Travel

Arequipa Peru

Pilgrimage to Machu Picchu - Part Two
Lately, I have been traveling with FUERZA, a group of San Diego artists  initiating a Cross-Cultural Arts Exchange called “Pilgrimage to Machu Picchu I”. We hoped to unify separate peoples and continents through the flow of tourism, education, art-making and adventure.  On the journey we encountered indiginous roots while performing ceremonial rites, art workshops with children, painting murals with the community, and traveling.  It began this past December 2001, when Derek Ensminger, Berenice Badillo, Christopher Oleata, Pablo Acevedo, Lucia Acevedo, and Mario Torero traveled to the first stop on their adventure, the capital city of Lima.  A few days in Lima and the traveling began again, across the coastal desert and into the high altitude landscape to the city of Arequipa.

While in Lima, we purchased our bus tickets at the Ormeno station.  It was $38 for the 14-hour ride to Arequipa.  We arrived at the station at 10PM, happy and laughing after a great dinner.  We usually found meals for about $1-$2 consisting of a soda, soup, and a three-part main course.  If you are trying to save money then look closely when you make purchases.  Also, there is a big difference in comfort between a $10 bus ride and a $30 bus ride so keep this in mind.  The seats of the expensive buses are very large and comfortable.  They even recline so you can sleep.  We found out later in the trip just how cold and horrible it can be on an old bus when you are at 3000 meters and the windows leak an icy breeze.  Most long bus rides in Peru drive by night so you don’t get to see much.  At eleven PM the bus rolled out on the busy streets of Lima and roared away.  In a short time we were on the two-lane highway weaving down the coast.  The first stop is the quiet fishing town of Pisco, a beach hideaway.  Close by are other quaint towns.  Here you’ll find the Reserva Nacional de Paracas, Peru’s famous bird and marine sanctuary.  You can hire a boat, surfing, walk the town finding great things to buy and eat nor just relax in the central plaza and watch the girls.  Continuing a short ways down the coast and inland lies the town of Ica.  Ica boasts over 150,000 people, is surrounded by giant sand dunes and is centered along the river that gives it’s name, the Rio Ica.  It is a wonderful old town, quiet and trapped in time where one can taste wine and tour interesting museums.  After a few more hours the Pan-American Highway enters the desert town of Nazca.  Here people stay to learn about the ancient cultures of the area.  Most importantly is the $45 plane ride to view the huge geometric designs drawn into the desert floor.  There are monkeys and lizards, 180 meters long.  Our bus passed through Nazca at dawn as a strange fog covered the desert.  Faraway mountains and hills rose through the fog resembling islands on a calm silver sea.  At this point you are still only half way to Arequipa and another seven hours of road stretches before you.  The highway returns to the coast, now rocky and steep.  Endless panoramas curl below the highway along cliffs and unreachable beaches where large surf crashes in from out of the fog.  With the many turns and hair-raising drops this was a beautiful yet nerve-racking part of the trip.  At the coastal village of Camana, the highway begins the drive up through the desert foothills and into the high altitude land of volcanoes.  In Camana you pass through a large river valley, green with cultivation and surrounded by dry red and golden earth.  The rocky moon-like landscape drank the rare and large river spilling down from the Andes Mountain chain.  It may seem that you will never get there, but to see any country by bus is a good way to get to know it, it is long but not tiring and you will eventually arrive.

Volcanoes come into view;  tall pyramid cones capped in ice.  Arequipa, sitting 2325 meters above sea level, contains nearly 1 million people, and is surrounded by large volcanic mountains.  The inspiring peaks of El Misti and Chachani at 5822 and 6075 meters rise directly above the city.  It looks as if a daily outing could put you on the summit.  But actually the ascent is quite demanding, taking several days.  In town the buildings are mostly built of a white volcanic rock and lie in a state of constant repair from the heavy earthquakes that rock the unstable region.  In Arequipa, wander and relax at the Plaza de Armas, visit the monestary, the cathedral, and enjoy the subtle Peruvian hospitality.  Arequipa is famous for it’s food and a beer made from corn called Chicha and it is oh so delicious.  The people of this city claim a certain superiority and refer to the area as “La Republica de Arequipa”, the Republic of Arequipa.  Many well-known celebrities came from this area like Playboys famous “Vargas” girls, poets like Cesar Vallejo and many others.  Southern Peru has a wealth of travel possibilities of which we barely began to explore.  Arequipa is the gateway to Chile, Bolivia and our next destination along the famed high altitude lake, Lake Titicaca, along the shores of the Peruvian city, Puno.  
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