Journey to Chuco

Text and Photos by Christopher Oleata

     My friend Mario Torero just left for Perú again, to lead the tour, FUERZA Pilgrimage to Machu Picchu, Cross-Cultural Arts Exchange. I turned the trip down this year but I look forward to hearing about his adventures with our friends in Perú. A few months ago Mario called me on the phone. “Chris!” He says. “You won’t believe it man! They assassinated the mayor of Chuco! They say he took a payoff from the mining company and was seen driving around Trujillo in a Porsche! Nobody drives a Porsche in Perú. And they burned down our cultural center Derek built in Chuco, The House of Perú…” So with that I am reminded of that last trip and I wish to share with you some of that incredible journey.

     It was two years ago when we met Gladys Jones, the leader of the House of Perú and Perúvian Ambassador. We began working on cultural events together and she helped organize our fourth tour to Perú. She hooked us up with her partner and friend, the respected master artist, Victor Delfín. They sent us on a mission to build a Cultural Center for The House of Perú.

     The city chosen by the Perúvian government was Santiago de Chuco, a secluded city high in the Northern Highlands. This was the birthplace of the famed poet, Cesar Vallejo and, because of such national pride in this man, this town was chosen. With little prior research done on my part we put our faith in our Perúvian guides and began the journey.

     Mario Torero, Derek Ensminger and I left Lima on the morning bus north through the industrial parts of town. Past the airport, through Callao, and the edge of Lima where oil refineries hide among the sand dunes. Colorful brick villages with bamboo roofs swarm with small moto taxis where dirt streets are lined with plastic trash.

     We saw one burned out bus and later stopped at a three-bus accident to take on a few people. After eight hours we reached the coastal city of Trujillo, where some politicians and cultural workers were waiting to take us to our hotel. It was a hot and humid day, bright yet buried below fog.

     We toured the Plaza de Armas, had dinner and discussed our mission. There was a buzz in the air as word had slipped through town about the artists from the USA who had come to build a House of Peru Cultural Center. The Mayor of Chuco advised us to be cautious and calm on our journey to a town rarely visited by outsiders. An unusual twist was revealed about a European mining company that had discovered gold near Chuco. The Company at this point was paying for the new highway to Chuco in exchange for the gold but a bitter contract battle for land rights had begun.

     It was a usual start of a day on a foreign adventure. My knee hurt a little, I had mild diarrhea and my travel partners were fighting over money. The one with no money refuses to eat and only drinks beer. I myself feel safe and free with $700 safely hidden in my shorts.

     The day rushed on from meeting to meeting before a tour of the archeological sites of Las Huacas and Chan Chan. Paradise arrived as we took a taxi to the small fishing town of Huanchaco where an excellent left point draws surfers from many nations. I quickly rented an old longboard and wetsuit jumping into the cold water under foggy skies.

     I caught nine waves, clean and overhead. The third wave went 300 meters, nearly to the pier inside the point. I was alone most of the time, watching the fisherman in their reed boats paddling by.

     That evening we met our guides to catch the all night bus into the Highlands. It was a rough ride on poor dirt roads up an endless canyon to above 3,000 meters. At 2:45 a.m. and, in the silence of night, we arrived and were brought to our room.

     We entered an unusual journey, mysterious and convoluted, busy and full of emotion. We met varied people and saw many things as we were pulled along on a sightseeing tour of the wonders and history of Santiago de Chuco.

     After four hours of sleep we met for breakfast in the corner of the Central Plaza for a quick meeting in the Mayor’s Office and a walk around the block to see some murals. A small pickup arrived and we jumped in for our tour.

     The premis of our getting involved was that the city had declared to the Perúvian Government that some municipal land had become available and we had arrived with our design and some architects from Lima to make the building of the Cultural Center happen.

     It was May, the time of flowers in the Andes as we drove in the open bed of the truck under sunshine and above a surreal and enormous panorama of land. Ridge upon emerald ridge of canyon twisted and stretched off in all directions.

     We visited the long forgotten thermal pools of Cachicadan, where we soaked for some time in private tubs. Above the village we walked the thick grasses where the steaming water emerges from a crack in the rock. Red sulfur colors bring new deeper greens to the Andean grasses. Driving back the forever views held my gaze as wheat fields passed before me the color of fuzzy kittens. The hot, dry day was freezing cold by the time the sunset passed and we reached Chuco.

     That night we were confused and frustrated, counting our money and blessings while figuring out how to get out of there. The bus left at noon the next day and we wanted to be on it. Derek of course had planned on staying to build the structure and he was sad to hear there was no land. Then, while drinking cold beers in our room after a long day, we had a comic moment. We happened upon a local TV show, showing the interview of us the day before while we toured the Museum of Cesar Vallejo.

     In the morning, as our time was running out, we still didn’t know what to do about a building site. It was a far out plan and our arrival really was a shock to the locals as they wondered if their town could really get put on the map. As we were just hours from boarding our bus, with architects from Lima already in transit and due to arrive, a miracle occurred.

     We went into the Mayor’s Office and confronted him. Reluctantly he took us next door, fumbled through some big old keys and opened the doors into two rooms, old and crumbling. Big machines piled above logs and steel. No, this wasn’t our Cultural Center. Just then a man in the group offered some of his land and our hellish twisted dream turned to green. My mind had already begun to escape to the surf of Huanchaco and I wasn’t paying much attention. It didn’t seem real as he repeated and spoke up about his open pasture just a few blocks away on the edge of town.

     It was a perfect location of open pasture next to an elementary school. The Mayor faded off into the distance as we continued on with this man to his house to film a quick interview with he and his wife. He was a sculptor.

     A final meeting, a few handshakes and a small meal then Mario and I were thankfully on a dirty small bus heading for Trujillo. Derek was happy when we left, looking forward to building the House of Perú. As I shook his hand and said goodbye I remembered our many experiences in Perú. He smiled and said, ” I’m so excited, I’m not even thinking of beer.”
