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Ask 100 people to pen a list of their top ten treks and you‘re guaranteed to find the Inca Trail features on all.
Dominic Hamilton chews some coca and tells us why.
I try to avoid making a fool of myself.
It’s not something I’m keen on.
Falling flat on my face on a muddy
slope in front of a 15-strong group of
giggling trekkers ranks among my alltime worst social misfortunes. I’ve
also managed to cut my forehead
open during a trek in the Amazon,
with my own waterbottle. But that’s
another story.
Maybe I should simply invest in
new boots. They could save me
untold embarrassment. But perhaps
that’s just the workman blaming his
tools: a second-rate excuse. My
first-rate one is that I was trying to
photograph too many things at once,
too many ‘moments’ in one go. But
what happens when you’re on the
Inca Trail, with a rainbow carving
through a charcoal sky amid plunging
green valleys on one side, and a
6,000-metre peak lit to perfection by
the late afternoon light on the other?
You run about desperately trying to
set up your tripod to capture the
moment before the light changes,
and fall flat on your face.
The Inca Trail in Peru is full of
moments to capture. It ranks among
the most famous, and beautiful,
treks in the world. It roughly follows
the stone ‘road’ which the Incas
used to access the citadel of Machu
Picchu from their capital, Cuzco. The
38-kilometre (27-mile) trail is
remarkable for its wonderful scenery,
the diversity of the vegetation it
crosses and for the ruins that you
pass through – each more
impressive as you approach Machu
Picchu.
It’s not for the faint-hearted, with
two passes over 4,000 metres
(13,000 feet), but the rewards more
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than make up for the aches and
strains. The three- to four-day trek
begins on the banks of the roiling
River Urubamba, reached by road
from Cuzco through the Sacred
Valley of the Urubamba. You cross
the river on a suspension bridge
which bounces unnervingly as you
pace across it. From there, the trail
climbs southwest up the fertile River
Cusichaca valley. But first, a ritual
stop for coca helps with the effort
ahead.
Coca leaf has been used up and
down the Andes for millennia. It has
some amazing properties. Coca is
exceedingly rich vitamins and
minerals, and above all in calcium. It
boasts nearly five times as much
calcium as a glass of milk. It’s an

appetite suppressant, so you can
work from dawn to dusk and not feel
too much hunger. The leaf also has a
stimulating effect on respiration,
thus aiding life at high altitudes
where oxygen is hard to come by.
These properties have made the
leaf an integral part of Andean life –
and, as you’d expect over time, part
of people’s cultural identities and
religious beliefs. Socially, to share
coca leaves is the equivalent of us
inviting a neighbour round for a cup
of tea. The leaves are prepared with
the same reverence a tea-lover
warms the pot and pours with. But
chewing coca also touches on
concepts of social identity – where
the person chewing is Runa or
Quechua (the northern descendants

of the Incas) – as well
encompassing religious beliefs.
‘Thank you Apu Wakay Wilka,
help me please, I don’t want any
problems,’ intones our guide César
as we sit in a circle around him. He
holds up three carefully selected
leaves between his fingers, one each
for health, happiness and love, their
arrow-like tips pointing up to the
mountains. To the Incas, and the
present-day Quechuas – despite five
centuries of proselytizing by
Catholics – the natural world is
sacred: any beautiful or imposing
feature is worthy of veneration and
respect. The mountains, as the most
impressive natural features of all in
southern Peru, are apus or,
effectively, Gods. You ask them for
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It’s not for the faint-hearted, with two
passes over 4,000 metres (13,000
feet), but the rewards more than make
up for the aches and strains

health, for permission to pass close
to them, for their protection.
Delving into the bags of Coca
which my fellow trekkers had
thoughtfully brought with them, I
choose a handful of decent-looking
leaves. I pick off a nail-full of a black
potash and lime mix, called llipta,
which aids the chemical break-down,
fold the leaves as carefully as
possible over and over around the
llipta, making a tight quid. I then
stuff the result into the side of my
cheek and wait.
Chewing coca is about as
pleasant as ruminating on a bag of
PG-Tips at first, improving to
munching on day-old spinach after

that. It’s not for everyone, but I can
assure you, it does work.
The climb up the River Cusicacha
is pleasant and steady; a nice, easy
start. There are various hamlets in
the area, so it’s not uncommon to
be sharing the trail with a farmer
returning home on a laden horse or
mule. After lunch among meadows
and the odd cow, the trail reaches
the fork at Huallabamba and turns
west up a steep climb to the
campsite of Llulluchapampa.
The climb is the first change in
vegetation, with meadows giving
way to forests of native podocarpus
(paper-bark) trees with their gnarly,
wizened trunks and branches. At the
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end of hard day, our group wolfs
down dinner and head to bed. I stay
up for a while, standing in the
bitingly-cold mountain air to stargaze
and watch the surrounding mountain
peaks cast in chromium by the moon.
A bright and crisp morning greets
us the following day. The porters
bring cups of coca tea to our tents.
They all come from villages and
towns in the Cuzco region, mainly
from the Sacred Valley. The cook,
Pablo, is the most senior among
them, managing to conjure up
delicious and healthy meals in record
time. Breakfast is served in the
sunshine on folding tables out in the
open, while llamas wander by

nonchalantly.
The porters are nearly always on
the move. As soon as my group sets
off and begins the ascent of the
toughest pass on the trail, the
4,200-metre ‘Dead Woman’s Pass’,
the porters break camp. They’ll soon
overtake us, jogging on ahead to
establish the camp for lunch. They
do the same at every stop,
relentlessly. It’s hard not to feel sorry
for them, as they sweat up and
down the hills. Not all the tour
operators treat them well, and their
wages are low. Thankfully, there are
now rules for the porters, with
maximum loads set at 25 kilos,
for example.

Before we set off that morning,
the porters line up and the group
passes by before them offering each
a handful of coca leaves. It’s a
friendly gesture and goes some way
to show them our gratitude and make
them less anonymous. Their first
language is Quechua. There are funny
moments as trekkers with faltering
Spanish try to exchange words with
porters with faltering Spanish.
At the top of the pass, César
declares we should thank the apus
for their help for our safe passage.
We gather in a circle once again, this
time among swirling and freezing
fog, offer our three leaves up to the
highest mountain, and stuff another
quid into our cheeks. A ceremonial
nip of Peruvian rot-gut fires us up for
the coming descent, followed by
another tough climb past the ruins of
Runku-Rankay, the first major ruins
on the trail.
After lunch, we continue on to
the ruins of Sayakmarka, perched
precariously on a mountain spur. It is
thought to have been an
administrative and military post since
there are no agricultural fields
nearby. From a distance, among
wisps of cloud blown by the winds,
its stonework blends seamlessly
with the tumbling verdant
mountains. A couple of hours further
and we reach the night’s campsite
of Chakicocha.
There is a point on the Inca Trail
where everyone hates the Incas. For
some, the realisation comes on the

first day, on the climb up to
Llulluchapampa. For others, it dawns
on the second day, maybe on the
ascent to the pass after Dead
Woman’s. But regardless of where
or when, everyone feels it.
Beyond Sayakmarka, you’re on
the Inca Trail proper. The stonework
is an incredible feat of engineering.
After Chakicocha come tunnels
carved through the sheer rock, each
step chiselled and bevelled to
perfection. It’s all admirable,
amazing and wonderful at first. But
after hour upon hour of it, everyone
nourishes a secret loathing for these
Andean people who seem to be
conspiring to make your calves ache
and your chest heave.
The Incas redeem themselves, of
course. The next ruin on the trail is
named Phuyupatamarca, ‘place over
the clouds’ – with just reason.
Standing over the ruin, high above
the snaking Urubamba and its
precipitous hills, with views of the
surrounding peaks of Verónica and
Salkantay, I forget the pain and
simply suck in the magic of the
place. Inca engineers might have had
no consideration for their
countrymen’s legs, but they sure
knew how to choose their locations.
This truism is born out at the
following ruin, Wiñay Wayna, named
‘forever young’ after one of the
dozens of brilliant orchids that dot
the surrounding cloudforests. The
ruin, nearly 1,000 metres of kneebashing below Phuyupatamarca, was
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only discovered in 1941. It has
made up for lost time. It is beautiful,
its rhythmically repeating rows of
agricultural terraces flow in an
elegant arc across lush green hills,
with fine stonework and delicate
ceremonial baths. After César gives
his explanation of the site, we are
left to our own devices. After a
while, most of my group finds a
place away from the others.
Everyone seems happy to
contemplate this mystical place on
their own, the echo of the nearby
waterfall and a bewitching sense of
peace and tranquillity for company.
The night is spent at the
uninspiring campsite near Wiñay
Wayna, before the dawn assault on
Machu Picchu itself. Assault might
sound like an inappropriate word,
but, with some 100 trekkers in the
high season all girding their loins at
dawn for the dawn rush on Machu
Picchu, it feels a bit ‘Where Eagles
Dare’. The gate at the campsite
opens at 5 am, so everyone lines up
to get through it first. The approach
to the eastern entrance to Machu
Picchu, known as the Inti Punku or
Sun Gate, reveals something of the

mind of the Inca architects. Just
before you reach it, you climb an
extremely steep set of 14 steps,
followed by another steep set. You
round the corner, panting. And
there, below you, lies the
recompense for all the effort.
Mission accomplished.
We are lucky with the weather
and our timing. Off in the distance
to the west, snow-capped peaks
are already bathed in dawn light.
Gold illuminates the tops of the
mountains which cup Machu
Picchu. Slowly, the light slips lower
and lower, prising details from the
dim penumbra. Bit by bit, the band
of ochre approaches the ruins,
lighting first the top of the sugarloaf Huayna Picchu mountain, before
sliding inexorably downwards. At
last, it reaches the walls of the ruins
themselves, setting the stone alight.
I decide, selfishly, to abandon
my group. I begin to jog down to
the ruins. I want to get to them
before anyone else. The advantage
of doing the Inca Trail, as opposed
to visiting the ruins by train from
Cuzco, is that you arrive before
anyone except the guests at the
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Chewing coca is about as pleasant as
ruminating on a bag of PG-Tips at first,
improving to munching on day-old
spinach after that. It’s not for everyone,
but I can assure you, it does work
nearby expensive Machu Picchu
Sanctuary Lodge. If I run, I can have
the place virtually to myself for
around 20 minutes.
I arrive in a sweat at the
citadel’s central plaza. No one there.
Walls surround me on three sides,
and I feel an indescribable energy
right at the centre of the square, the
hairs on the back of my neck
bristling. From there, I hike up some
steps to the highest point of Machu
Picchu, crowned by a three-foot high
obelisk set in a huge stone platform:
the Hitching Post of the Sun.
The sun just catches the
uppermost corner of the stone,

while a near-full moon hangs in the
brilliant cobalt skies above it. Birds
flit and chatter somewhere in the
distance. The air warms with each
passing minute, chasing the mist,
unveiling ever more detail, ever
more magic, ever more mud
splattered on my trousers from my
fall. I look a complete mess. But
luckily, at that moment, no one is
there to witness my state, no one to
point and chuckle. Only the
mountain apus. If the Inca Trail to
Machu Picchu is a pilgrimage, then
I’m sure the apus will forgive one
more mud-caked pilgrim achieving
his lifetime ambition. ■
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LET’S GO...
transport to the trail head at
Km.88, the bus down from Machu
Picchu to the train station at Aguas
Calientes (also called Machu
Picchu Pueblo), as well as your
train ticket from the town to
Cuzco. Costs for a four-day trek are
around £150. Paying anything less
than this will probably result in bad
food, tents, guides and bad wages
for the porters. You can pay more
to have your own private group.
Otherwise, you may be joining a
group of up to 16. Discounts on
entrance fees are available for
students with ISIC cards.

Santa Teresa

Machu Picchu
Veronica 5750m

La Playa
Runkuracay Pass (3850m)

Chilca
Esquina 5024m

Huamantay 5473m

Huayllabamba

Paljay 5422m

Incarajay

Chaullay

Huayanay 5345m

Huamantay Pass (4500m) Salkantay 6271m

Alternative trails and treks
Moyoc 5210m

Chillipahua

Cerro Jatunjasa 5338m

>

To Cuzco

When to go
The driest months in the Cuzco
region are from May to October.
The rest of the year you can still
be lucky with the weather, but the
likelihood of a miserable soaking
is much greater. The weather is
particularly bad from January to
March. The trail is closed entirely
in February. To avoid the high
season crowds, consider May and
September as the optimum
months.

Getting there
Flights to Peru’s capital Lima cost
upwards of £550 from London,
with a stopover. You will need to
overnight in Lima. From there, take
a flight to Cuzco with one of the
half dozen national airlines. Among
the best is LAN
(www.lanperu.com). Return flights
are around £80, but you could
consider visiting other places in
Peru, such as Arequipa or Lake
Titicaca, with short hops on planes.

Planning
Book at least a month in advance
of your planned date, and more
like two months in the high
season. Anything less and you
might not get space, since total
numbers (i.e. including porters)

>

To Cruzpata

allowed on to the trail are limited
to 500 per day.
Another consideration is to allow
time to acclimatise to the altitude.
You will enjoy the trail much more
if you do. It’s easiest to base
yourself in Cuzco, at 3,400
metres, for a few days before
attempting the trail. It’s one of the
most beautiful towns in the world,
so that’s not much of a hardship.

Trail ins and outs
Only a handful of tour operators in
Cuzco are licensed to operate on
the trail by the Peruvian authorities.
It’s important therefore, if you’re
booking directly with a Peruvian
operator, to make sure you’re
dealing with an authorised one.
Ask to see their documentation.
Quality and responsibility suffer if
you book through a third-party.
With the internet, it’s easy to
contact an operator in Cuzco
directly and shop around for the
best deal.
You can book the trail through a
British-based agency, which means
you will have some recourse if
things don’t go to plan. But you will
usually pay a bit more than booking
directly in Peru. These days it’s not
advisable to wait until you get to
Cuzco to book, to avoid
disappointment.
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Tours will automatically include
the entrance fee to the Machu
Picchu Historical Sanctuary in their
prices. This entitles you to do the
trek and visit Machu Picchu. If you
want to stay the night in the town
near the ruins and visit the
following day, you will have to buy
an entrance ticket just to the
ruins. The entrance fee for the
‘classic’ four-day Inca Trail is
currently about £35.
Tour prices should also include your

With the popularity of the classic
Inca Trail, various alternatives have
sprung up to supply demand. First,
there’s the ‘easy’ Inca Trail, which
is only 2-day, passing Wiñay
Wayna before heading to Machu
Picchu. This is recommended if
you’re concerned about your
fitness or the altitude.
Several longer treks now join up
with the classic trail. The most
popular of these are the two
Salkantay treks. Salkantay is the
highest peak in the Vilcabamba
range, reaching 6,271 m. The trail
heads are reached from the town
of Mollepata, about four hours’
drive west of Cuzco. The first, the
Santa Teresa trek, takes the
northwestern pass below
Salkantay, taking you to high

jungles of the Santa Teresa valley
and its eponymous town, from
where you can get to Machu Picchu
easily. The second, the High Inca
Trail, uses the same route but turns
east instead over a tough pass at
4,900 m. It then descends down to
the beautiful ruins of Pampacahuana
and Paucarcancha (Incarajay). The
trail then connects up with the
trodden classic trail at
Huayllabamba. The third possibility
including Machu Picchu, and growing
in popularity, is the Ancascocha trail,
which takes in the stunning eastern
fringe of the Vilcabamba range
crossing over three passes and
giving fantastic views of Salkantay
and La Verónica peaks. This route
also hooks up with the classic trail at
Huayllabamba.
Another trek to the ruin of
Choquequirao is becoming
increasingly popular. It’s a stunning
ruin, thought to be of high status, on
a mountain spur at 1,750 metres.
This trail is about the same difficulty
as the Inca Trail, although at much
lower altitudes. You get to the trail
head from the town of Cachora,
about four hours from Cuzco on the
road to Abancay. From there, it’s a
two-day trek to the ruin, returning
via the same route. You can also join
up with Machu Picchu by doing the
Vilcabamba traverse trek, by
continuing from Choquequirao to the
Yanama river valley and on to either
Santa Teresa or Machu Picchu. This
is regarded as one of the hardest
and most rewarding treks in
southern Peru.

descend to lower altitude – in the
case of Cuzco, the Sacred Valley is a
great place to flee. Avoid alcohol,
cigarettes and heavy food as much
as possible.
It’s best to get jabs for Hepatitis A
and B, typhoid and even rabies (if
you’re going to be doing a lot of
trekking in rural Peru).
The sun is very strong in the Peruvian
highlands, ignore it at your peril. Carry
a sunhat, suncream and adequate
liquids with you at all times.

Health Hazards

Websites

Altitude sickness will be the main
hazard you will encounter in this part
of the world. It most commonly
affects travellers who ascend rapidly
from lower levels to any altitude over
2,500 m. So arriving by plane from
Lima, everyone feels a degree of the
illness upon arrival at Cuzco –
although for most this is nothing
more than breathlessness. More
acute symptoms are headache,
lassitude, dizziness, loss of appetite,
nausea and vomiting. You also might
suffer from insomnia on your first
nights at altitude. With mild
symptoms, it’s best to rest as much
as possible, drink liquids and take
non-aspirin painkillers. For more
severe cases, the best option is to

Recommended trekking
companies
I have used the services of two
companies to do the Inca Trail. Land
of the Inkas
(www.landoftheinkas.com) and
United Mice (www.unitedmice.com).
Both were excellent, and I have no
qualms in recommending them.
There are several other good
companies including Peru Treks and
Adventure (www.perutreks.com).
It’s also worth checking out
advertisers in Adventure Travel. An
excellent source of information for
the region and Peru in general is the
South American Explorers
(www.saexplorers.org).

Maps and guides
The South American Explorers sell a
good trekking map for the classic
Inca Trail. Recommended guidebooks
include Footprint’s Cuzco and the
Inca Heartland and Trailblazer’s The
Inca Trail.

www.desertmountainjungle.com
www.andeantravelweb.com
www.go2peru.com

Equipment
Waterproofs and sealable waterproof
bags. ‘Canoe’ bags for inside
rucksacks.
Sunhat and high SPF sun cream.
Decent water bottles.
Good torch, plus back-up, plus spare
batteries.
Comfortable trekking boots.
Insect repellent and full-sleeved
shirts.
A fleece and warm clothing for cold
evenings and nights.
Warm sleeping bag.
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