Travel

Cuzco Peru

Pilgrimage to Machu Picchu - Part Four
Our group of artists, FUERZA, were traveling across Peru on our first Cross-Cultural Arts Exchange. At this point we were finally on the bus ride to Cuzco, ‘the bellybutton of the world’.  We were still in Puno, on Lake Titicaca, traveling the land route from Lima to Cuzco.  The rides total over 30 hours but this way we enjoyed much of the country.  I sat next to a man from Cuzco and we talked as the bus rose out of the foothills above Puno.  The city lights twinkled bright in contrast to the massive black form of the lake.  This ride was a little tough, another all night ride, cold and uncomfortable.  I slept on and off, waking to wipe the water off the inside of the window to see out at the hills and mountains rushing by.  There were amazing stars and at one point I saw a large meteor fall from the sky and pass behind a nearby mountain to then reappear.  At 2AM the bus was stopped as police officials searched the bus.  They singled out Peruvians, avoiding the tourists, and even had a few step outside to open all their bags. We reached Cuzco at 3AM with a taxi waiting to take us to our hostal in the beautiful Plaza San Blas. 

When you travel by air and fly directly to Cuzco from Lima, the altitude change will force you to need a rest.  Because we came the long way and through the higher plateau of lake Titicaca, we were already acclimated and feeling great.  Cuzco lies is a beautiful section of the country, the heart of the Inca culture, the gateway to Machu Picchu, and the Andes Mountains. The entire region is covered with archeological wonders amidst an equally awesome landscape.  Much of the center of town is built atop original Inca interlocking stones.  Atop these old ramparts sit the colonial buildings, equally impressive.  Many of the residents speak the native language Quechua.  They intersperse their words with Spanish as they talk.  As you walk the streets near the Plaza de Armas you see several beautiful cathedrals and streets that have not changed for centuries.  There are so many things to do.  Visit the South American Explorers Club, great bars, gift stores and night-clubs.  Many buy the Boleto Touristico to enter all the cathedrals, museums, and Inca ruins.  Others seek out the many local Medicine Men or Shamans to travel up in the hills to sacred caves or ruins for ceremonies, baptisms or the Ayawasca Tour.  Short drives take you out of the valley of Cuzco along the steep and rocky hills covered in the greens of the tropics.  Down the Valley one days’ drive rises the massive volcano El Nevado Ausangate.  At 6384 meters this is an impressive mountain.  Above the town lies the Moon Temple, an ancient cave and platform of rock.  There we saw the deep clouds move in with continuous cracks of lightning.  Deep grays, blues, and purples enveloped the sky as day turned to night.  Below, the city came ablaze with lights.  The cathedrals and plazas sparkled as jewels and we began a long walk through the hills and into the Plaza San Blas.

Many say this Plaza is one of the most romantic in all of South America.  I have seen a few and cannot disagree.  It is perfectly safe, and generally quiet.  A wall of cascades fall below the curved stairway that enters the plaza from above.  Along gardens, bars, stores and a cathedral, you come around to the front.  There you can sit on the steps alone or with friends below the entrance to the church.  There are usually several native women weaving and selling gifts.  It is a special place.  We made a lot of friends there, quickly, for it is an open town with people from all over the world who come to chase their dreams.  We were no exception and we fell into our rhythm of exploration.  We began the days at a bakery just below the Plaza San Blas on the main street.  We enjoyed dark fresh coffee and hot pastries.  Sometimes when on a bargain hunt we would go down and across the plaza, through the arch to San Pedro and the Mercado Central to get fresh juices and Ceviche.  We began quickly to make contacts with other artists and people in town.  One of our missions was a dream of building a Cultural Center in Cuzco centered around a Children’s Museum.  While performing a children’s art workshop at the local elementary school we found that 90% of the children wanted to be artists and mothers wept so their children could take part in the workshop.  Each day in Cuzco is a joy, as you make the walk through the Plaza, it begins to feel like home.  For every one thing you discover there are two more.  Cuzco is a great magnet, drawing people from all over the world for many diverse reasons.  Enter this great funnel, el embudo, and find your own reasons at the center, in the bellybutton of the world, Cuzco, Peru.
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