Rainbow Cave, Perú

By Christopher Oleata

     How do I process this journey that twists and turns as a dream when I sit deep within it, in a café in Cuzco Perú? Each day I have my routine. I’m up early, then to a breakfast of toast, jam and freeze-dried coffee before I head to the university to work on the mural. Five weeks down and three to go, some journeys planned and others still unknown. Each day a new mysterious path illuminates itself before me and I am excited for that, the unknown of travel. The average tourist to Perú sees a few things, but they are the typical things, the known things. As I travel I look through closed doors, listen for quiet advice and am led through the halls of an amazing adventure. On this trip through June and July I took day hikes into the tropical hills above Cuzco for the spectacular alignment of sunbeams and falling water.

     I feel as if the week had started on Wednesday the 24th, the day of the full moon. It is like Cuzco tunes it’s mood by the moon and wants the full light before it will begin something. It is funny how the Sun God Festival of Inti Raymi is coordinated with the moon. Myself, I’m not paying much attention to the moon, busy with a large mural I am painting at the Escuella de Bellas Artes. But when my lovely friend Carolina told me about the solar alignment and the rainbow cave, I had to go.

     After early morning errands of buying paint for the mural, chicken soup at the central market to battle my cold and a quick talk with Manu Expeditions about a possible free trip to the Amazon I meet my parents in the Plaza. The day is perfect, nearly cloudless with views out and down the valley of crested emerald ridges and icy peaks. The deep blue green sky envelops the land in an embrace that reaches nearly to me. We hail a taxi and begin up the rough streets into the hills above the ruins.

     Despite the harsh words of an angry and lost taxi driver, memories of a lost love and packs of angry dogs at our heals, we remain fixed on our goal of the journey. We are on a hike an hour above the city to El Balcon del Diablo, the Balcony of the Devil, a large cave with a small stream that flows through it. At noon during June a carefully diverted stream creates a rainbow in the cave.

     Above the ruins of Sacsayhuaman runs a trail and dirt road up the steep tropical hills. Wheat fields and fences break up the landscape. The view rises above the ruins, trees and houses of the capital city of the Inca, Cuzco or Tihuantisuyo, the four-cornered bellybutton of the universe. The city falls below in a blend of red earthen houses, tin roofs and cathedral spires as green ridges rise above. We pass ornately dressed farmer women bringing their llamas into town to sell their vegetables at the market and try to pose for tourist pictures. My mom turns with a smile to snap a picture and flip the lady a coin for a tip.

     I remember the first time I came here the month before, in June, durring the Inti Raymi Festival. Mario Torero and I were led by my friend Carolina Alegre to see the awesome sight. She has been there several times this month because this is when the rainbow appears. We reached the cave just before noon, hiking swift and steady up the tropical trails of the Andes. But it was cloudy and we sat on the soft grass by the stream in front of the cave to wait. We hoped and prayed and at noon the clouds set free a sliver of light and the double rainbow appeared. The cascade of water falls from fifty feet up through a crack in the roof and sprays a fine cool mist down. The light enters the cave and a double rainbow arches across the opening. We climbed over the rocks and hopped the stream to play in the wonderful arching colors. We would take turns sitting in the rainbow and watching each other.

     On this next trip several weeks later, we know there will be no rainbow but the hike is beautiful and this is my parent’s only chance to see the cave. Upon reaching the cave we climb into the small balcony cave. The view is inside the main cave and looking down at the stream passing through. The cave is really a short tunnel where a small stream cuts through the rock. The Balcony is inside this tunnel. Above it all, crossing the flowered red earth is a narrow aqueduct built by the Incas running with a tiny flow of fresh water for farms. Divert this out of the duct, it’s easy, you’ll see the path from times before. It flows into a crack and forms a waterfall inside the main cave. When you leave, put the rocks back in the aqueduct so the water doesn’t flow into the cave.

     Below and in front of the entrance are hills of soft grass and a stream. There we sat and rested, enjoying the many sights and sounds of the Peruvian mountain life. A baby cries off in the distance as the mother picks potatoes from her land. Her llamas roamed lazily eating the grass from plots lying fallow. Birds of many kinds darted and chirped from trees and bushes, some flying in and out of the cave. It was really an amazing experience.

     These visits to the Balcony of the Devil and the Rainbow Cave were precious experiences. That first time, to see Mario and Carolina smiling so bright with such pure and magic smiles was enough to fulfill a life. And now, the second time weeks later to share some of that greatness with my loving parents was like lighting a candle on a birthday cake. I’m glad that I take notes and I’m glad that I take pictures so as not to forget this positive experience along the many paths of my life in Cuzco, Peru.

