Pipes and peace
Michael Kerr visits two cities in Peru that attract the tourists - and one that has been better known for terrorists
	
	Peru basics


Maria offered me the beer, the single bottle on the marble shelf where I was resting my right elbow, but it didn't seem right to take it. It was her husband's, after all; there was nothing the doctor liked better than a cold bottle of Pilsen after a hard day treating the ills and sprains of the people of Huanta. I couldn't deprive him of it now - not even if he was incapable of drink, not even if he could raise no objection because he himself was behind that same shelf, in the coffin where Maria had laid him to rest 21 months earlier.
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	The magic of the Peruvian highlands still endures...


The Peruvian department of Ayacucho is a place of old bones. Fifteen miles from the city of Ayacucho, in a cave at Pikimachay, archaeologists found evidence of the oldest known culture in South America, reaching back perhaps 20,000 years. On the cratered road from the city to Huanta, with my guide Marisol and her husband Ricardo, I had stopped off at Huari, the first urban walled centre in the Andes and hub of a civilisation that preceded the Incas. Here, amid a forest of prickly pear cactus, we wandered above the tombs of nobles who had lived a thousand years ago. All of that had been on the itinerary. What I hadn't expected was to find myself in the tomb of a man who had lived less than two years ago.

We had stopped for lunch and a stroll in Huanta, a town where most of the houses in the centre are painted emerald - hence its nickname of Esmeralda de Los Andes - and most of those on the outskirts daubed with political slogans, sometimes without the permission of their owners. You can wake in the morning to find your front wall bellowing its support in letters four feet high for a political party or a prospective mayor: "Vota ASI! Dr Carlos Alcalde!"

As we left, Marisol suggested having a look at the cemetery, where the coffins, in the Spanish way, are slid into recesses in a series of buildings, like packages into pigeonholes, or else interred underground in elaborate marble shrines. It was while we were reading an inscription on one of the latter that Maria shot up its steps, giggled at the fright she had given us, and then led us below to admire the comforts with which she had surrounded her husband: the flowers, the candles, the cards, and the bottle of his favourite beer.

Then, brushing invisible dust from her black top and black trousers, she invited us to her house to drink a shot of her milky home-made liqueur. "Salud!" she toasted me. "Welcome to Ayacucho."

It was good to meet a widow who, if not merry, was certainly cheerful. That was something else I hadn't expected. Not here.

I had come to Ayacucho partly because I feared that Machu Picchu and Cusco might be a letdown. It was my first trip to Peru, so those two, the Lost City of the Incas and the adopted city of the backpackers, were almost obligatory stops. But I also wanted to see a part of the highlands that had been less worn by the tramp of tourist feet, where the indigenous Quechua would not be outnumbered by the youth of Sydney and Seattle. Ayacucho was an obvious choice.

Until the 1980s, the city was best known as the scene of the most elaborate Holy Week processions in the whole country. Then came the Sendero Luminoso, the Shining Path, a Maoist movement dedicated to "anti-feudal, anti-imperial" revolution, supposedly on behalf of the peasantry. In the savage war fought by terrorists and authorities between 1980 and 1993, up to 30,000 people are estimated to have died, more than a third of them in the department of Ayacucho. Ten years on, Holy Week here is still not the draw it used to be for Peruvians, let alone for foreigners.

From the moment she met me at Ayacucho airport, Marisol, 29, was frank about all this. She was a cheerful woman, her dark Quechua face split often by a broad smile, but she had stories, too, of what she called "the terrorism time". Her siblings had been taken out of Ayacucho University and sent to Lima by parents who feared they were being fed revolutionary propaganda. A cousin who disappeared from home was believed to have been recruited by the terrucos; another cousin had been killed by them.

Before Marisol herself was sent away to Lima, she witnessed a bombing, someone's limbs flying through the air. The victim turned out to have been a boy of 10. The Senderistas had given him a box to place in a cafe frequented by the police; he was too shy, too slow.

"It happened just over there," said Marisol, as we walked at six o'clock one evening across the main square. This time 10 years ago the square would have been empty, everyone with any sense at home behind barred doors. Now there were bank staff lounging at the corners, children playing tag, Quechua women struggling home under rainbow-wrapped bundles. "Yes," said Marisol, "it was a hard time, but we're still here."

Ayacucho is not short of the things that usually interest tourists in Peru, from colonial churches to craftwork (there are fascinating displays of the retablo, a box with shutters, shelves and figures that is used to depict everything from fiesta to earthquake). But it is the city's recent history that prompts most questions, and the locals do not discourage them.

Even in the work of master weavers there are references to "the terrorism time". In one shop I was shown a tapestry and a printout in English explaining its symbolism: "A long woven cloth is constantly folded, representing the way we store the past. All that did happen is behind us, and I say, Let us forget wars between brothers, between the Shining Path and the Army. . . Let us cry out to the world for peace. . ."

Unfortunately, while the Shining Path may not be the military force it was, it has not disappeared. Shortly after I returned home it took hostage 70 workers building a gas pipeline. Though all were later freed, the incident will have done nothing to speed Ayacucho's re-entry into the tourist fold. For a while yet a visitor may find, as I did, that he's the only gringo in town.

There's no chance of having that experience in Cusco. To the Incas, this was "the navel of the world", a place of obligatory pilgrimage. On the 21st-century tourist it exerts a similar pull, thanks to its combination of man-made and natural wonders: Inca stone below, Spanish stone above, soaring peaks all round.

Yet somehow, as the encircling mountains rise heavenwards, so the city rises above both the commerce and the hype. The guidebooks had countless references to the quality of the mortarless Inca stonework to be found in the Temple of the Sun, on top of which the Spanish built the church of Santo Domingo. "So close are these stones," they all agreed, "that the blade of a knife can not be inserted between them." I had read that and snorted. But it was true. As Carlos put it, in his customary echo of every banal comment of mine, it was "amazing".

Carlos was a Quechua, 10 years older than Marisol, and with none of her diffidence. His manner suggested we were not so much guide and customer as master and student: "Well, Michael, this part of class is over. Chop, chop."

We chop-chopped through Santo Domingo and the cathedral and the hilltop sanctuary of Sacsayhuaman. I had thought I was acclimatised to the Andean air, but after three hours I had the pounding headache symptomatic of what the locals call soroche. I told Carlos I needed a coca tea and a lie-down.

He got his own back next morning on the six o'clock train to Machu Picchu. No sooner had the attendants served tea and wiped the condensation from our picture window than Carlos went to sleep, waking, as if by alarm, only as we entered the Sacred Valley of the River Urubamba. Meanwhile, I goggled at the snow-caps and striated rock, wondered how Scottish broom and Australian eucalyptus had made such inroads into the Andes, and peered unashamedly into the adobe homes that the smallholders had built so conveniently close to the track.

The train journey from Cusco to Aguas Calientes, the town below Machu Picchu, takes four hours. From there it's another half hour or so by bus up a switchback road. You arrive, then, towards the middle of the day, the sun almost directly overhead.

Not the ideal conditions for contemplation of a sanctuary, or, indeed, for haring after a fleet-footed guide and taking notes on history. But Carlos, unlike me, was not spending the night at the lodge beside the ruins; he was going back on the 3.30 train. So off we went, up and down the stone steps - to the Temple of the Three Windows, the Caretaker's Dwelling, the Temple of the Sun, the Royal Tomb. Carlos knows as much as most scholars do about Machu Picchu and its makers, but that, as he readily admitted, doesn't amount to much. Time and again I had pen poised to note a definitive statement, only to hear him add "possibly", or "probably" or "apparently". "We know only 20 to 25 per cent of our history,' he said. "The rest is enigmatic."

Before the teach-in, of course, there was the moment of pure tourism. On your entry to the ruins you glimpse parts rather than the whole. Down and up and down you go on a winding path, bushes obscuring your view, until, after a few minutes, you come into a clearing, to a platform. . . and there, the peak of Huayna Picchu behind, the Urubamba below, is the most fabled lost city in the world.

All those postcards, all those coffee-table books, all those television programmes - they had prepared me for, and, inevitably, slightly diminished the impact of, The View. What they hadn't prepared me for (had I been dozing in front of the Discovery Channel?) was the fact that Machu Picchu is a sanctuary of nature as much as of stones.

In my mind I had seen the Inca Trail as a corridor of mud and leeches and darkness, with lianas overhead and snakes underfoot. Exciting rather than beautiful; a trial to be endured for the prize at the end. And here at the trail's climax were paths lined with orchids and snapdragons and forget-me-nots, rockfaces red with bromeliads. Swifts and swallows darted in and out of Inca arches. Finches bounced along on the steps.

It got better later on: with four Americans who had been trekking the trail, I watched the sun set, the ruins so quiet that we could hear, 10 yards away, the llamas cropping grass on the terraces.

It was better still the following morning. Returning from a walk to the Inca Bridge, a construction straight out of Indiana Jones that ran across a sheer rock face, I saw a couple of black bears. The first, a baby, was 10 yards ahead. Hearing me and the Canadian couple behind me, it slipped over the side of the path and disappeared into the bushes. Then we heard a scrabbling above our heads and looked up to see, maybe 30 yards away, what we assumed was the bear's mother. We were in between them, so we didn't stick around to check.

The bears were a bonus, but the highlight had come three and a half hours earlier when I entered the ruins for the sunrise. Having Machu Picchu to yourself was a privilege I thought you could secure only if you had the clout of the Peruvian president or the dollars of Bill Gates, but for 15 glorious minutes, until the first sweating hikers came towards me from the Inca Trail, I was lord of all I surveyed.

I sat on a big flat lichened rock. The only sounds were the dull roar of the Urubamba, far below, and the twittering of birds. The only light was on a range of distant mountains, which seemed not so much to be lit by the sun as to be glowing from within, burning pinkish-red like coals. I snapped a few pictures, and then, knowing that film would be a poor substitute for reality, put the camera down and trusted to memory. I shifted on the rock, feeling about, and a hold - round, apparently shaped - fell to each hand, as if someone had sat enjoying this same view and decided to make his seat more comfortable. It was easy to believe it had been some Inca mason.

When the anthropologists arrive, so the saying goes, the gods depart. Science, in explaining myths, strips away magic. That hasn't yet happened in the highlands of Peru. Anthropologists and archaeologists have been crawling over the country for years, and still they have more questions than answers. The magic endures.

Peru basics
Getting there Michael Kerr travelled with Journey Latin America (020 8747 8315, www.journeylatinamerica.co.uk). A 10-night itinerary taking in Lima, Ayacucho, Cusco, the Sacred Valley and Machu Picchu, including all flights, first-class accommodation with breakfast, private transfers and guided tours, costs from £2,237 per person sharing.

Staying there He stayed at the Miraflores Park Hotel, Lima, the Hotel Monasterio, Cusco, and the Sanctuary Lodge, Machu Picchu (all properties of Orient-Express Hotels - www.orient-express.com) and at the Hotel Plaza, Ayacucho (www.peru-hotels.com/ayaplaza.htm). JLA's website, www.JLAselect.com, has details of 50 of the top hotels and lodges in Latin America.

Security For latest Foreign Office advice on Peru see www.fco.gov.uk.

Reading Peru Handbook (Footprint, £13.99); Death in the Andes by Mario Vargas Llosa (Faber & Faber, £6.99), a novel that features the Senderistas and superstition.
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No higher adventure
Gavin Bell rides the rails in the Andes 
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	Train basics


A nurse was bustling through the carriages with an oxygen cylinder when something odd happened. Having climbed thousands of feet into the Andes, the train shuddered to a halt. Then, imperceptibly at first, but with gathering momentum, it began to slide backwards.

At this point a clown with scary red eyes appeared in a doorway and shrieked. Even by Latin American standards, this was no ordinary railway.

It is, in fact, the Ferrocarril Central Andino (FCR), an improbable feat of Victorian engineering that blasted through mountains, clung to precipices and spanned gut-churning gorges in the Peruvian Andes to climb higher than any standard-gauge railway in the world.

History does not record how many men died in its construction in the late 19th century, but they numbered thousands. In 1872, an engineer reported in the Chicago Railroad Gazette that one five-mile section was almost a continuous graveyard. He then gave a succinct description of the terrain: "Very much of the line cannot be passed over by a biped until a road is made. He would need wings to do it."

When completed, its 66 tunnels, 61 bridges and 22 zigzag sections led from Lima to a pass 15,681 feet above sea level, which is the equivalent of more than halfway up Everest. All for the sake of buried treasure - millions of tons of silver, zinc, copper, manganese and other precious minerals - that had to be transported to the Pacific coast to fuel the industrial revolution.

Every year tourists flock to another Peruvian railway, between the Incas' ancient capital of Cusco and their sanctuary of Machu Picchu. Few have travelled on the higher and wilder reaches of the Central Andean Railway, which has recently resumed occasional passenger services after years of neglect, landslides and terrorist attacks. This is a journey on which adventure comes with the price of a ticket.

Peruvians like to celebrate, and the rare departure of a passenger train on the FCR line is as good an occasion as any. There was a festive air as more than 300 people, mostly Peruvians on holiday, waited at the terminus in Lima to board half a dozen carriages in bright red and yellow livery for a journey of about 200 miles to the mountain market town of Huancayo.

Then the mad horn-blower of the Andes appeared. He was a small, stocky character in overalls whose main preoccupation appeared to be to alert all of Peru to our passage by hooting the engine horn continuously whenever anyone was remotely within earshot. His other job was driving the massive 3,200-horsepower diesel charged with hauling us to the roof of South America.

Thus it was to a cacophony of shouts, horn blasts and cheers that we juddered into motion and pulled slowly through a sea of dusty shanty towns ringing the capital that reminded one of South African townships. The flotsam and jetsam of economic migration is the same the world over.

But in bright sunshine our cavalcade of noise and colour became a travelling circus for onlookers who smiled and waved, and ragamuffin children who ran beside us, and barking dogs and startled cattle, and an old man who fell off his bike in shock. He dusted himself off, and gave us a toothless grin. This was a train that made people happy.

It was also a bit of a mystery. Nobody seemed sure when a passenger service had last reached Huancayo, or how long it would take this time. The manager of the South American Explorers' Club in Lima said it would depend on how many landslides we encountered.

A woman who purported to be the commercial director of the enterprise was on board, but curiously she did not consider briefing travel writers to be part of her job. Fortunately we had among us Michael Grimes, a retired lecturer in electrical engineering from Cork, who knew everything you could possibly want to know about this railway and a good deal more.

Thanks to Michael, we learned that the track took 30 years to build, that the zigzag concept was taken from the Great Indian Peninsular Railway, and that daily landslides were virtually guaranteed in the rainy season. "I love landslides because you can get out and take photos," he said.

We had begun climbing through dramatically steep, barren foothills. Now, glancing at abrupt rock faces above and below us, it was difficult to share Michael's enthusiasm for landslides. The only way up sheer mountains is the stop-start forward-reverse manoeuvre of zigzags, which tends to cause a flutter in the tummy the first time one slides backwards. At 10,000 feet, it is a long way down.

This was the level at which our nurse expected to begin dealing with the effects of altitude sickness, ranging from headaches, nausea and gastric wind to hypertension. It was also where a few of us were ejected from our seats by the clown, who displayed symptoms of all of the above for the amusement of bewildered children.

This is not a quiet train. In addition to the competing babble of the clown and mad Captain Hornblower up front, we were regaled with catchy Latin rhythms on the loudspeakers as we rocked and rolled our way into the Andean sky.

Dr Michael Macek, concert director of the Salzburg Festival, was enjoying himself. He had ridden the railways of Egypt, Japan and Slovakia, and considered this the best yet. Gazing from his window at a tumult of peaks and ravines, he said: "It is really an adventure. This is the crescendo." And so it was. A soaring symphony of nature at its wildest and most severe.

The climax was a panorama of snow-capped peaks enclosing grasslands to far horizons, and a solitary railway halt with a sign that said: "Altura 15,681 pies". This meant feet not food, of course, but none of the passengers seemed hungry anyway. During a brief stop, some emerged from the train to wander around in a daze, moving slowly in high, thin air where the least exertion caused breathlessness. I felt distinctly woozy and stayed in my seat.

Then I saw the horsemen. There were about a dozen of them, in a stone corral on a distant hillside. As I watched, they emerged at intervals of about a minute, a succession of lone riders cantering along a ridge above a dark lake. Whether it was a game or just free spirits amusing themselves, I have no idea, but it was a stirring image as old as the days of the conquistadors.

A less appealing vision awaited us in the mining town of La Oroya, which can lay fair claim to being hell on earth. The very mountains have been reduced to crumbling, whitened skeletons by mining operations that poison the air and everything that absorbs it. In the heart of this man-made nightmare the train passed through a giant smelter, from which we were observed by workers who were all wearing gas masks like extras in a Mad Max film. Curiously our windows were wide open, and train staff were serving lunch of grilled chicken.

Spirits were lifted again near the end of our journey - 12 hours without landslides - in the lush Mantaro Valley, which serves as the bread basket of Lima. A village brass band had turned out in full ceremonial regalia to welcome us with an enthusiastic rendition of its jaunty repertoire, and the platform was overflowing with excited people eager to promote the attractions of the region.

These include rural communities that produce a wide range of handicrafts, and a lake where boys rowing boats with names such as Titanic have yet to learn the art of avoiding collisions. The few foreign tourists who make the effort to get here are greeted with courtesy.

In one village I met a Peruvian mining engineer on holiday with his family, who explained why he preferred the Mantaro Valley to the attractions of Cusco. "In Cusco they want your money, here they want your smiles," he said.

In the land of 15,000 pies, there are rare treasures at the end of the line.

Train basics
Getting there Journey Latin America (020 8747 8315 www.journeylatinamerica.co.uk) has a six-night itinerary including international flights, b & b and the train (www.rrdc.com/op_peru.html) from £1,107 per person. A five-night extension to Cusco and Machu Picchu starts at £656, based on two people sharing. There are monthly departures between Lima and Huancayo until October.

Tips Anyone with a medical condition should consult a doctor before travelling to high altitudes. Train carriages are clean and comfortable with reserved seating, but take a light packed lunch to avoid stomach upsets.
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Haute cuisine? You find it, of course, in the Andes
Jesus Adorno, director of Le Caprice and Daphne's in London, says the food of Peru is 'up there with the best' 
Mention Peru to British travellers and they will respond with Machu Picchu, pan pipes and llamas. Mention Peruvian cuisine and you will doubtless be faced with a wall of silence. Yet there are many who regard it as the most underrated in the world. The great Auguste Escoffier, for example, ranked it third behind French and Chinese food.

I had heard much talk in London dining circles suggesting that Peruvian cuisine was finally catching on here. So, as someone who has for the past 25 years been associated with haute cuisine in London and who before that had grown up in Latin America - Santa Cruz, Bolivia, to be precise - I felt well placed to take a trip to Peru and put Escoffier's judgement to the test.

The Inca civilisation touched many countries in Latin America, but Peru and Bolivia have the most in common - Bolivia was actually known as Alto Peru (High Peru) and Peru as Bajo Peru (Low Peru). And before independence from Spain, the two were one country. I grew up in the lowlands of Bolivia, part of the Amazon Basin, so the Inca Empire never reached my region. This trip was not only to discover the pleasures of Peruvian cooking but also to learn a little more about my Inca roots.

My first culinary stop was in Lima, at a restaurant called Rafael (San Martin 300; 00 51 1242 4149). Rafael Osterling is the chef-owner and he had worked in London for some time, at Bibendum and Le Poissonnerie. He is like a young Marco Pierre White, full of passion for his food, but better-looking.

Starters were sashimi tuna, which was a delight, and grilled squid on a bed of pimentos. The middle course was scallops a la parmigiana - butter-like scallops - which were just perfect, and ravioli filled with pumpkin and mascarpone cheese with courgette flowers, a mouth-watering dish; main courses were sea bass on a puree of broad beans and slices of baby tomatoes and baby goat accompanied by a madeira jus, slices of runner beans and fried plantain.

This is a first-class restaurant that would not be out of place in London. A three-course dinner for two with wine costs between £38 and £45 a head.

The next day I travelled to Cusco, the Inca capital, and stayed at the Hotel Monasterio, a 400-year-old former monastery, which in my view is the best hotel in Peru. The following morning I got up to take the train to Machu Picchu, where, at the Sanctuary Lodge, I ate my second marvellous Peruvian meal.

I started with kingfisher ceviche - raw fish marinated in a spicy lime juice - accompanied by sweet baby corn grains. My companion had river crayfish, which were juicy and sweet, with mango and avocado, dressed with a mango vinaigrette. The main course was alpaca medallions in a black pepper corn jus served with a local root vegetable called oca and a basil dressing.

I hadn't eaten alpaca before and was pleasantly surprised - it was better than venison, very tender and not gamey at all. I didn't try the pudding. I suppose when you are dining nearly 10,000ft above sea level you lose your appetite.

The Sacred Valley is a place of secrets, and one of the best-kept has been the restaurant at the hacienda of Huayo Ccari, about an hour's drive from the ruins of Pisac. Huayo Ccari overlooks the River Urubamba, and lunch there (three courses for £16, bottle of good wine from £10) was idyllic. Unusually for Peru, the chef is a woman, Ana Maria Barberis de Lambarri. I started with a salad of artichokes, tomatoes and beetroot and then for the main course chose salmon with corn, rice, sliced boiled potatoes and runner beans - all rather straightforward Peruvian fare, but served in a wonderful location (your tour operator should be able to book a table for you).

Back in the Monasterio Hotel, I had dinner at the Illary restaurant, run by a charismatic Frenchman named Bruno Giordano. He has managed to fuse French and international cuisine with Peruvian, and the result is spectacular. I had an open ravioli with sautéed sea food and a julienne of vegetables and chopped parsley with a hint of garlic sauce, while my companion had creamed asparagus soup accompanied by crayfish and porcini mushrooms.

My main course was grilled Angus beef tenderloin with confit of tomatoes and potato gratin, and a beef jus flavoured with thyme. My companion plumped for grilled fillet of Pacific sole, accompanied by piquillo bell peppers filled with ricotta cheese and fresh herbs, served with steamed spinach dumplings and tomato sauce with pine kernels.

A trip to the market invariably offers insights into local cuisine. There are two in Cusco: the tourist market, which sells arts and crafts, and the larger produce market. Bruno took me to the latter, and, as he strode through this vast and chaotic place in his chef's whites, shouting out greetings to his suppliers, it was clear that he was a big figure in the local community. I would recommend a visit to this market as it provides an extraordinary insight into the lives and traditions of the Cusqueños and the people from the surrounding villages.

Later I was invited to try a popular local dish, pachamanca, which was prepared in the small garden of a private house on the outskirts of Cusco. It comprises three different types of meat (chicken, lamb and pork) wrapped separately in silver foil and buried under the ground on hot stone and later covered with damp grass, plastic sheeting and finally soil, so the meat is steamed in its own juices. After half an hour or so it is dug out and laid in a dish for you to help yourself.

The result was not altogether to my taste and I would not recommend it to any of my customers at Le Caprice. But one of the reasons we travel abroad is to discover new things, even if they do not always please.

For my final meal, I returned to Lima - to the Matsuei Sushi Bar (Manuel Banon 260, San Isidro; 00 51 1422 4323), where Nobu Matsuhisa, founder and owner of the eponymous chain of Japanese restaurants, worked in the early 1990s. It turned out to be the fusion highlight of the trip.

Among the dishes were nigiri sushi (pieces of sushi rice, with slices of fresh raw fish and seafood, with wasabi in between); inkamaki (shrimp, smoked trout, avocado and sesame seeds); filete de pescado al ajo (deep-fried fish fillets with butter and garlic); ebitendon (deep-fried shrimps); kushiyaki (broiled fish fillets with ginger soya sauce); and beef tataki (roasted beef served with ponzu, a blend of soya sauce with lemon spices). The chefs were on view, preparing and serving dishes in front of us. It's not surprising that Nobu learned so much here.

In the end my culinary journey through Peru taught me three things. First, that there is a new generation of Peruvian chefs who are passionate about food and the best come up to the standards of the top restaurants in Europe. Second, the abundance and variety of seafood is breathtaking. This should not be too surprising given the length of the country's Pacific coastline, but there are many countries with access to the sea that fail to take advantage of their assets.

Third, the fusion food, with its Oriental, French and Italian influences, is brilliant, mainly because it remains true to Peruvian culture and creativity. These were not menus manufactured to please the palates of unadventurous tourists but examples of real, innovative haute cuisine.

Escoffier was right: Peruvian food is right up there with the best. 

• Jesus Adorno travelled with Cazenove & Loyd Expediciones (020 7384 2332, www.caz-loyd.com), a specialist in tailor-made travel to Latin America. A 10-day trip to southern Peru, including all flights, most meals and accommodation at the Hotel Monasterio (Cusco), the Miraflores Park (Lima) and the Machu Picchu Sanctuary Lodge costs from £2,660 per person sharing.
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Rosaries and roast guinea pig
James Bedding falls for Cusco, the archaeological gem that is also the adventure centre of Latin America
The woman at the market stall didn't have any shoes big enough for my size 9 feet. She asked whether I might be interested in her assistant instead. "Look," she said, pointing at her horrified colleague. "She also wears very big shoes. You two would be good together." She muttered something about marriage and sexual compatability, while her assistant ran off, giggling nervously.
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	Wandering the streets of Cusco: 'the archaeological capital of the continent'


I declined the offer politely and set off to explore more of the market. Stallholders were selling everything from the internal organs of an unidentified farm animal to spare parts for cars and pirate CDs. Many of the stalls were offering goods to tourists: sweaters knitted of alpaca wool, and lengths of fabric, woven to traditional patterns in Andean mountain villages. One section of the market seemed to sell nothing but potatoes; I chatted to a stallholder, an ancient woman with a face like a recently unearthed tuber, who carefully named the 12 varieties she was selling.

Like many of the market folk, she was dressed in richly coloured, woven fabrics. She was speaking to her neighbours not in Spanish but in Quechua - the language that the Conquistadors would have heard here when they arrived nearly five centuries ago.

Most of the 300,000 inhabitants of the Peruvian city of Cusco are native Quechua Indians, descendants of the people who built the magnificent Inca buildings whose foundations still support the city. Like many visitors, I had chosen their city as a base from which to explore the surrounding Andes and Inca sites, and to hike the four-day Inca Trail to Machu Picchu - for which I badly needed a pair of boots. But the longer I stayed in Cusco, the more I fell for its charms.

Slung along a high valley in the Andes, 10,000 feet up, this city of colonial churches and terracotta roofs has a long list of sights. For me, however, the greatest pleasure was simply wandering around what is the oldest continuously inhabited city in the Americas, one still so rich in history that many call it the archaeological capital of the continent.

Each of the many grand churches and palaces offers a fresh take on the Cusco blend of colonial and native culture. I particularly liked a painting in the vast, gloomy cathedral: a Last Supper, conventional in most respects except that the disciples are about to tuck into not just bread and wine but bowls of tropical fruit and what looked like a skinned rat - actually the local delicacy: cuy chactado, or roast guinea pig.

I stood on the grass in front of the Korichanca, or Temple of the Sun, and tried to imagine the scene that greeted the first Conquistadors: a garden of maize plants, with cobs of gold and leaves of silver; of statues of llamas, and shepherds, snails and butterflies, made of gold and silver and encrusted with jewels. The Spaniards lost no time in looting all the treasures - starting with the gold cornice of the temple, which they ripped off sheet by sheet until they had all 700, each weighing about 4.5lbs.

Nearly 500 years on, I couldn't make out a glimmer of gold on the temple walls. But the massive carved stones of the lower walls still stood, the Inca stonework interlocking superbly. On these stones stood a later building: the monastery of Santo Domingo, a frothy baroque confection of colonial pomp and pious statuary. Inside, around the main cloister, hung a series of paintings, teeming with cherubs playing flutes, harps and violins, with Dominican monks kissing rosaries, swooning saints having visions and, at the climax, the founder of the order ascending a wobbly-looking ladder shouldered by angels and cherubs and, at the top, held securely against a cloud by Jesus and Mary.

The ladder up to heaven seemed no more incongruous than the baroque frippery of the monastery grafted on top of the mighty stones of the Inca temple. As a declaration of cultural superiority, the latter barely worked. A massive earthquake on May 21, 1950 revealed much of the Inca stonework under Santo Domingo, while the monastery itself needed extensive restoration; throughout the city colonial buildings suffered severe damage, while Inca masonry stood firm.

These Inca foundations still support much of the colonial city. Several of the passageways in the city are lined by Inca walls of mighty stones that interlock with extraordinary precision, without any signs of mortar. Now many of these colonial buildings house the latest wave of newcomers - such as the Hotel Libertador, just opposite Koricancha, where I breakfasted every morning on tropical fruits in an old monastery cloister built on walls first fashioned by Inca masons.

The more entrepreneurial locals have found plenty of ways to entertain these latest visitors: from rafting on mountain tributaries of the Amazon to paragliding in the Sacred Valley, bungee-jumping, balloon rides and abseiling. Cusco is now the adventure capital of the continent and, like a Latin Kathmandu, it offers all the paraphernalia needed to support large numbers of international travellers: hostels, pizzerias, and an internet cafe on every street corner.

Cusco has accommodated this latest wave of foreigners without being submerged. Somehow it has preserved its charm, concentrated into little pockets; for each travellers' cafe I would find a traditional restaurant such as Sant Eulalia, where waiters scurried like small rodents between a scattering of tables around an open courtyard, and the menu still features roast guinea pig.

On my last day I climbed steep cobbled streets to the hilltop ruins. From the edge of the escarpment the view was fabulous: the terracotta roofs of Cusco stretched way below, hemmed in by steep mountains and, in the far distance, by snow-capped Andean peaks. Few sounds came up from the city below except some muted Ave Marias from a convent school, which mingled with the fluttering of ribbons tied to a giant crucifix that overlooked the valley.

The biggest surviving feature here is a set of three parallel, zig-zag walls near the crest of the hill, each wall as high as a house, and displaying the most impressive Inca stonework surviving anywhere. Some of the stones are vast, weighing up to 130 tons each, interlocking as ever in a jigsaw-tight fit. This was the site of the last great battle that the Conquistadors fought, 18 months after their arrival, against a rebel force of 100,000 warriors. The Spanish succeeded against all odds, slaughtering 1,500 Inca warriors as they took Sacsayhuaman, the Inca fortress. The defeat spelt the end of the Inca empire.

Near the giant walls I came across men excavating a mound. A freshly cut trench revealed more Inca walling, and I watched as they brushed away earth from stones that no one had seen for hundreds of years - perhaps since soon after that battle. Had they found anything? "A few pieces of pots, nothing else," said one man. I asked him why there was a crucifix on the site. "It protects us," he said, "from cold, from earthquakes, from disasters." Did everyone believe that? "Some people believe in the old religion, and the old gods," he said, "but nearly everyone is Catholic. That's the true religion."

  James Bedding travelled to Peru with Cox & Kings (020 7873 5000, www.coxandkings.co.uk) whose 2002 Latin America brochure includes several tours featuring Cusco. The nine-day Highlights of Peru tour visits Lima, Cusco, Pisac and Machu Picchu and costs from £1,345 per person. Cox & Kings also organises tailor-made tours to the region.

Daily Telegraph

Report filed: 27/07/2002

