: wide, sweeping Inca terraces near Pisac





The Inca fortress above town contains a rare combination of residential, military, and religious construction that sheds light on the daily life of the Inca. In the high plains beyond the fortress, there are remote villages that can be reached only on foot. Several hotels lead trips into the surrounding countryside to visit these Quechuan villages, spectacular mountain lakes, and the remote ruins of Cuyo Chico and Cuyo Grande.


SIGHTS


Pisac Market


Pisac used to be one of the biggest artesanía markets in South America, but it is quieter than it used to be. The market begins every day at 9am when the first tour buses arrive from Cusco and winds down around 5pm when the last tourists leave. The town’s main square is filled with stalls selling the full range of Peruvian artesanías: carved gourds (mates burilados), ceramics, felt hats, alpaca sweaters and mittens, musical instruments, paintings, antiques, a huge variety of trinkets, and, most of all, weavings and jewelry. Even if you are not buying, the café balconies overlooking the market offer superb people-watching as hundreds of camera-toting tourists haggle with Quechua-speaking merchants. Quality tends to be in the low to middle range—the good stuff is found in the homes of the artesanos themselves or in upscale city galleries—but, after a bit of bargaining, prices can be very reasonable, especially if buying in quantity.


More interesting is the authentic Sunday market, when campesinos from surrounding villages set up a barter market, or mercado de treque, which is an ancient Peruvian custom and an interesting example of the informal economies upon which highlanders depend. Quechua-speaking people sit behind piles of vegetables in one corner of the square. They sell these products to buy essentials (salt, sugar, kerosene, matches, and medicines) but also trade to acquire other foods, such as oranges from the Quillabamba Valley. It exists side by side with the Pisac market but ends by 3pm so that villagers can walk home before dark. Also on Sunday only, Masses in Quechua are held at 6am and 11am in San Pedro Apóstol de Pisac, the colonial church on the main square that was rebuilt after the 1950 earthquake. The church has Inca foundations and an interesting collection of colonial paintings.


Depending on your interest, plan to spend an hour at the market.



S Pisac Ruins



Pisac is one of the valley’s few great Inca ruins that features all types of architecture—agricultural, hydraulic, military, residential, and religious. Little is known for certain about Pisac’s precise function, and there is no mention of it in Spanish chronicles, perhaps because it was never used by the Inca in their battles against the invaders. However, it probably began as a military garrison to guard against incursion from the Anti people, who occupied the easternmost corner of the empire known as Antisuyo (present-day Paucartambo and the Manu jungle). Inca emperor Pachacútec probably built Pisac’s imperial architecture and may have used it as a royal residence, while the temples indicate that Pisac also had religious status.


There are several ways to see the Pisac ruins (7am-6pm, entry with boleto turístico or Circuit 3 ticket), but the most popular is to take a taxi (US$10) up the 8-kilometer (5-mi) highway to one of the main entrances. There are two primary entrances to the ruins, where you need to present or purchase your boleto turístico or circuit ticket. If taking the steep walk from town, you arrive at the terraces at Andenes Acchapata and can climb up toward the Intihuatana, the ceremonial center, and the agricultural and urban zones. If you take a taxi, you’ll enter the ruins from the parking area next to the main entrance at Qantus Raccay, one of three residential areas in Pisac. It is composed of rough stone buildings, walls with niches, and small squares. These were probably military garrisons and, in the style of a medieval castle, shelter for villagers in times of war. From here you can appreciate some of the best views of the terraces of Pisac—there are 500 in total. Corn was grown on the lower terraces, potatoes in the middle, and quinoa grain on the high terraces. To the right, embedded in the hillside, is a huge Inca cemetery with some 3,500 tombs, although the mummies are long gone.


An Inca trail traverses the hillside, arrives at a small pass, then heads up and over a rocky summit to the sun temple. At the pass, four purification baths flow with water brought down from a lake at 4,500 meters (14,764 ft). On the other side of the pass to the left, a 10-minute detour around the corner reveals Inca buttresses, which were once spanned by a hanging bridge made of plant fibers.


The main path crosses through a military wall with a perfect trapezoidal door, known as the Door of the Serpent. Above is the second residential area, Hanam P’isaq (upper Pisac). The path now climbs up steep staircases and niches carved out of the rock itself, alongside a cliff and through the Q’alla Q’asa (Split Rock) tunnel. Faced with a vertical rock face, Inca engineers decided to enlarge a rock fissure and bore through the entire cliff—how they did this, with no iron or steel implements, remains a mystery.


The best view of the Intihuatana, which means “sun calendar” in Quechua, is from above. Like the sun temple at Machu Picchu, the Intihuatana is an oval building of perfect masonry encasing a votive rock. The pillar atop the rock was used to track the sun’s movements, and, fascinatingly, the sun rises precisely above one peak to the east on June 21 and another on December 21. The walls of five other temples surround this one, including one that was probably devoted to the moon. To the right is a series of restored baths that flow into an underground canal. In front of the Intihuatana is a sacred chacana (Inca cross).


Off the easier trail back to the main entrance of the ruins is P’isaqa, the third and finest residential area, with its own ritual bath. These were probably homes for the elite, as opposed to the military garrisons closer to the pass. Most people head back at this point to the main entrance, though there are two trails from here that make a pleasant two-hour walk back to Pisac. One descends directly to the Río Quitamayo, with spectacular views, while the other drops through the lookout towers of Corihuayrachina and an area of steep terracing. Both trails merge on the other side of the river for the final descent into town.




Natural High: Coca Tea


The coca plant’s bad reputation is rather unfair. Although its most lucrative use involves refining its alkaloids into cocaine, the most natural use of the leaves is as a refreshing and useful drink.


Mate de coca is a very popular tea in the Andes, renowned for its medicinal properties and ability to combat altitude sickness. The tea itself can be made with tea bags, but it’s better with fresh leaves. It looks and tastes a little like Japanese green tea but sweeter. Amusingly, just like decaffeinated coffee, de-cocainized tea does exist, although it’s hard to find. Coca tea containing alkaloids remains illegal in the United States, so you are inviting trouble if you attempt to take any back with you.


Although coca tea’s effectiveness in combating altitude sickness has not been scientifically proven, the stimulant seems to help oxygenate the blood and ease discomfort. The average cup contains approximately 4 milligrams of alkaloids, so it is mildly stimulating. As a guide, a line of cocaine contains 20 milligrams, so five cups of coca tea could conceivably get you a little high.


Coca tea is available at most grocery stores and restaurants, including at hotels and airports. You can also buy the leaves for chewing at markets.





Allow 1.5-2 hours to see the ruins and another 2 hours to walk downhill all the way back to town (or take a taxi for US$8).


Museo Comunitario de Pisac


Museo Comunitario de Pisac (Amazonas and Federico Zamalloa, cell tel. 974-757-466, 8am-1pm and 2pm-5pm Sun.-Fri., free) is located southeast of Pisac’s center and exhibits traditional textiles and a small collection of ceramics from the Pisac ruins. The highlight is the exhibition of Inca mummies. You can spend up to an hour here.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


There are no discos in Pisac, but the cafés around the square serve beer and cocktails.


Pisac’s big festival is Fiesta de la Virgen del Carmen, which begins on July 15 and runs for five days. The first day includes a horse-riding contest followed by a series of religious processions and dances.


SHOPPING


Apart from the Pisac market, there are crafts shops open all week long (10am-9pm daily) on all the main streets leading from the square, especially Mariscal Castilla, San Francisco, and Bolognesi. Contemporary art is sold in the first floor of the Mullu Cafe (Plaza de Armas 352, tel. 084/20-3073, 9am-10pm daily).


FOOD


Peruvian


The best place for trout in Pisac is Restaurant Doña Clorinda (La Rinconada, beside Hotel Paz, tel. 084/20-3051, 9am-5pm daily, US$4-6), a five-minute taxi ride from the city center. It has a large menu with soups, pastas, and steak and pork dishes.


The gourmet option in town is Cuchara de Palo (Plaza de Armas, tel. 084/20-3062, www.cucharadepalorestaurant.com, 7:30am-9pm daily, US$5-15), inside Pisac Inn. The atmosphere (bright green walls and tree-trunk tables) and the food are all natural. Vegetarians should try the quinoa chaufa (fried quinoa), and meat eaters should go for lomo saltado.


Cafés, Bakeries, and Ice Cream


S Ulrike’s Café (Pardo 613, tel. 084/20-3195, 7am-9pm daily, US$5-8) offers a lunch menu, vegetarian options, and pizza. Ulrike Simic, the German owner of this playful establishment, makes a delectable array of cheesecakes, including chocolate chip, coffee, and lemon. The colorful walls and laid-back atmosphere make this the perfect respite on busy market days.


S Tierra Bistro (corner of Grau and Arequipa, cell tel. 974-213-502, 11am-7pm Mon. and Wed.-Thurs., noon-8pm Fri.-Sun., US$7) offers fresh, organic dishes in a cozy interior with views of a botanical garden. There are good pizzas and salads, as well as a cream of vegetable soup and mushroom stews.


Mullu Cafe (Plaza de Armas 352, tel. 084/20-3073, 9am-10pm daily, US$7) has the most diverse menu in town. Billed as an Asian fusion restaurant, it has an interesting collection of contemporary art on the first floor and a café with nice market views on the second. The menu blends Peruvian, Asian, and international dishes, including Thai curry, tahine lamb stew, and Kashmiri ravioli.


Blue Llama Café (Plaza de Armas, tel. 084/20-3135, 8am-7pm daily, US$5) offers good food and service. Great coffee, brownies, and pancakes go down well early in the day, and soups and mains such as teriyaki chicken, pot roast, and trout are good for dinner. It’s a comfy place to hang out with a book or friends.


Migas del Valle (Federico Zamalloa s/n, cell tel. 991-161-551, 9:30am-5:30pm daily, US$4) is an artisan bakery with the best fresh loaves in Pisac and a small but good selection of desserts.


Markets


The best supermarket is Sofis Market (Bolognesi s/n, tel. 084/20-3017, 6:30am-10pm daily).


ACCOMMODATIONS


US$10-25


The best budget option in town is Hostel Kinsa Ccocha (Arequipa 307, tel. 084/20-3101, US$15 s, US$25 with private bath), a block from the Plaza de Armas, which has several plain, clean rooms with shared or private baths. Ask for one of the newer rooms; they have higher ceilings.


US$25-50


Hospedaje Samana Wasi (Plaza de Armas 509, tel. 084/79-9290, www.samanawasi.com, US$34 s, US$50 d with private bath) offers small rooms overlooking the plaza with shared or private bathrooms and a restaurant with a great-value three-course set menu for just US$5 (7am-9pm daily).


La Chakana (Rinconada s/n, cell tel. 985-548-619, www.lachakanapisac.com, US$20 s, US$30 d) has spacious rooms in a guesthouse located on the outskirts of Pisac—about a 15-minute walk or 5-minute mototaxi ride. Rooms have beds with down comforters, nice views, and Wi-Fi. Ask about discounted rates for longer stays.


Florencio Casa Hacienda (Grau 485, cell tel. 984-718-347, http://hotelflorencio.com, US$50 s/d) is located in a 19th-century building with views of a beautiful botanical garden. It’s a good deal for its central location, about a block from the Plaza de Armas and markets, and has comfortable beds in elegantly designed rooms.


US$50-100


New Yorker Diane Dunn’s pride and joy, S Paz y Luz (off the road to the ruins, 2 km/1.2 mi outside of town, cell tel. 984-216-293, www.pazyluzperu.com [URL inactive], US$55 s, US$85 d with breakfast, cash or by Paypal, which allows credit card payment, on arrival) is a collection of earth-colored lodges on the edge of the Río Urubamba outside Pisac. Paz y Luz (peace and light) has become a center for spirituality in the Sacred Valley, and its focal point is the healing center, the inspiration for Diane’s book, Cusco: Gateway to Inner Wisdom. Diane is a kindhearted host, and the location is spectacular, with wonderful views of the mountains and Pisac ruins. The 24 rooms are located in three buildings, all comfortable and tastefully decorated, with newer bathrooms. A central area has a woodstove, dining table, and polished wood staircase. The growing complex includes a restaurant, conference room, meditation room, massage area, and rooms for long-term residents. Two-bedroom bungalows with their own living room, fireplace, kitchen, and bathroom are under construction at the back. Prices for long-term guests and descriptions of spiritual workshops and tailor-made tours are on the website.


Pisac Inn (Plaza de Armas, tel. 084/20-3062, www.pisacinn.com, US$60 s, US$71 d with breakfast) is owned by Roman Vizcarra and Fielding Wood-Vizcarra, a Peruvian-American couple. The adobe building, covered in bright murals, includes the highly regarded Cuchara de Palo restaurant, whose balconies overlook the market square. Additional perks include a Cusco airport pickup (ask for price), laundry, and a constant supply of water from the hotel’s own well. Roman speaks English, Spanish, Quechua, Italian, and German and leads tours throughout the area that combine culture with spirituality (www.peruculturaljourneys.com).


Also outside town is Melissa Wasi (on the road to the ruins, 1 km/0.6 mi outside of town, tel. 084/79-7589, cell tel. 998-676-860, US$100 d, bungalow US$130), a charming hotel with eight double rooms and three separate bungalows built into the hillside. Owners Joyce and Chito have created a beautiful house with colorful gardens. Bungalows sleep up to four people, and all have Wi-Fi and a complete kitchen.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


Advice on Pisac and surrounding excursions is available from Ulrike’s Café, Paz y Luz, or Pisac Inn.


There is a clinic and pharmacy above the plaza near the public parking area. Other pharmacies are on Bolognesi and are generally open 8am-9pm daily, with a midday closure for lunch.


There is a Global Net ATM on the corner of the main square up from Blue Llama Café and a money changer on the square near the church.


A mailbox is on the main square inside Restaurant Samana Wasi, which also sells stamps. There are phone booths at Sofis Market on Bolognesi and near the municipality on the main square. Internet is available at several sites around the Plaza de Armas. Hours are usually 9am-10pm daily.


GETTING THERE AND AROUND


Buses for Pisac leave Cusco from Avenida Pachacútec, southwest of the center toward the bus terminal, every 20 minutes and charge US$2 for the one-hour journey. For a 45-minute ride, hire a taxi in Cusco’s Plaza de Armas for US$25 or prebook with a Pisac hotel for US$35. Taxis are also available at the airport but are more expensive. Buses drop passengers off at the bridge on the main highway, from which it is a three-block walk uphill to the market and main square. Return buses to Cusco leave from the same spot every 15 minutes until 7pm. Buses heading in the opposite direction also stop here on the way to Yucay and then Urubamba (30-40 minutes, US$0.50). Once in Pisac, taxis can be taken 8 kilometers (5 mi) to the main Pisac ruins entrance (US$10). Mototaxis offer short trips around town for US$1.
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