Travel

Explorations
The Peruvian Winter
I did not get home from Carol’s house until 4am after a night of laughter and dance among the smiles of Cuzco friends and cheap Peruvian rum. Just six months before I fell in love with Carol but when I left to the USA we knew it was a love that could never be unless I turned my life inside out and moved to Cuzco. But I was there again and overjoyed to share the friendships in this mysterious fold of life. Despite my desire to have this night and experience never end I broke away from them. They continued on to a club to dance and I made my way across the plaza of downtown Cuzco. I was on my way towards the passionate magnet of the mountains. The love of a woman is fleeting for me, sifting through my fingers like sand or moving as a shadow along a curve of a busy city street at night. I seek then the ever-twisting winds, cracking glaciers and subtle colors of the magnificent mountains.

I slept for an hour, shouldered the terribly heavy pack and returned to the plaza to catch a taxi a few blocks to the bus. I try to pack light, leaving out things like a tent, ice axe and other important items but I always travel prepared and that means a lot of gear. The bus was old and jammed with people. I continually fell asleep on the woman next to me. The sun rose as we came through the 12,000-foot mountains of Cuzco and dropped into a deep canyon seeing for the first time the giant glacial peaks across on the other side. These were my goal, and unlike six months before on my first trip here, I would be entering alone this time, without mules or guides. In addition it was July, during the peak of the Peruvian Winter. For two hours on the bus from hell we passed through the strange tropical wonder of the Andes towards the high mountain town of Mollepata. Upon reaching the plaza of this old village I began hiking swiftly up the steep and rough road. I shared the road then the trail with two young children walking to their homes high in the forest. One child held a radio and we enjoyed the Peruvian rhythms as we walked into the mountains. High on a ridge I rested on a grassy knoll joined by a group of Israeli hikers with their mules and guide. They shared tea with me and then continued on ahead as I slowed my pace under the heavy pack. A few hours more and I made camp high on a ridge near a farmhouse after I asked permission from the owner to camp on his grass. He said I could camp for free and use his water. I quickly set up my plastic tarp shelter before the afternoon rain began to fall. The rain came and went revealing a sunny afternoon of rainbows. The family just a short distance away sat together in the sun on a log in front of their humble house. They were watching me watching them watching me. The young girl came by to see my shelter and get her young calf as her mother and father kissed romantically in the sun.

At 5:15 the sun moved behind the towering peaks at the head of the canyon casting a purple shadow across the glaciers, ridge and emerald canyon. Each day was choreographed with a clear and cold dawn turning to an afternoon rain or snow when I would hide inside my plastic shelter. Just before sunset the storm would clear to a calm night of unbelievable stars. For six days and nights I moved up the canyon making my way towards the snow. I camped in the grass along gentle streams occasionally met by young children of families living high in the mountains. I always placed my shelter so I could lay in my sleeping bag and see a spectacular view of peak and valley. The sounds of my plastic sheeting in the wind are my clock as I sit out the rainy afternoon and rest my tired body. At sunset as the sky clears I see views down the canyon and across the Andes. The purple shadow again pushes across the folded expanse. The sky a blue-violet, the glacier a brilliant blue-green and the land yellow-green interspersed with red. At night I marvel at the stars, sounds of frogs and the many passing meteors. 

I made it up to the last meadow or pampa and began the steep hike up the snow along the side of the glacial moraine. The many horses and mules passing through daily cut a path 7 feet high in the snow. It was like a hallway of ice and snow with twisted mud and rocks below your feet. For a day I camped in the snowfield along the glacier. It was calm and peaceful. Standing on the edge of the glacial moraine is like being on the edge of a volcano and looking down. Far up the glacier lies the 6000-foot icewall of the mountain. Clouds swirl and conceal the mountain. When the sun comes out it is blinding and even when the clouds cover your world, the light is piercing. I hear giant thunder claps from my camp and look up to the sky to check the clouds. I realize that the claps are not thunder but avalanches and I quickly climb to the edge of the moraine to look up at the great mountain. Then I see huge chunks of the hanging glacier crack off the wall exploding in a resounding thunder that shakes the mountain. The giant wall turns into a white waterfall of snow, rock and ice. From my seat over a mile from the wall, I sit in safety and wonder as monster crashes of ice billow into clouds at the foot of the mountain. Then I return to my camp and the warmth of my sleeping bag below the stars. Like the infinite embracing love of a woman, the mountains are the mother that surrounds us. I will always remember this trip and dream of entering again the joy and experience that is the mountain’s embrace during the Peruvian winter.
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