Travel

Puno and Lake Titicaca

Pilgrimage to Machu Picchu - Part Three
You may recall that I have been working with a group of artists, FUERZA, traveling across Peru on a Cultural-Exchange.  At this point in our journey we were in the highlands of Southern Peru and the city of Arequipa.  We had spent the afternoon relaxing in the Plaza de Armas before taking a taxi to the bus station.  There was some confusion as there are two stations right next to each other and we went to the wrong one.  The ticket agent had kindly stored our many bags in safety while we enjoyed a fun day on the town.  Don’t forget to pay your tax in the station before you go to board the bus or they’ll send you back.  We paid our taxes, bought some snacks for the long ride and boarded the humble and crowded bus.  Beggars come aboard to walk by and ask for change, storytellers stand in front to spin tales of their ruined lives, and common people of the highlands sit beside you in their colorful clothes and wool hats.  A baby behind me cried like mad as the golden sun flared and sparked nearing the horizon.  Oranges and yellows turned to green as the sun set and soon we began on our way.  The bargain-priced bus made many stops as it moved across the highlands.  Just outside of town, the bus kicked off the woman with the baby that had continued to scream.  The seats are small and uncomfortable on this economical $5, 12 hour bus ride.  Sometime in the middle of the night the bus stopped at a restaurant.  Cold clear air sat still and stars shone bright.  There were meteors, satellites, and UFOs moving across the sky as we stood out in the dark along the road.  Dawn opened our eyes to the green altiplano as we drove through villages nestled on the shores of Lake Titicaca.  

Puno is Peru’s port city sitting on the edge of the lake whose name means, ‘The Gray Jaguar’.  Lake Titicaca borders Bolivia and is a memorable stopping point between these two countries.  At 3,820 meters most visitors need a day or two of rest in order to acclimatize.  There is an old saying in Peru that if you are bad they will send you to Puno.  This is a very distant place and, yes, the altitude is rough on the body.  The lake is 170 km across and has several islands.  The altitude makes the sky clear with deep colors.  Journeys on the lake are unforgettable.  Puno is a small colonial town, quiet and with many good hotels.  We found rooms for $5 and they even had hot water.  All things in town are in walking distance and walking was just the thing to do.  We toured the fabulous food markets that crowd the streets and made our way through the menus of several restaurants for meals at around $2.  Along the waterfront is a small rock pier surrounded by tour boats and the old steamship that is now a museum.  There you’ll find people selling wonderful items like sweaters, hats and instruments.  The bargains are great out here in the altiplano, far from the heavy tourism of Cuzco.  On the second day our group converged to perform a central part of our Pilgrimage to Machu Picchu.  We had with us some holy earth from a sacred area here in San Diego, Chicano Park.  With that soil came the symbolic heart, soul and spirit of North America.  We brought that soil to perform a ceremonial gift exchange with the priests who lived out on the sacred waters of Lake Titicaca.  Of course we did this to spread peace.

For a small fee, $5-$10, you can join this tour on the lake.  Along this all day tour you’ll visit the Floating Islands of the Uros people.  These are indigenous people who live on islands that they make out of reeds.  They harvest these reeds and make their boats, homes and islands out of them.  The Uros Islands are wonderful but your stay is short as the powerboat continues another 2 ½ hours across the lake to the island of Taquili.  This island is unique, with a people dressed in colorful clothes and living as they have for hundreds of years.  The island is 7km long and has a small village.  There we met with the political leader to perform our gift-exchange.  He received our soil with the intent of using it in their own ceremonies this spring where he would enter the sacred Inca Temple on the island and place the soil at its’ center.  He also gave us some soil from his island to take with us as we continued on our Pilgrimage to Machu Picchu.  It is hard to express or forget the subtle beauty of the lake area.  Silvery waters stretch off to the horizon blanketed by a deep blue mountain sky.  Far across the lake are the bumps of mountains, hills, and hints of glaciers.  We walked on the shore across the sharp broken rocks and boulders to find a secluded spot.  Steep cliffs rose above leading to houses on the islands’ top.  We had just enough time to all take a swim before we boarded the boat again and return to Puno.  Throughout the long and busy trip this was a welcome chance to relax.  On the way home the humming boat cut a slender wake as a calm breeze puts you at ease cruising on the sacred waters of Lake Titicaca, Peru. 
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