
INCA SUN 
Peru 2006 

 
 [UPDATE:  January, 2012—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I’ll be leaving the original text intact but 
adding additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said.  I’ll also add some 
additional scanned photos to enhance the original travelogues.] 

 
 I just got back from driving a hundred miles to see a baseball game.  On the way back I pondered just how unbelievable this 
drive would be to the people I had just recently seen in South America.  First, in Peru one doesn‘t just go out driving on a whim.  Cars 
are few, and gas is incredibly expensive.  Bad roads make a hundred-mile journey a long trek rather than a short jaunt.  Moreover, the 
way of living in the upper Midwest would be almost inconceivable to most Peruvians.  Mankato (where I saw one of my former students 
play in a Northwoods League semi-pro game) is an irrelevant place by American standards, yet seven major department stores and a 
large regional mall provide its 40,000 residents with a variety of shopping that in Peru can only be found in Lima (a city the size of New 
York).  Even tiny Blue Earth has a Wal-Mart, a well-stocked supermarket, and multiple convenience stores—things you‘d never find in a 
small town in Peru.  Each Midwestern farm has hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of motorized equipment that sits idle most of the 
year, while Peruvian peasants work their land with hand tools and beasts of burden.  The land itself in the Midwest is rich and flat and 
well-watered, producing endless verdant fields year after year.  By contrast, it‘s amazing that crops grow at all on the chilly, dry slopes 
of the rugged Andes Mountains.  Our country is one of the richest nations on earth, and all too often we tend to take our l ifestyle for 
granted.  After leaving the U.S. for a short visit to one of the poorest places in the Western Hemisphere, the American way of life is 
something I‘ve come to appreciate a lot more. 
 
 [The biggest difference between the First World and the Third is the lack of rural development in poor countries.  
While my students will complain that there’s nothing to do in Algona, by comparison with similar-sized places elsewhere on 
earth, the opportunities here are limitless.  It’s that lack of rural development that has led to mushrooming growth in Third 
World cities.] 

 
 While I knew I‘d be making this trip for nearly a year, it sort of snuck up on me.  I‘d agreed to help my sister Margaret 
supervise Spanish students on what would be her last trip abroad as a teacher.  In exchange for chaperoning, I would get a fairly 
inexpensive trip to a place I probably wouldn‘t have even considered going otherwise.  However since this was a tour and I wasn‘t 
directly involved in any of the planning for it, everything seemed rather distant until suddenly it was time to actually go.  Then, suddenly 
it was June, and I found myself rushing to get packed, without really knowing at all what I‘d be getting into.  Inca Sun (the name given to 
the tour by the company that sponsors it, Interact) turned out to be a fascinating trip, and truly a once-in-a-lifetime experience. 
 

SUNDAY, JUNE 11 
Algona, Iowa to Mendota Heights, 
Minnesota 
 
 I was up around 7:00 this morning and spent a bit of time taking 
care of loose ends around my apartment.  When I finished doing dishes, I 
spent a bit of time at my computer.  For the past eight months I‘ve been 
downloading the New Orleans Times-Picayune from that newspaper‘s 

website.  Having gone to grad school in the area worst hit by Hurricane 
Katrina, it‘s been fascinating to follow the painfully slow recovery process.  
Unfortunately, neither today‘s nor yesterday‘s papers were available at 
nola.com, and since they only archive things for a week, I decided the end of 
May was probably a good place to consider my collection complete. 
 
 [I had pretty much forgotten about downloading the Times—
Picayune each day in the wake of Katrina.  Reading me prompted me to 
dig out the CDs on which I’d saved the .pdfs of all the old papers and 
go through them again.  I hadn’t really looked at them since saving 
them, but they remain both interesting and moving.  While in ordinary 
times I haven’t been much of a fan of the Times—Picayune, there’s a 
reason they won a special Pulitzer Prize for their Katrina coverage.  The 

 
Front page of the Times—Picayune 

from August 31, 2005 



paper’s website (nola.com) still offers a .pdf edition, though it’s far less prominently featured than it was after the hurricane, 
when for many people it was the main way of accessing the Times—Picayune.  You can also tell that things have returned to 
normal in New Orleans from the fact that the lead story on January 23, 2012 (which happens to be a snow day in Algona) was 
the ―throws‖ that one of the local krewes will be giving out in the Mardi Gras parade.  For months after Katrina, there was 
almost no news in the paper that was not somehow related to the hurricane.  It’s been years since I’ve checked out nola.com, 
and I must say it was kind of nice to see some trivial news there.] 

 
 I went to church, where as I do almost every Sunday, I served as lector or ―worship leader‖.  Two things about today‘s service 
seemed appropriate when I was about to embark on a Peruvian adventure.  First, the sermon was called ―Road Trip‖ and likened our 
journey through life to the ―trials‖ one encounters on vacation.  Second, the special music was by a local college kid who is an adopted 
boy of South American origin (just about the only Hispanic in Algona).   
 
 [This would have been just shortly before the long-time pastor of First Congregational Church retired.  A period of 
stability, with gradually declining membership was followed by nearly five years of transition and uncertainty.  We went 
through two ―interim‖ ministers, one full-time pastor who the church ended up asking to resign, and a host of people (myself 
among them) who served as temporary pulpit supply.  Understandably our attendance dropped dramatically in the transition 
time, to the point that our church’s future is shaky at best.  Last fall we finally hired a new minister fresh out of seminary, and 
hopefully he can help us get on course toward the future.] 

 
 After church I raced home where I changed my shoes and got rid of my tie.  These days I‘m just about the only person who 
wears a tie to my church (especially in summer), but it just seems inappropriate to be up in front without one.  I ran out to my car and 
left home precisely at 10:30am. 
 
 I always keep a hymnal in my car, and often when I drive I‘ll find familiar songs and sing them as I make my way along (only 
familiar hymns, mind you—I don‘t want to start an accident by searching for words as I drive.)  When I do that, I typically will randomly 
turn to somewhere in the hymnal and see what looks familiar.  I hoped it wasn‘t a bad omen when today I flipped open the book and 
came to the section entitled ―Death and Life Eternal‖, that is the funeral hymns.  I bellowed out ―Sing with All the Sons of Glory‖ and 
―Shall We Gather at the River‖ as I made my way north on highway 169. 
 
 I stopped at the Kwik Trip convenience store in Blue Earth, Minnesota, just north of the Iowa border.  I used a gift card from 
the school‘s scrip program to buy gas ($2.79

9
/gallon) and a ―lunch‖ of garlic fingers (strips of dough stuffed with mozzarella cheese and 

sprinkled with seasoning that you dip in marinara sauce), a cinnamon roll, and coffee.  Then I turned east on I-90 and continued my 
journey. 
 
 Interstate 90 in Minnesota is a badly surfaced highway.  It was brand new when I moved to the area twenty-three years ago, 
but it‘s been gradually decaying ever since then.  These days Minnesota‘s state government takes pride in having cut taxes, but you do  
get what you pay for.  I bumped and shimmied as I made my way eastward. 
 
 I turned north onto I-35 at Albert Lea, the only place of significance between Sioux Falls and LaCrosse (the out-of-state cities 
given as destinations on signs all across Minnesota).  35 is a much better road than 90, but still nothing special.  The drive northward 
past Faribault and Owatonna is attractive, but rather dull.  I entertained myself by playing an alphabet game, finding the letters of the 
alphabet on traffic signs and billboards.  As is always true when traveling on interstates, ―J‖ proved the most difficult letter to find.  (On 
two-lane roads ―JCT‖ signs make that letter easy, but ―X‖ becomes much harder when there are no exits.)  [I do enjoy entertaining 
myself with this made-up ―game‖, something I started doing when I’d drive all over the South when I was in grad school.]  It 

rained intermittently as I drove along, which kept most of the drivers at or under the 70mph speed limit. 
 
 Even as I reached the Twin Cities, the drive was not hard.  When the interstate split, I veered right on 35-E and continued up 
to highway 77, which I followed north to 494, the beltway that decades ago marked the edge of the metropolitan region.  I joined the 
beltway just west of Mall of America, but then left it just east of there at the 34

th
 Avenue/American Boulevard exit.  I drove south a block 

and west about two blocks [it probably is two cross-streets, but it would be two VERY long blocks—a good half mile or so] to 

the 28
th

 Avenue park and ride.  The place was quite full, even on a Sunday, but I managed to find a place to park.  I made my way to 
the platform, put $1.50 in the ticket machine, and waited a couple minutes for a train. 
 
 I took the light rail north past the airport to 46

th
 Avenue.  

This was a very crowded train, with probably a hundred fellow 
passengers in my car.  Most noteworthy among my fellow riders was 
a young man in a baseball shirt that advertised 
―IRONWOODBATS.COM‖.  I went to that website after getting home 
and found it is a company based in the Iron Range of northern 
Minnesota that manufactures baseball bats.  I don‘t know if they‘re 
good or not.  The players I‘ve known who played with wooden bats 
either used Canadian maple bats (which most say are the best) or 
Louisville sluggers (which every player on a Major League team‘s 
forty-man roster gets free of charge—by default  making  them  the 
most popular  bats).   [It appears that they  allowed the domain for 

 



their website to expire.  Today ironwoodbats.com is nothing but advertising links.  A web search reveals that the company 
does still exist, but these days they don’t appear to have any sort of website—kind of strange in an era when EVERY company 
is online.  I was able to find out that the bats they make are maple; they’re the main domestic manufacturer of maple bats and 
the second largest domestic bat company.  The products they make also appear to be very highly rated by players.  I don’t 
know if my former student Brad Nelson has ever used them or not; all the maple bats I’ve seen him use bore little maple leaf 
―Made in Canada‖ stickers.] 

 
 I walked about a mile and a half east from 46

th
 Street station, my ultimate destination being a Barnes & Noble bookstore on 

Ford Parkway in St. Paul.  I browsed for a while and picked up two items:  a Spanish-English dictionary (something I used exactly once 
on this trip, but a nice security blanket nonetheless), as well as a reference book I‘ll use to make up quiz bowl questions.  I thought 
about having a ―real‖ lunch, but decided against it.  I just turned around and trudged through the heat back to the station at 46

th
 and 

Hiawatha in Minneapolis. 
 
 I took the train back south (the same ticket works for the round trip) and fetched my car from the park-and-ride.  I got back on 
494 and drove east across the Mississippi to the first exit on the St. Paul side of the Cities, Pilot Knob Road.  Just north of the exit was 
the hotel I had booked at a park-and-fly rate, the Fairfield Inn—Mendota Heights.  I was checked in by a young Hispanic woman named 
María.  When she saw the park-and-fly reservation, she asked where I was going and was shocked when I said Peru.  It turned out her 
family was Peruvian.  That surprised me a bit, because I, like most Americans, tend to assume that all Hispanic Americans hail from 
Mexico.  A fair number are from further south, though, and like generations of immigrants before them, they‘ve come looking for (and 
mostly finding) a land of opportunity. 
 
 I got settled in the room and then wandered around the area near the hotel.  Before long Margaret‘s co-worker Sharon Rounds 
and Margaret‘s friend Marlene Michael showed up, and not too long after that my sister herself arrived.  I suggested we have dinner at 
a Baker‘s Square restaurant I had walked by in St. Paul earlier today, and we all piled into Marlene‘s car to go there.  While there‘s 
probably a quicker route, I directed Marlene northwest to 46

th
 and Hiawatha, where the light rail station I‘d gone to was located.  From 

there we headed east on 46
th

 Avenue and crossed the Mississippi to Ford Parkway.  Baker‘s Square was right across the bridge, and 
we had a pleasant meal there.  I had a ham and cheese sandwich with a creamy wild rice soup, cole slaw, and caramel apple pie a la 
mode.  We got a bit lost on the way back, mostly because Hiawatha Avenue doesn‘t make a complete interchange with the beltway.  
Eventually we found our way to Pilot Knob Road, though, and we made our way back to the hotel. 
 
 Back at the hotel we spent much of the evening dividing up money. Both the adult and student participants had given Sharon 
dollars that she had changed into Peruvian currency, and there was additional money for the students from the proceeds of fundraisers 
they had done.  The goal tonight was to divvy the money up correctly. 
 
 Dividing up the funds provides a convenient excuse for me to talk about Peruvian money.  The unit of currency in Peru is the 
nuevo sol (new sun), the ―nuevo‖ [which no one ever actually says] indicating that it replaces an earlier currency that was devalued 

by hyper-inflation a couple decades back.  Interestingly, locals almost always use the word ―soles‖ (plural) even when talking about just 
one of their currency.  The money is abbreviated ―S/‖.  While the exchange rate varies constantly, there are approximately three soles 
to a U.S. dollar.  Each sol is theoretically divided into 100 céntimos, though in reality only food and gas are priced in céntimos at all, and 
even groceries are always in multiples of 10 céntimos—and usually multiples of 50. 
 
 Peruvian coins are pretty boring, and they‘re annoying in that they all look pretty much alike.  They all have the exact same 
shield on the back, and everything but the one sol coin (which just says ―UN NUEVO SOL‖) have a number on the fron t giving their 
value and a small engraving of one of the Nazca lines that are in the desert south of Lima.  While theoretically 1 and 5 cént imo coins 
exist, in reality the smallest coins in circulation are brass coins worth 10 and 20 céntimos (3 and 6 U.S. cents, respectively).  The silver-
colored 50 céntimo (15¢) and S/ 1 (a little over 30¢) coins are virtually indistinguishable from each other.  Also hard to tell apart are the 
S/ 2 (between 60 and 65¢, the most common coin in use) and S/ 5 (about $1.50) coins, both of which are a bimetallic combination of a 
gold center surrounded by a silver circle. 
 
 Peruvian banknotes are just slightly smaller than their American equivalents, and all are highly secure notes, with holograms, 
watermarks, security threads, and little dots that can be peeled off (they have the same thing on Canadian money).  The lowest value 
note is S/ 10 (appx. $3.00), which is a green-colored bill with an orange background featuring an aviator who was presumably one of 
the first to cross the Andes.  Surprisingly, this is not the most common bill in use.  Indeed, more than once I got change in coins that 
added up to S/ 10 instead of a S/10 note.  The standard currency of the nation is the S/ 20 note ($6.15), printed in orange on a blue and 

yellow background with an old man who looks like the classic ―benevolent dictator‖ on the front.  ATMs in Peru like to give S/ 50 ($15.40 
– brown on a yellow and green background, with a Depression-era young man) and S/ 100 ($30.75 – blue on an aqua and green 
background with a grumpy old man), but both of these are difficult to spend except for very large purchases.  There is supposedly also 
a S/ 200 note ($61.50 – red on a blue and yellow background, with St. Rose of Lima on the front), but no one in our group ever saw 
one—and you‘d never need that much money to make a cash purchase in Peru. 
 
 It would actually be perfectly possible to visit Peru without ever using soles.  U.S. dollars are perfectly acceptable almost 
anywhere in the country, sometimes at an exchange rate better than the official bank rate.  Many stores keep twin cash drawers for the 
two currencies (the same thing I saw years ago in St. Pierre with Canadian dollars and francs), and even street vendors are happy to 
accept dollars.  ATMs in Peru give you a choice of withdrawing your money in dollars or soles, and they keep offering you the 
opportunity to change your mind right up until you get your money.  Euros are also widely accepted, though they‘re not as common as 
dollars.  We stuck with soles, and I‘m glad we did.  I think using the local currency makes you feel more a part of the country. 



 
Front and back of Peruvian 10 soles note 

 
 After dividing up the money we got to bed fairly early.  Tomorrow would be a long day, and we wanted to get a good night‘s 
sleep. 
 

MONDAY, JUNE 12 
Mendota Heights, Minnesota to Lima, Peru 
 
 The air conditioning had been running hard all night, and at 5am I woke up literally shivering.  As is often the case with our 
relative perception of temperatures, Margaret said she was hot, but I was more than a little chilly.  I‘d find this was good training for 
Peru, though, where the temperature would plummet below freezing almost every night [since it was, of course, winter there] and 

pretty much no building has any sort of heating. 
 
 I attempted to take a shower, but I could only get the fixture in our room to divide water between the showerhead and the 
bathtub faucet, not to send it just to the shower alone.  With the water divided, it barely dripped.  I did manage to clean up a bit, though. 
 



 They had placed bills outside both our room and Sharon and Marlene‘s room.  Unfortunately, both of these were screwed up.  
I intended to pay the bulk of the fees with scrip gift cards, but they had charged it all to my credit card.  It took a bit of arguing at the 
desk to get things straightened out. 
 
 They had a variety of breakfast items available at the hotel.  I microwaved a sausage biscuit and a piece of French toast, and I 
also munched on some apple coffee cake.  I can‘t say any of those really thrilled me, and the sausage biscuit was downright d isgusting.  
Their coffee was also a bit on the weak side, so I can‘t say it was the most satisfying of breakfasts. 
 
 At 7:00 we took the shuttle van to the airport, which was just a couple miles away.  After being dropped off we mistakenly took 
an elevator downwards before going back up to the ticketing lobby.  Margaret was a bit worried about check-in, as I don‘t think she‘d 
traveled with e-tickets before.  It was very easy, though, and before long all the adults had checked our luggage and gotten our 
boarding passes.  The students (ten of them) trickled in over the next hour, and they also checked in without any problems. 
 
 Our first try at security backfired when we chose a lane that was reserved for airport employees only.  While there was a fair 
line at the public checkpoint, it moved quickly.  One of the girls in our group was detained briefly.  Apparently a razor she had in her bag 
showed up as suspicious on the x-ray.  They let her keep the razor (which I can‘t say makes me feel all that secure), but they searched 
her entire bag before giving it back to her. 
 

MSP airport is practically a shopping mall with all its restaurants and stores, and after we found the gate I went back to a 
Burger King to get some coffee.  After ordering I presented the clerk with a ―Have It Your Way‖ card I‘d gotten through the Garrigan 
scrip program.  She grunted something in Black English that implied they wouldn‘t accept the card.  I‘d had enough of that nonsense 
back at Christmas when a TCBY at the Detroit airport refused to take their chain‘s gift certificates.  I pointed out to the clerk that I was 
using a Burger King gift card and that this was a Burger King franchise.  If she didn‘t want to accept it, I suggested she ge t her 
manager.  She tried to tell me that was impossible, but I made it clear I wasn‘t going anywhere as a line began forming behind me.  
Eventually a manager came out, but she also said she didn‘t know how to process the card.  (At every other Burger King, they just 
swipe it like a credit card.)  She got on a cell phone and contacted her supervisor, who walked her through steps.  I eventually got my 
coffee (with the method of payment I wanted), but it delayed those behind me quite a bit.  I‘m sorry about that, but it‘s rid iculous that a 
business like this doesn‘t know how to handle its own gift cards. 
 

The suggested check-in times at airports always allow for everything conceivable to go wrong, so we had quite a bit of time to 
kill before our late morning departure.  I spent much of it people watching.  Directly across from me were a young man and woman.  
The man was wearing a gray T-shirt with the roster of ―North Sargent – Milnor Bulldogs Football‖ printed on it.  The guy looked to be in 
his early 20s, and he wore a wedding ring.  Looking at his shirt I couldn‘t help but think it was a little sad that playing h igh school football 
was still the highlight of his life.  The roster on the shirt also gave heights and weights of the team members.  I was intrigued, since I 
look at our own school‘s roster a lot as PA announcer for our games, that the Bullodgs were a very lightweight team.  This guy was 

hardly a steroid case, but if he was the same size in high school he is now, he was probably the biggest player on the team.  I checked 
later and found out that North Sargent – Milnor is an athletic program shared by two different high schools in southeast North Dakota.  
Between the two schools they are only able to field a 9-man football team, and last year they had a winless season.  [The team’s 
prospects have apparently turned around in recent years.  They has a 4 – 4 season in 2011, and the previous year they fell to 
Velva in the Class A state championship.  The ―Dakota Bowl‖, by the way, is a mid-November event in Grand Forks that in 
2010 was played in sub-zero weather.] 

 
Also nearby were a young father and his daughter.  They stood out because the man, a thirtyish Hispanic, was tattooed from 

head to foot.  He was a very gentle father, but you certainly wouldn‘t have guessed that from outward appearances.  Another fellow 
traveler who crossed our paths was an elderly woman whose drawling voice dripped Dixie honey.  She was a retired schoolteacher who 
now lived in Mexico.  Margaret and she talked for a while, and the woman definitely sympathized with the trials of supervising a group of 
kids on a trip. 

 
Margaret had obviously not slept well last night, and she complained repeatedly that she was tired.  Hopefully retirement will 

give her more time to catch up on the sleep she‘s missed over the years.  [In general that seems to be the case.] 

 
The plane we would be taking to Houston originated in Newark, and it arrived ten minutes late.  They turned the plane around 

quickly, allowing us to leave essentially on time.  As we boarded I was intrigued to find there were no rows 11 or 13 on the plane.  A lot 
of things superstitiously avoid 13 (our hotel last night, for instance, had no room numbers ending in 13), but I have no idea why they‘d 
skip over 11. 
 

As we took our seats the head flight attendant welcomed us over the intercom.  A few moments later they shut the doors, and 
she said, ―If Houston is not in your travel plans, it is now.‖  The same stewardess announced later in the flight that she ―needed a 
vacation‖. 

 
The most noteworthy among our fellow passengers was a young black man who was practically a walking stereotype.  He was 

loaded down with lots of gaudy ―bling bling‖ that made him look like a pimp or a drug dealer.  Why anyone not in those occupations 
would want to wear stuff like that, I have no clue, but this guy was definitely not dressed for the traditional business world. 
 



The booking computer had randomly assigned me to a middle seat between Margaret‘s co-worker Sharon and Bryan, the only 
boy among the students making this trip.  I can‘t say that was a terribly comfortable seat to be in.  Sharon is a very large woman, and 
neither Bryan nor I is small.  I was tightly sandwiched for the two and a half hours it took to fly from Minnesota to Texas. 
 

We had a long delay on the runway as our Continental flight waited for a long line of Northwest planes to leave the airport.  
Eventually we took off, and except for being squeezed in the center seat, it was not an unpleasant flight.  Unlike most airlines, 
Continental still serves free meals on its domestic flights.  [It made national news last year when they became the last domestic 
carrier to end food service.]  We had a lunch (actually called ―snack‖) of turkey or tuna salad on a very dry, hard wheat roll, with 

mayonnaise, a bag of Fritos
®
, and a fun-size chunk of Milky Way chocolate.  I had coffee and ginger ale to drink.  The ginger ale came 

in a can from the Netherlands—fascinating on a domestic U.S. flight.  I ended up with a third beverage, too.  A girl in the row behind me 
had requested cranberry juice, and another had requested Sprite.  When the stewardess opened the Sprite, it exploded all over the 
juice, creating a sparkling cocktail.  The stewardess asked if anyone wanted it, and I volunteered.  She remarked (and was probably 
correct) that with a bit of vodka it would be perfect. 
 

Each time I‘ve flown for nearly a decade I‘ve worn the exact same watch, a square silver colored ―Joe Boxer‖ watch with a 
plain black band I bought for $7.95 years ago at K-Mart.  I‘ve worn it whenever I travel because it‘s a watch that I couldn‘t care less 
about.  If it were lost or damaged, that would be no big deal.  I‘ve been amazed at how long that cheap watch lasted, but on this trip Joe 
Boxer finally died.  Partway through the flight I looked down at my watch and was annoyed that there was more than an hour left to 
endure.  Then, almost immediately after that they announced we were about to land.  I re-set the watch when we did land, but by the 
time we reached the new gate, it had barely moved—a pretty good indication that it had given up the ghost. 

 
We arrived at George Bush International Airport (formerly Intercontinental Airport at Houston, or IAH) right on time.  While it‘s 

called ―Houston‖, this airport is nowhere near the actual city.  It‘s about thirty-five miles north of downtown, outside the outermost 
beltway in a very rural-looking area.  For years they‘ve been proposing a new Chicago airport at Peotone (south of New Lenox, where 
my parents lived half a century ago), and I suppose if it ever opens, it will be a lot like this.  IAH would be really awkward for anyone 
who actually wanted to visit Houston, but for us (and probably nine-tenths of the other passengers, most of whom were just changing 
planes) its remote location was irrelevant. 
 

We arrived at our gate on the B-concourse quickly, but from there we had a long walk to E-3, from which our flight to Peru 

would depart.  Houston is one of those airports that has been added onto repeatedly, and it‘s not easy to get from one part of the airport 
to another.  ―B‖ and ―E‖ are make a particularly awkward connection, because they‘re the only two terminals that aren‘t connected by 
the airport‘s inter-terminal train system.  Even walking briskly and with the occasional moving walkway, it took a good twenty-five 
minutes to reach our gate. 
 
 After finding the gate my main priority at the airport was to get a new watch.  IAH offered numerous opportunities to buy 
timepieces, most at prices far higher than I cared to pay.  Places like Fossil and Swatch were charging a minimum of $60 and up to 
$300 for cheap-looking watches with plastic straps.  Fortunately, buried next to one of the newsstands was a place billing itself as ―$10 
Boutique‖.  They had knock-offs of the designer watches (and lots of other cheaply made accessories) for $10 each.  I found a watch 
quite similar to the old Joe Boxer that featured ―GENUINE JAPANESE MOVEMENT‖ but was almost certainly assembled in a low-wage 
country somewhere south of Japan.  While the strap doesn‘t have a hole at precisely the width of my wrist, for $10 ($11.35 wi th this 
―low tax‖ state‘s exorbitant sales tax) I can‘t really complain.  Hopefully it will last half as long as K-Mart special did.  
 

 [The airport watch died not long after I bought it, though the one I replaced it with (also a K-Mart special) is still 
hanging on.  I still fail to see the attraction of designer watches.  I’m hard on all types of accessories, and I’d think if I bought 
an expensive watch it would just be money down the drain.] 

 
 As I set my watch it occurred to me that I shouldn‘t have to set it again, at least not on this trip.  Technically all of Peru is in the 
Eastern Time Zone, but there is no time of the year that their time is the same as New York or Miami.  Right now it‘s summer here and 
winter in Peru, so we use Daylight Savings Time but they don‘t.  That meant for us the current time in Lima was the same as in Houston 
and Minneapolis.  Eastern Standard Time is equivalent to Central Daylight Time.  If I‘d been traveling in the other half of the year, when 
it‘s winter in the Northern Hemisphere but summer down south, Peruvian summer time would put their clocks on the same schedule as 
Halifax and Havana, an hour ahead of America‘s East Coast and two hours ahead of the Midwest.  For now, though, it was conven ient 
that the clocks were the same in South America as they were at home. 
 
 I returned to the gate to find that Sharon hadn‘t arrived yet.  She has problems with her legs, and I knew the long walk 
between gates would take her longer than everyone else, but at this point both Margaret and I wondered if she hadn‘t gotten lost en 
route.  I offered to re-trace the steps back to the other gate and try to find her.  I never did, but she was at E-3 when I returned.  
Margaret told me, ―she came in a cart disguised as a nun‖ about the time I left.  She had wisely summoned a motorized cart, and 
apparently neither Margaret nor I had noticed Sharon on the cart when it showed up on the E-concourse because the most prominent 
passenger aboard was a religious sister. 
 
 The E-concourse is obviously one of the older parts of Houston‘s airport.  One thing that gave that away was that all the tables 
here had little round cut-outs in them.  Back before smoking was banned pretty much everywhere, those cut-outs obviously held 
ashtrays.  While I‘ve never smoked myself, I‘ve never really felt the need to eliminate smoking areas.  I can understand banning 
smoking on actual airplanes (where the recalculated air makes it annoying for other passengers), but why they won‘t let people smoke 



while they‘re waiting at the airport is beyond me.  So many people these days seem to think it‘s their responsibility to police other 
people‘s health. 
 
 We had a long layover in Houston.  In fact, when we got to E-3, our flight wasn‘t even shown on their display.  Eventually a 
flight to Los Angeles left, though, and they changed the read-out to say ―LIMA‖.  When the LAX-bound people (including more than a 
dozen stand-by passengers) left, we claimed some seats closer to the gate and settled in for about another two hours. 
 
 This being Houston, many of the gift shops at IAH have a space theme.  We filled time while waiting by snacking on astronaut 
ice cream, the dehydrated dairy dessert that they took to the moon.  Today the stuff is mostly marketed to backpackers, who l ike it for 
the same reason NASA did:  it weighs practically nothing.  I bought their complete set of space snacks:  hunks of mint chip and 
Neapolitan ice cream, a dried out ice cream sandwich, and a bag of waterless apple chunks.  All were good, and the mint chip ice 
cream was especially tasty.  [I saw a documentary not long ago that noted that dehydrated ice cream never actually made it into 
outer space.  It was developed by NASA, but in testing it they found astronauts hated the stuff.] 

 
 The Iowans on this tour consisted of four adults and ten students—a fair sized group, but not nearly enough for our own 
private tour.  To make the group viable, we were put together with groups from three other high schools, two from Wisconsin and one 
from California.  While we waited the California group joined us.  They came from Placer (the first syllable apparently pronounced with a 
short ―A‖, rhyming with a vulgar word for your rear end) High School, which is located in the town of Auburn, near Sacramento .  The 
group had seven girls and a boy who came across to me as spoiled brat rich kids.  I liked the kids better than their teachers, though.  
They were accompanied by a middle-aged woman of uncertain ethnicity whom the kids called simply ―Señora‖.  She and another 
multiracial woman (combining black, Hispanic, and south Asian descent—she‘s apparently from Belize originally) were inseparable on 
this trip, and they seemed to do nothing but shop the whole time.  The California women were almost always the last to board the bus 
wherever we went, usually because they were delayed by buying something.  You‘d hardly know they were on this trip as chaperones.  
They were extremely hands off in supervising the students and didn‘t seem to care at all what the kids were doing.  While I think 
Margaret liked them better than me, the two California women were by far my least favorite travel companions on this trip. 
 
 The PA system at Gate E-3 was apparently original equipment when the airport was new, and it hasn‘t been serviced since 
then.  They made a number of announcements, most of which were virtually unintelligible.  It didn‘t help that the people making those 
announcements spoke English as their second language.  At one point I managed to catch the word ―passport‖ and having recently 
flown to England deduced that they wanted people to go to the desk and have their passports checked.  I passed that on to our group, 
and we all went through the process smoothly.  Many people missed the announcement, though, and some were delayed on boarding 
because they hadn‘t had their passports checked ahead of time. 
 
 Our plane was a 757, the same sort of plane I‘d flown to Anchorage on.  It struck me that its 3 – 3 configuration provided 
surprisingly few seats for an international flight.  I suppose they must know what the demand is, though, and they don‘t want  to fly a 
larger plane with empty seats. 
 
 It looked as if we would have a number of empty seats on this flight.  A few entire rows were vacant in front of us until right 
before they closed the doors.  Eventually those were taken by the two groups from Wisconsin, who had a very tight transfer from a flight 
they‘d taken from Chicago.  On the whole I liked the Wisconsin kids and their teachers (an older couple who had obviously traveled a 
lot) better than the Californians.  However, whenever anything did not go just right, the Wisconsinites were always the first and loudest 
to complain. 
 
 I again was in a middle seat, but this time the adults had traded around so Margaret was seated next to me.  That made for a 
more comfortable flight (even with frequent turbulence) on this 6½-hour journey.  Before long video monitors descended from the 
ceiling, and they played a recorded safety announcement. 
 
 In the notes I kept to prepare this travelogue, I wrote, ―Are we going to drive to Peru?‖  That was in reference to the long taxi 

we made before take-off.  First we waited in line with literally dozens of other Continental flights.  Then once we were on the departure 
runway we seemed to go forever on the ground before the wings finally lifted upwards.  We had left the gate approximately on time, but 
it was almost forty-five minutes later before we were actually in the air.  (Actually you can‘t drive to Peru; even in 2006 there‘s still a 45-
mile gap in the Pan-American Highway in the middle of the jungle in southern Panama.  There have been many proposals to complete 
the highway, but they‘ve been strongly fought by environmental groups.) 
 
 The crew made their announcements in both English and Spanish.  It was clear that Spanish was their native language, 
though.  They would first slowly and carefully go through the English version of the announcements and then rattle them off in record 
time in Spanish. 
 
 Once we were at cruising altitude the video monitors again popped out of the ceiling.  They first showed an ad for Continental 
Airlines (something that seemed strange once we were already flying them) and then the same global positioning map I‘d seen while 
flying to Paris and London.  The kids got a laugh out of the fact that for the first part of our journey, the most prominent feature on the 
map was ―BRYAN‖; apparently a city in Texas has the same name and spelling as the boy in Margaret‘s group.  [Amusingly, I 
happened to watch an episode of Forensic Files just last night that featured a murder of a college co-ed in Bryan, Texas.] 

 
 Before long the flight attendants handed out landing documents we would need on arrival in Peru.  Every country requires 
something similar on arrival, but I must say Peru (or technically the Andean Community, which also includes Bolivia, Colombia, and 



Ecuador) takes the prize for paperwork.  There were multiple forms to fill out, each printed in microscopic type, with insufficient space to 
write the required answers.  [Adequate writing space is a serious problem on many government forms, regardless of which 
country prints them.]  The questions themselves were often confusing, and it was particularly odd to have some questions phrased so 

that a ―YES‖ response was intended, while others were phrased to elicit ―NO‖ as the answer.  (On most countries‘ immigration forms, 
including those for the U.S., it‘s all but imperative to answer ―NO‖ to every question.)  It took the better part of an hour just to get things 
filled out correctly.  Perhaps needless to say, no one in Peru actually cared a bit what any of us had written on those forms; the 
immigration officers would just stamp them without giving them a second look. 
 
 After we‘d completed the landing documents it was time for dinner.  We had a choice of lasagna (which I picked) or chicken 
and rice.  Each was accompanied by a small salad consisting of a few bits of lettuce, one large tomato chunk, and some shavings of 
cheese.  We also got a tiny soft roll and two pre-packaged Pepperidge Farm Milano cookies. 
 
 We finished dinner around 8pm, and at that point it was pitch black outside.  We were now into the tropics, where summer 
sunset is much earlier than it is at home.  It‘s still light in Algona at 9:30 in summer, but over the Central America sunset comes two and 
a half hours earlier. 
 
 They showed two movies on our flight, though nobody appeared to be watching either of them.  Margaret and I read travel 
books, while Marlene, Sharon, and most of the kids spent the flight sleeping.  Those kids who were awake mostly complained about 
how long the trip was, which prompted Margaret and I to remark that they should be thankful they weren‘t flying to Europe. 
 
 I got up once during the flight to use the restroom.  As I waited in line, a woman who was also waiting noticed an ashtray on 
the wall next to the toilet and remarked that this must be an old plane.  Indeed it must be.  The last time I recall smoking being allowed 
on any plane was when I was in Russia over two decades ago.  It surprised me they didn‘t just make this ashtray into a little cutout like 
the ones from the tables at IAH.  [I’d find out on a later visit to the Boeing factory north of Seattle that airplanes have an 
expected lifespan of several decades.  Most of the 747s that were built when I was in grade school are still in service, for 
instance.  Both regulations and the high cost of replacement jets ensure that maintenance is done regularly, so there’s no 
reason a plane from the smoking era would be any less flightworthy than a brand new jet.] 

 
 One of the movies ended around 8:30, and they briefly showed the global positioning map on the monitors again.  At 8:50pm 
we crossed the equator (somewhere out in the ocean west of Guayaquil, Ecuador), so for the first time in my life I could say I‘d been in 
the Southern Hemisphere.  That was kind of cool, though I must say I‘d always imagined I‘d be on my way to New Zealand rather than 
Peru the first time that happened. 
 
 Around 9pm they served a snack that consisted of the exact same sandwich we‘d had on the flight from Minneapolis to 
Houston.  This time, though, the sandwiches were accompanied by carrots instead of Fritos

®
.  Marlene (the third person in our row) was 

sound asleep, so I ended up eating her sandwich, while Margaret had her carrots. 
 
 Across the aisle from us (seated with Sharon and Bryan) was a Hispanic kid named Alex who was traveling on a U.S. 
passport.  His father was seated one row further forward.  Dad was apparently from Peru, and he owns a resort somewhere in the 
Amazon jungle.  Alex, who was a very American kid, had obviously traveled there before, and he shared some of the peculiarities of 

Peru and its people with the kids in our group.  He also had a laptop computer on which he shared a PowerPoint presentation with 
pictures of his father‘s resort. 
 
 We were scheduled to get into Lima (LEE-mah … this is a Spanish-speaking city) around 10:30, but shortly after 10:00 the 
pilot announced that low clouds were causing delays at the airport.  Our new ETA was 11pm.  We cut through the clouds about then 
and quickly landed on a runway right next to the ocean.  We soon made our way to a gate and proceeded down the jetway. 
 
 As we made our way to customs we passed Lima‘s international transit lounge, which is enormous.  I never really thought of 
Peru as a place where one might change planes en route to somewhere else, but then I‘d never heard of Shannon, Ireland until I spent 
four hours in the transit lounge there on the way to Moscow. 
 
 There were a surprising number of people on the secure side of the airport, even before we reached customs.  Several smartly 
dressed women were trying to get us to rent cell phones we could use in Peru.  Other people were offering to tote our bags for us or 
directing us toward the many ATMs in the arrivals lobby at the airport.  These people offering their services before we even were 
officially into the country were certainly an omen of things to come. 
 
 The immigration formalities in Lima were quick and orderly.  Beyond immigration was baggage claim, and our bags arrived 
fairly quickly (something that was probably helped by arriving on a relatively small plane).  Alex, the Hispanic kid, had described the 
customs process we‘d encounter, but even his description didn‘t really prepare me for it.  Simply stated, the ―aduana‖ (customs) in Peru 
is weird.  After claiming baggage, each passenger (whether Peruvian or foreign) makes his way to a gate that is guarded by a pleasant 
young woman.  The passenger himself pushes a button, which randomly causes either a red or a green light to illuminate.  If the light 
comes up green, the woman directs the passenger to proceed quickly to the exit.  If it comes up red (which it appears to about a fourth 
of the time), the passenger and his luggage are taken aside for a thorough inspection.  Peru (a country I‘d think people would smuggle 
stuff from not into) has to inspect a far higher percentage of luggage than almost any other country on earth.  Apparently, though, it‘s 

all luck of the draw whether you‘ll be inspected or not.  My light came up green, but several of the kids in our group weren‘t so lucky.  
Fortunately, none of them had anything questionable with them. 



 Everything is neat and orderly on the secure side of Lima‘s Jorge Chavez Airport, but once you exit customs you instantly 
enter the Third World.  A swarm of people lined a barricade by the exit.  One of them had a small sign that said ―INTERACT‖, the name 
of the company sponsoring this tour.  I made my way over to him, and several others on the tour said they were thankful I did.  I was 
wearing a bright yellow baseball cap I‘d gotten a few years back when Brad Nelson was playing for the Beloit Snappers.  [I still have 
that cap; it’s one of my favorites.]  Being taller than pretty much every Peruvian and wearing an easily identifiable cap made me 

much easier to pick out in the crowd than our guide was. 
 
 The guide was named Julian (who-lee-ON) Santisteban (sont-ee-STAY-bon, which means St. Stephen), and he was a fairly 
young but graying man who operated a language school.  He‘d flown from Cuzco to Lima specifically to meet our group and escort us 
back to his hometown.  Once the whole group had assembled, Julian ushered us through the mob to the airport exit.  We made our way 
past a boy who was begging by the door and a hoard of men offering to get us taxis.  We crossed the parking lot (a very small parking 
area for such a large airport) and made our way to a waiting bus.  I was in front with Julian the whole way, and the others apparently 
followed my bright yellow Snappers cap. 
 
 We put our luggage in the hold beneath the bus and boarded.  Margaret and I were seated in the very front, and we had a nice 
view of the city as we made our way to our hotel.  It was quite a long ride.  Lima, like London, is divided into dozens of different districts, 
each of which is technically a separate ―city‖ with its own mayor.  The airport is in Callao (kigh-YOW), an older mostly industrial area to 
the north where Peru‘s main seaport is also located.  We followed a circuitous route south and east through increasingly affluent areas 
until we finally reached the area called Miraflores (literally ―look at the flowers‖), an area of expensive apartments that reminded me a 
lot of Madrid. 
 

While Lima is a Third World city, they certainly spare no expense in lighting the place up.  The most noticeable thing as we left 
the airport was a string of brightly lit billboards touting Nescafe (the beverage Peru wakes up to), Claró (a cell phone company—―Cada 
día más y más del Perú está claro‖ … Every day more and more of Peru becomes clear.), Mega (a hypermarket chain much like Wal-
Mart), Cuzqueña (coose-KAY-nyah, the local beer), Adidas shoes, and Coca-Cola.  All the stores had brightly lit plastic signs, and a 

surprising number were lit up inside at midnight.  There is good street lighting everywhere in Lima; even the side streets are bright.  
Places like London could take lessons from them. 
 
 [Claró, by the way, is the largest division of Americas Móvil, the Mexican phone company that also owns Tracfone in 
the USA.  The company, formerly Teléfonos de México, is the primary investment of Carlos Slim Helú, who surpassed Bill 
Gates and Warren Buffet for the honor of richest person in the world with a net worth of $74 billion.  I have no idea why the 
trademark Claró has an accent; the Spanish word for ―clear‖ of ―of course‖ does not.]   
 

Among the most common businesses we passed were gas stations (―grifos‖ in local parlance), most of which were modern 
convenience stores that would have been equally at home in an American city.  Only the lack of American brands (Shell, which is called 
―Primax‖ in Peru, appears to be the only global oil company that operates here) gave away that we weren‘t in Kansas anymore .  Two 
things about the gas stations surprised us.  First was the fact that gas in Peru is sold in gallons rather than liters.  Modern Peru has 
never used anything but the Metric system; every other liquid in the country is sold by liters.  For some reason, though, gas is the 
exception.  Also surprising was the price that gas cost.  Most stations had several grades available, with prices ranging from S/ 11 to S/ 
15 per gallon.  That‘s roughly $3.50 to $5 per gallon, which makes the $2.75 they‘re charging in Algona right now seem downright 
cheap.  Given that average incomes in Peru are about one-tenth of what they are in America, those prices are even higher by local 
standards.  Gas is priced to the céntimo, and the prices can end in any number (like S/ 11.72 per gallon).  Since 10 céntimos is the 
smallest coin they ever use, I don‘t know what happens if the pump stops on something that isn‘t a multiple of 10.  (To answer that 
question, I read before finishing this travelogue that all gas in Peru is sold pre-paid.  You tell the attendant ahead of time how much you 
want, and the pump is set to shut off at that amount.) 
 

In addition to gas stations, we also saw countless fast food places.  American institutions like McDonalds, Burger King, KFC, 
and Pizza Hut are found in every neighborhood in Lima (though pretty much nowhere else in Peru), but there are also a lot of local 
chains.  The biggest appeared to be a place called Norky‘s, which apparently sells rotisserie chicken in a fast food setting.   I‘d have 
liked to have checked one of them out, but our schedule didn‘t allow much of any time for exploring things on our own. 

 
By the way, a lot of businesses in Peru end in apostrophe-S, like Norky‘s.  Technically that‘s bad grammar (the apostrophe 

doesn‘t officially exist in Spanish), but it is used a lot.  Peruvian Spanish has also borrowed a lot of English (mostly American) words, 

which come up in the strangest places.  What‘s more, unlike in Spain, Peruvians attempt to pronounce borrowed words as closely as 
possible to their English pronunciation.  That‘s probably fairly similar to Americans, who usually say words that came from Spanish or 
French fairly close to what they were in their original languages and the British, who feel obliged to change the pronunciation of 
everything to fit their whims. 

 
One other thing was hard to miss in Lima at night:  casinos.  While they‘re not beautiful, they are lit up in gaudy neon that 

brings images of Las Vegas to the mind.  They‘re also absolutely everywhere around the city.  They all tout ―TRAGAMONEDAS‖, the 
Spanish word for slot machines.  Margaret remarked to our guide that the Spanish term (literally ―drink coins‖) is probably more honest 
than the English (though we, of course, have colloquial terms like ―one arm bandit‖ that are equally derogatory).  He noted that in Peru it 
seems to be mostly the poor who gamble, hoping theirs might be the one pull of the tragamonedas that hits the jackpot.  He was 
surprised to find that we have the same problem in America, where poor people play the lottery and frequent casinos in 
disproportionately large numbers. 
 



Our ultimate destination tonight (or perhaps ―this morning‖ is more appropriate, since it was around 1am) was the ―Hotel 
Colonial Inn‖, a name that strangely combines Spanish and English.  The mustard yellow façade conceals cramped, dimly lit rooms with 
frayed rugs and dingy linens.  While it‘s in a nice neighborhood, it‘s hard to imagine this place was ever anything but shabby.  I have no 
idea what the tour company paid for the place, but I hope it wasn‘t much. 
 

Check-in was chaos, with the girl at the desk overwhelmed by processing 40+ people at once.  In addition to giving out keys, 
she had to take everyone‘s passports to have on file lest the police want to inspect them.  Fortunately I (who had the lone single room 
in the group) was among the first to be processed, so I got to go up to my room well ahead of most people.  I flipped on the TV, which 
happened to be showing The Simpsons in Spanish and surveyed the barebones room (besides the bed and TV there was a small table 
with a phone on it—that‘s it).  I noticed there were two copies of the Lima ―páginas amarillas‖ (yellow pages) on the table, one current 
and the other a couple years old.  I took one of them to complement the phone book I got from Cadiz, Spain on one of my earliest trips.   

 

 
Hotel Colonial Inn 

Lima, Peru 
LEFT:  Spartan room 

RIGHT:  Artwork on the wall by the 
bathroom (probably St. Rose of Lima) 

The phone book tells you something about the economy of the area.  Lima is a city the size of New York, yet its telephone 
directory is about the same size as Des Moines‘.  The yellow pages for a city of almost 9 million people fit in a single volume about the 
same size as an old mail order catalog.  What‘s more, in thumbing through the book I found that many of the entries were for 
businesses that weren‘t actually located in Lima, but rather in ―the provincias‖ around the country. 

 
The phone book shows that in spite of all the fast food and casinos on its surface, Lima is very much a Third World city.  It‘s by 

far the wealthiest place in the country, but Peru is a place that makes Mexico look wealthy.  I did some research after coming home and 
found out that 40% of all Peruvians get by on less than $2 a day, and 20% make live on less than a $1 a day.  [In $2012 global 
authorities have inflated the poverty benchmarks to 1 and 2 euros, which at current exchange rates would be about $1.30 and 
$2.60 a day.  The percent of people living in extreme poverty—both in Peru and globally—is essentially unchanged, though.] 

 
Supposedly the ―average‖ person in Peru earns around $3,000 a year (or $8/day—which ranks it just below the middle among 

the world‘s countries, while Mexico is about a third of the way from the top). [Most current sources show Peru’s per capita income 
around $7,000.]   I‘d find out, though, that there‘s really not many ―average‖ Peruvians.  It‘s very much a country of rich and poor, and 

the poor vastly outnumber the rich.  There‘s also a fairly large barter economy here, where poor people trade food, products, and 
services without cash.  With comparatively few people wealthy enough to afford traditional business transactions, there‘s just not a lot of 
merchants who can afford to buy ads in the yellow pages. 
 

I used the bathroom before retiring for the night.  This is as good a place as any to talk about Peruvian toilets.  The fixtures 
themselves look fairly modern and aren‘t particularly distinguishable from American toilets.  In Peru, though, the water and sewage 
facilities are very primitive.  The trickle of water that most toilets produce has trouble washing the feces away, and you are absolutely 
not to flush toilet paper down the stool.  To keep the pipes from being clogged with ―papel higénico‖ a tiny plastic wastebasket is placed 
beside every toilet in Peru (even those on planes and trains, where the need is less apparent).  They look like the receptacles often 
provided in American hotels for feminine hygiene products, but they‘re there to hold dirty toilet paper.  Having to dispose of your TP like 
that obviously encourages you to use less, and I can‘t say I always felt particularly clean after doing ―#2‖ in Peru. 
 

Strangely, that used toilet paper receptacle was the only wastebasket of any sort in my hotel room.  I‘d find that was not at all 
uncommon in Peru.  While the country produces a fair share of trash (much of which is littered around what would otherwise be a lovely 
countryside), the concept of a wastebasket seems rather alien here.  I stayed in two hotels and a private home on this trip, and none of 
them had anywhere to get rid of trash. 



I entertained myself one other way before heading off to bed.  I‘d brought along my cell phone, mostly because there was 
nowhere to leave it back in Minnesota.  Just for fun I turned on the phone and attempted to dial my home number.  I got a recording that 
told me (in Spanish) that my service had been disconnected.  Just to make sure the problem was not because of trying an international 
number, I also dialed the number of a McDonalds restaurant from the yellow pages.  I got the exact same recording.  What I found 
fascinating was that, unlike Europe, Peru obviously uses the same cell phone technology as we do back home; they just didn‘t have 
roaming agreements with U.S. providers.  [That’s particularly interesting given that Claró and Tracfone are just different arms of 
the same company.] 

 
The hall became quite noisy as the kids came up to their rooms.  One group of girls in particular seemed to laugh loud enough 

to raise the dead.  Eventually they quieted down, though, and I got a reasonable (if far too short) night of sleep. 

 

TUESDAY, JUNE 13 
Lima to Cuzco, Peru 
 
 I was up before 6:00 this morning and quickly showered (in a cavernous shower that was nearly as large as the bedroom).  I 
enjoyed a hot, steamy shower, the last I‘d have for quite some time.  I then went down to the hotel bar, where they had a breakfast 
buffet set up.  Most of the items were rather disappointing imitations of American breakfast foods (like barely cooked bacon that was 
more fat than meat), but I did manage to find a few things that were edible. 
 
 While the students packed their things I headed out for a quick exploration of the neighborhood.  I‘m glad I did, because this 
was just about the only opportunity I‘d have to see much of anything modern in Peru.  [That’s a problem on tours; they don’t think 
anyone has an interest in modern life in other countries.  For me, on the other hand, how people live today is often far more 
interesting than historic sites.]  Miraflores is a lovely neighborhood that combines offices and factories with wealthy residences.  I 

walked about five blocks south of the hotel (toward the ocean), returned and then walked about four blocks north.  Mostly I just saw the 
same busy street, but it was still interesting to get out.  My only real stop was at Repshop (the first syllable is pronounced ―rape‖, as if 
they sold sexual assault there), a convenience store owned by the Repsol gas station chain.  [I’d seen Repsol before.  They’re one of 
the largest gas station chains in Spain.]  I bought a newspaper (El Comercial), a variety of American-style snacks (I say ―American-

style‖ because while all these were manufactured by Frito-Lay, none of them was exactly the same as any of the products that same 
company sells in the States) and some beverages.  In addition to adding a bottle to my Pepsi collection, I picked up a bottle of Inca-
Cola, supposedly the beverage of Peru (though from my observations, I‘d guess Coke has them beat in market share).  Inca-Cola is 

definitely not Coke or Pepsi.  The syrupy yellow beverage has a fruity taste to it (perhaps a hint of pineapple or banana) and to my 
palette was sickeningly sweet.  Some of the kids liked it, but I never felt the need to try another bottle. 

 
Paketón de Todito mix – a Peruvian Frito-Lay product 

 
 [Almost everywhere I travel I like buying packaged local 
snacks.  I’m amazed at how many different variations there are on 
extruded corn flour and how many different flavors of potato chips 
are available.  Sometimes there are also strange combinations like 
the ―de todito mix‖ (essentially ―a little bit of everything‖) shown in 
the scanned package at left.  Trying these snacks is a cheap and 
easy way to quite literally get a taste of local culture. 
 
 The Inca-Cola bottle is the only non-Pepsi item I keep with 
my collection of Pepsi memorabilia at school.  It occasionally draws 
questions from my students, most of whom don’t really believe that 
I’ve been to Peru.] 
 

Snack foods are very cheap in Peru.  While I forget the actual 
price, I know that a large bag of snacks and beverages came to under S/ 
10 (maybe $3 total, including the newspaper).  Each individual bag of 
chips was between S/ .40 and S/ .60 (13¢ and 20¢), with full size bags (the 
ones that cost $2 or more back home) for about S/ 1 ($.30 or .35).  The 
snacks were good, too.  I sampled a wide variety on this trip, and I liked 
them better than similar snacks I‘d had in London.  The beverages ranged 
from S/ .50 to S/ 1.10 (15¢ to 35¢), though I‘d find out later that in touristy 
areas they‘d sell those same bottles for as much as S/ 5 ($1.65).  Those 
prices become even cheaper when you realize that they already include a 
19% national sales tax. 

 
I went back to the hotel and joined the others in boarding the bus.  

Margaret was not at all happy that some of the girls from California had 
nabbed the front seats.  She suggested that perhaps we should reserve 
those for the guides and adults, which from then on mostly was the case. 
[It makes sense to either have the adults at the front or to spread 
them out so they can supervise all the kids.] 



This morning we essentially re-traced our steps back to the airport.  Lima by day seemed really quite an attractive place. 
There‘s certainly nothing about it that made me feel I was in South America.  It‘s much cleaner than the cities I remember in  Mexico, 
and its tidy parks and grand traffic circles reminded me of a European city.  Its traffic-clogged streets (there is no subway, nor even a 
single bus system that covers the entire city) could easily be in the U.S.A.  On the surface, at least, Lima comes across as a rather 
prosperous place.  I‘d read (and later was told) that about half of the city‘s people live in shantytowns on the edges.  In the perennially 
cloudy weather you don‘t notice those, though, and it‘s easy to imagine everyone lives the sort of life they do in Miraflores.   
 

As we made our way north the surroundings got a bit grittier.  Callao reminded me of both Los Angeles and Queens, the 
borough of New York where I stayed last summer.  No one will pretend it‘s beautiful, but it‘s certainly a vibrant place.  While no one 
used the term here, Callao struck me as the closest thing in Peru to a middle class neighborhood. 

 
We got a better look at Lima‘s businesses by day.  In addition to the fast food places I described yesterday, there are also 

countless ―chifas‖ (CHIEF-ahs), the Peruvian term for Chinese restaurants.  Just as we did up north, the South Americans used cheap 
Chinese labor to build their railroads.  They stayed on as immigrants, and their cuisine is one of the most popular foods in Peru today.  
The chifas are also some of the cheapest places to eat, offering full dinners for about S/ 3 ($1).  We‘d find later that the popularity of 
Chinese food really shouldn‘t be much of a surprise.  Much of traditional Peruvian cuisine amounts to variations of stir fry on rice.  The 
Chinese use different spices and vegetables, but the basic concept is the same. 

 
Like a lot of European cities, Lima seems to segregate different kinds of businesses.  We passed a whole neighborhood where 

nothing was for sale but tires and another place that came across as ―toilet row‖ with store after store selling plumbing fixtures.  There 
are lots of big supermarkets and department stores, though, and they‘re spread all over the city.  What I didn‘t see much of in Lima was 
traditional markets—but we‘d make up for that pretty much everywhere else we went on this trip. 

 
The primary form of transportation in Lima (and indeed all of Peru) is the colectivo or combi (COMB-bee).  These are privately 

operated small buses (old VW and Toyota vans in rural areas and provincial cities; minibuses like you‘d see transporting American 
special ed students in Lima) that run along fixed routes that apparently the local people have memorized.  There are some formal stops, 
but you can get on or off a combi anywhere along its route.  It‘s rare to see a combi that doesn‘t have all its seats filled, and people 
crowd into them well beyond their capacity.  In addition to the combis, Lima‘s streets are crowded with taxis and trucks, not to mention 
lots of tour buses (though Lima is actually one of the least tourist-oriented places in Peru), and a surprising number of private cars.  All 
the traffic made the trip to the airport take nearly an hour. 

 
It doesn‘t help matters that there‘s really no good way to get across the city.  They‘re apparently building an ―autopista‖ that will 

bypass downtown, but it‘s far from complete.  At one point in the ‗90s they began construction on a subway system, but financ ial 
hardships suspended that plan indefinitely.  [They have since opened part of a single train line, and no extensions are planned 
until at least 2020.]  We just followed city streets leading from one traffic circle to another until we were almost out to the airport. 

 
The last couple of kilometers by the airport are a multi-lane tollroad.  The toll plaza (―peaje‖) is weird, as it has three separate 

parts.  The leftmost lane is reserved for ―telepeaje‖ (tell-a-pay-AH-hay), the equivalent of I-pass in Chicagoland.  Most of the lanes are 
for general traffic, but the rightmost is reserved for ―policía, bomberos, y ejército‖ (police, firefighters, and army).  The emergency 
vehicles still have to pay toll, mind you; they just have their own private lane.  Margaret and I joked about having the firetruck come 
rushing to the airport, only to turn around because no one had money for the ―peaje‖.  [It is strange that the emergency vehicles 
don’t at least have telepeaje transponders.] 

 
While the road to the airport is an ―autopista‖ (expressway), there‘s not much about it that‘s limited access.  The combis stop 

right at the side of the highway, just as if it were a city street, and I saw both pedestrians and bicycles on the shoulder (though not 
nearly as many as I‘d see later elsewhere in Peru).  Imagine people walking or riding a bike along an interstate in America, or a bus 
stop right along the highway between exits.  This was a completely different kind of expressway than anyone back home could relate to. 
 

We made it to the airport and dragged our luggage across the parking lot to ―CONTROL DE PRE-EMBARQUE‖ (pre-
embarkation control … i.e., check-in).  The whole airport here is run by Lima Airport Partners, a company that I found out later was 
created as part of a government privatization program.  While it may be private, the complexity of how Lima Airport Partners operate 
would put most government bureaucracies to shame.  Checking in for our flight to Cuzco was anything but a streamlined process.  First 
we stood in a line well in front of the check-in desks.  At the front of that line a guard asked us which bags we wanted to check.  Those 
bags were then X-rayed, and we had to identify them on the other side of the X-ray apparatus.  We then took the X-rayed bags (and our 
hand luggage) to another line where we waited to go up to the check-in counter.  There another employee looked at our passports, 
weighed our checked bags, tagged them ―CUZ‖, and gave each passenger a boarding pass. 

 
Among other things, the boarding passes clearly showed exactly what our tickets cost.  Each was clearly marked as costing 

$269—that‘s U.S. dollars, not soles.  The flight from Lima to Cuzco is only an hour, and while I assume it was a round-trip fare that was 
given, even at that it‘s ridiculous. 

 
You‘d think that the boarding pass would allow us to go up to security and on to the gate, right.  You‘d be wrong.  After all forty 

of the tour group had gotten our boarding passes, Julian collected them.  He then disappeared somewhere to pay airport tax.  Most 
airports in the world charge some sort of user fees for their services, but in the developed world those fees are included in the price of 
your ticket.  In Peru (and most Third World countries), though, it‘s an extra fee that must be paid immediately before departure.  Here 
that fee is payable only in U.S. dollars.  Soles, the freely exchangeable currency of Peru, are not accepted.  After Julian returned he 



gave us back the boarding passes, which now had little stickers affixed to them that said that US$4.25 in taxes had been paid.  This 
allowed us to proceed to the security checkpoint.  Oddly no one seemed to care about identification at security, just that our boarding 
pass had the tax sticker affixed to it.   
 

Security was fairly tight, but our group went through without any real problems.  That was definitely not the case for a group of 
army men who were going through at the same time we were.  While they were unarmed, the soldiers were in full uniform, and I think 
every part of the uniform must have contained metal.  They‘d set off the buzzer on the machine, take something off, buzz again, and 
strip some more.  They were practically naked by the time they finally got through.  Fortunately both they and the security people were 
good natured about things. 

 
Finally we made it to the domestic departure lounge, which covers an entire floor at the back of the airport.  We found our gate 

and then spent a while browsing through the shops that filled the place.  I bought some coffee (since they only had tea at the hotel), a 
surprisingly large cup of strong espresso for S/ 2 (about 65¢).  The clerk gave me three packets of sugar and seemed surprised when I 
just left them on the counter.  I‘d find as the trip progressed that three sugars was probably toward the low side of what Peruvians use 
in a hot beverage. 
 

Before long they called our flight for boarding, and we made our way down a jetway to a brand new Airbus A320.  We left the 
gate 15 minutes early and proceeded to taxi for about ten minutes past a line of extremely dirty air force planes.  I noticed looking out 
the window that in Lima as in Mexico City homes were built up right to the wall of the airport. 
 

We took off at 10:18am, with a steeper angle of take-off than I‘m used to.  Almost immediately they turned off the seat belt 
sign, much quicker than they‘d do that in America.  We‘d very quickly left the city and its shroud of sea fog behind and were over the 

Andes Mountains.  I traded with a girl who didn‘t want to be next to the window, so I had a lovely view of the mountains for the whole 
flight.  While they‘re higher and steeper, the Andes look quite a lot like the mountains in southern California.  They‘re dry and red, and 
from the air the whole system looks almost completely unpopulated.  These are very rugged mountains.  Even the valleys look rugged, 

and it‘s hard to imagine how the area came to be settled at all. 
 
Like our flight to Lima, this plane had video screens that popped down from the ceiling.  For quite a while they didn‘t show 

anything, though—just a lot of static.  Eventually they showed a documentary called Déstinos Peru that highlighted many of the tourist 
attractions in the Cuzco area.  They followed that up with a television show similar to Candid Camera that was basically just one big 
gag reel. 

 
Our flight was on LAN, the national airline of Chile.  While I think ―LAN‖ is simply an acronym for ―Lineas Aéreas Nacionales‖ 

or ―National Airlines‖, everyone said it as if the name were a word that rhymed with ―on‖.  LAN provides worldwide service with hubs in 
Santiago and Madrid [when I’ve priced flying to Australia and New Zealand, the cheapest way is often via Santiago on LAN], but 

they‘re also the major domestic carrier in most of the Andean nations, including Peru.  If the two flights we had are any indication, 
they‘re a very good airline to fly—though also a pricey one. 
 

The public announcements on LAN were all bilingual, with Spanish first followed by English.  The inter-crew announcements 
were in Spanish only.  It was amusing, though, that some aviation terms apparently are borrowed from English and used globally.  In 
particular, the term ―cross-check‖ (a common order given to the stewardesses) stood out as they rattled through the Spanish. 
 

We were served drinks, followed by a turkey and cheese sandwich and a tiny chocolate square (Nestle ―Sublime‖).  About the 
time they had cleared our lunch, we started our descent.  We passed braided rivers not unlike the glacial rivers in Alaska, and I could 
see snowcaps in the distance (which this close to the equator is something).  The scenery changed from bare rocks to grass with a few 
scraggly trees, but it was still very dry. 

 
Cuzco (also spelled Cusco and sometimes Qosqu, among other ways) is one of the highest cities in the world, at over 11,500 

feet above sea level.  You realize that when you land here.  We had flown just slightly above the tops of the mountains (which are also 
among the highest in the world).  We quickly found a crack between two peaks and pretty much just sailed through it and immediately 
were on the ground.  It didn‘t seem as if we really descended any from the air at all.  (It‘s also interesting, too, that airplane cabins are 
generally pressurized to about 8,000 feet, so the pressure actually went down after we landed.) 

 
There is apparently only one runway in Cuzco.  Because of this our plane was in the unusual position of landing, going to the 

end of the runway, making a U-turn, and then taxiing back along the same runway to the terminal.  I assume there‘s few enough planes 
here that there‘s never a problem with that system, but it certainly is weird.  Even in Mason City they taxi and take off on separate 
runways. 

 
We had boarded in Lima via a jetway, and they had jetways at the Cuzco airport.  For some reason, though, they just parked 

the plane on the tarmac and had us exit down the stairs.  That actually emptied out the plane faster, since we could leave by two 
different doors instead of just one.  We made our way into the terminal, which was Third World chaos and then some.  A band was 
playing traditional Andean music near the luggage carousel as we waited for our bags to arrive, dozens of touts were pushing taxis and 
hotels, and countless people greeted us by giving us our first opportunity in the Andes to buy handicrafts. 

 
  As I waited for my luggage, a nun in rather traditional garb was blocking the space between me and the carousel.  Wanting to 

say, ―Excuse me, Sister,‖ it occurred to me that while I knew the words for ―sister‖ in a family sense (―hermana‖) and as the title for a 



nun (―Sor‖), I had no idea at all how to say the simple phrase I needed.  When my bag arrived, I settled on the generic ―perdón‖ with no 
―sister‖ at all.  [I still don’t know how to say ―sister‖ in this sense in Spanish.] 

 
Given the high elevation, it‘s no surprise that altitude sickness (―soroche‖ .. sore-OH-chay) is one of the most common 

complaints among visitors to Cuzco.  We got our introduction to that right at the airport when one of the California girls became faint 
and started vomiting.  Margaret calmed her, and I got out some wet wipes from my bag to help her out.  For the moment I felt fine, but I 
remembered the problems I‘d had in Mexico City (which is only two-thirds the elevation of Cuzco) years ago and wondered if this might 
not be a very long trip. 

 
I used a very grimy restroom as the rest of the group got their luggage.  Then we all made our way down a gauntlet of trinket 

vendors to the buses that would take us around Cuzco.  While the vendors at the airport were annoying, we‘d find out soon things were 
tame there compared to what we‘d encounter in most of touristic Peru. 

 
I have a guidebook that introduces Cuzco saying, ―the beauty of this charming colonial city simply can not be overstated‖.  

Well, yes it can.  Historic?—yes.  Interesting?—yes.  Completely different from anything else?—probably.  But to my eye this dumpy 
city is only beautiful in contrast to the far uglier places nearby.  (You‘ll read about Juliaca later.)  Pretty much anywhere you look in 
Cuzco, you can‘t help but see ―pueblos jóvenes‖ (PWAY-blose HO-bane-ace, literally ―young towns‖), the adobe slums that line the 
mountainsides where two-thirds of the city‘s 500,000 residents live.  In Lima the shantytowns were hidden by the fog, but here they‘re 
right out in plain sight.  Even ignoring the slums, the foreground is hardly anything I‘d call beautiful.  While Lima had pleasant parks, 
green courtyards, and tree-lined boulevards, Cuzco features cramped, littered streets lined with grimy old buildings with little 
architectural interest whose plaster has been peeling for centuries.  Actually, I really rather liked Cuzco.  It‘s a truly fascinating place, 
and the sense of history rivals much of Europe.  There just isn‘t much of anything about the city I‘d call ―beautiful‖. 

 
Cuzco, Peru 

We made our way down a cement block suburban strip that reminded me of Mexico City (another fascinating place that‘s 
mostly ugly) and turned into the ―urbanización‖ (housing development) where most of our group would be living for the coming week.  
From the street, there‘s nothing beautiful about Urbanización Magisterio (mah-hee-STARE-ee-oh) either, but behind its walls hide the 
kind of houses people build around golf courses back home.  This was clearly just about the best address in Cuzco. 

 
We first dropped off one group of four girls.  A plump native woman met them at the gate, all smiles.  I was next to be dropped 

off, and I left the bus with some trepidation.  When I‘ve traveled before, I‘ve pretty much always stayed in hotels.  I don‘t even stay with 
family or friends very often, so the thought of spending a week on a ―homestay‖ with strangers wasn‘t exactly the most appeal ing 
concept to me.  Julian knocked on the door of the high wall outside the house I‘d be staying in.  I took a deep breath and prepared for 
the worst. 
 

I was ushered in by a pleasant couple about my age who would be my hosts for the week.  Frantz (the German name betrays 
his ancestry) and Isabel Olazabal (oh-la-sah-BALL) were extremely nice, and they made me feel most welcome in their home.  They 
began by taking my bags up to my quarters.  I expected a small bedroom, but in fact what I had was more like a hotel suite.  I had a 



bedroom (with my own TV), a skylit sitting room (with a phone I never used), and a private bath, all in what was essentially a converted 
attic on the third floor of their home.  They made a big deal of the fact that the bathroom had hot water, and Isabel ran some water to 
demonstrate it was hot.  [This is probably both uncommon and expensive.] 

 
After dumping my things, Frantz and Isabel gave me a quick tour of their home.  A narrow spiral staircase led down to the 

second floor (actually Peruvians would call it the first floor, with my attic room being second floor), which featured three bedrooms and 
two baths.  The master bedroom featured a king-sized bed and a huge TV.  Each of the two children had their own bedroom, also with 
their own private TVs.  Frantz made a point of showing me the Snow White (Blanca Nieves) wallpaper in his daughter‘s room and a 
storage chest built to look like a train in his son‘s room. 

 
The first floor (―planta baja‖ in Spanish) included a formal living room, an office where I was told I could use the computer for 

internet access (I didn‘t), and a family room with yet another TV.  There was also a formal dining room that appeared to never be used 
and a small informal dining room adjoining the kitchen.  There was also another bathroom, but this one they noted didn‘t have hot 
water.  They gestured to the kitchen but didn‘t actually show it to me, and they gestured to an adjoining downstairs room where 
―Abuela‖ (grandma) lived. 

 
View out David Burrow’s window at the tile roofs of neighboring homes  

in Urbanización Magisterio – Cuzco, Peru 

 
 Isabel then offered 
me a cup of the traditional 

Andean drink, coca tea.  
While made of the same plant 
that can be made into 
cocaine, coca tea is to 
cocaine roughly as cold 
medicine is to 
methamphetamine.  (Indeed, 
cocaine is apparently distilled 
in labs in a very similar 
process to making meth.)  In 
addition to being a fairly tasty 
herbal drink, the main 
purpose of coca tea is to 
combat altitude sickness.  
Natives of the Andean 
highlands have drunk the tea 
and chewed coca leaves for 
centuries for precisely that 
purpose.  It doesn‘t make you 
high, but it does dilate the 
blood vessels in the head, 
which allows the body to 
absorb more oxygen.  I didn‘t 
go out of my way to drink 
coca  tea,  but  I  didn‘t  refuse  

the stuff either.  I can‘t say for sure it had any effect, but I definitely had far less problem with altitude here than I did in Mexico. 
 

Isabel served coca tea in an interesting device that was sort of a self-infusing tea mug.  The stoneware cup had a perforated 
insert designed to fit inside it.  She put coca leaves in it and added hot water from a hot pot identical to the one Margaret and I had in 
our hotel room in London.  A separate stoneware lid covered the mug as the tea steeped, and a matching saucer completed the set.  I 
thought such a mug might make an interesting souvenir of Peru, though since I rarely drink tea (and when I do I use teabags), I don‘t 
know what on earth I‘d use it for.  [In a cupboard I have a chrome coffee pot I got in the Soviet Union that I literally never use.  I 
bought it for a similar reason.  Similar pots were on the table almost everywhere we went in Russia, and I thought it would be 
cool to have one.  While I don’t regret buying that coffee pot, it’s hardly the best souvenir I ever got.] 

 
I went to the living room and sipped coca tea while having a pleasant conversation with Frantz.  He was surprised to find I 

spoke Spanish and even more surprised when he found my job had nothing to do with the language (unlike the other adults on the trip, 
who were Spanish teachers).  While both he and Isabel spoke good English, we mostly talked in Spanish.  Indeed, I‘ve never spoken 
Spanish so much in my life.  That is, of course, precisely the point of a homestay program like this—it‘s just that it‘s the kids who are 
supposed to improve their language skills, not the adults. 
 

Frantz first explained the various members of the household.  In addition to his children (eight-year-old María Alejandra who 
was known as Ale (―ALL-ay‖) and seven-year-old Luís who was known as Lui ―(LOO-ee‖)) there was Grandma (actually Isabel‘s mother, 
who was ancient and mostly bedridden) and three servants.  While I nodded when he introduced Julia (WHO-lee-ah, the maid), 
Elizabeth (the cook; ―like the Queen‖ he said when I questioned her name), and Lourdes (―LOOR-days‖, Grandma‘s private nurse), as 
an American I was really taken aback by the prospect of servants in the home.  It‘s just not something real people have here.  A family 
might have a cleaning lady who comes in once or twice a week, but servants (plural) is something for the very rich. 

 



[I’ll interrupt the discussion of the family’s wealth to interject a tidbit about them.  Since I’m pretty sure it’s not 
mentioned elsewhere, I must point out an amusing thing regarding the kids.  I’d bet Lui was preparing for a first communion 
and had been learning parts of the mass.  I found out that in Peru they use a Gospel proclamation identical to one we use in 
the States.  The bubbly song (whose music sounds Caribbean to me) says ―alleluia‖ roughly like ―ah-lay – ah-lay – ah-lay – 
LOO – oo –yah‖.   At one point Lui was told to call his sister to dinner and did so by loudly singing the Gospel proclamation, 
which of course said her name over and over again.  I certainly got a laugh out of that.] 

 
I have a feeling they [that is servants] are for the very rich in Peru, too—even though Frantz described his financial status as 

―upper middle class‖.  Looking at his home and looking at how most Peruvians live, it was hard to see this as anything but a wealthy 
household.  In addition to at least five TVs and four bathrooms (and Grandma may well have had one of each, too), they owned an 
enormous Toyota SUV.  It sat in the courtyard in front of the house (walled in from the street) and was never used the whole time I was 
there.  Apparently they use it for family trips and to carpool the kids to school. 
 

Their jobs would put Frantz and Isabel in a wealthier class than me even at home.  Frantz is an engineer who works for what 
in America we‘d call the Department of Water and Power.  He was in charge of electrifying many of the rural areas in the Cuzco and 
Puno regions (equivalent to U.S. states), and he‘s now working on electrifying the Madre de Dios region in the Amazon basin.  In 
addition to his main job, he has several business interests in Lima (where his family is from), including co-ownership of a fast food 
restaurant.  Isabel works in a law office, and while she never actually identified her job, her business card implies she is herself a 
lawyer.  I‘d gather she‘s the sort of lawyer who does research, rather than one who argues in court.  I found it interesting that the name 
given on the business card included no part of her husband‘s name.  That‘s not uncommon for professional women in America, of 
course, but I expected a Hispanic country to be more conservative that way. 
 

The family has also traveled quite extensively.  Isabel learned much of her English when she was an exchange student in 
Sullivan, Wisconsin.  As adults they‘ve been to such diverse destinations as Finland, Estonia, England, Spain, China, Japan, Argentina, 
Brazil, Venezuela, Uruguay, Chile, Canada, and a variety of places around the U.S.  They have relatives in Los Angeles (in Woodland 
Hills and Malibu, among L.A.‘s pricier suburbs) Miami, Chicago (actually Aurora), and Toronto; and Frantz recently attended a Rotary 
convention in Lima, Ohio (that‘s LYE-muh, as opposed to LEE-mah).  He brought out some photos and was pleased when I recognized 
Thomas Edison‘s home and Cedar Point, two places he visited while in northern Ohio. 
 

While there‘s no question that Frantz and Isabel have money, their house actually wasn‘t especially pretentious.  I wrote in my 
notes that the place reminded me of a Southern plantation—though not in the way you might think it did.  I know from my days in the 
South that plantation houses (like Beauvoir, where Jefferson Davis lived or the Audubon home in Louisiana) were all about show rather 
than real luxury.  This place was a lot like that.  On the surface it looked beautiful, but underneath were cheap materials and shoddy 
construction.  In my room, for instance a lovely lace curtain covered an ill-fitting window that wasn‘t sealed around its edges.  Such 
construction in Iowa would be downright dangerous in winter; but they can get away with that here where the weather gets chilly, but 
not really cold.  A lot of their furniture is similar, cheaply made but designed to look nice.  It‘s all very modern, and apparently most of it 
came from the Scandinavian-based furniture company Ikea. 
 

In addition to its cheap construction, it intrigued me that the house was built to 
allow lots of light, but pretty much no view inside or out.  There were large windows 
everywhere, but many were translucent and those that weren‘t were covered with 
sheer draperies.  The ―señora‖ where Margaret and Marlene stayed said the drapes 
were there ―so we‘ll forget we‘re living in a prison‖, that is to hide the bars and walls 
that enclose the entire neighborhood.  Even with no bars, though, this wouldn‘t be a 
very attractive neighborhood [though it does have the feeling of being expensive].  

I suppose when there‘s not much to look at they figure there‘s no reason to see it. 
 

I washed up (surprising Frantz and Isabel by using the cold water downstairs 
bathroom) and joined my hosts in the informal family dining room for lunch.  The cook 
served us in courses (something else that just doesn‘t happen at a ―middle class‖ 
family meal back home).  First was what amounted to a meat-filled empanada (it had 
some Peruvian name, but I forget it), which was served with slices of lime.  We were 
supposed to squirt the lime juice on the empanada to flavor the dish.  It was quite tasty 
and on its own would have been a sufficient meal.  That was just the start, though.  
Next came ―sopa de tres carnes‖ (three meat soup), a mostly clear broth that had no 
meat I could identify in it.  It was flavorful, though.  It was also served with traditional 
Cuzco bread, oversized buns with a crunchy crust and practically nothing inside.  The 
soup was followed by the main plate, which consisted of a well done piece of 
marinated beef, a scoop of rice, and quinoa (KEE-no-ah, a traditional Andean grain 
dish that looks and tastes a lot like grits—definitely not my favorite, but tolerable when 
drenched in butter).  Next was fruit and cheese.  I chose ―chirimoya‖, the seed-filled 
and husk-covered  ―custard apple‖ that is a traditional Andean delicacy.  It was good, 
but a bit difficult to eat.  The cheese, on the other hand wasn‘t much.  I‘ve enjoyed 
local cheeses from several countries, but this was some of the most tasteless stuff I‘ve 
ever had.  To close the meal, Isabel offered me a box of chocolates and made it clear I 
was to take one. 

 
Cuzco bread and Inca-Cola 

(website photo) 



While I liked some things better than others, I cleaned my plate.  Frantz and Isabel noted that and said (both now and later on) 
that it made them happy that I enjoyed Peruvian food.  I don‘t know that it would be my favorite cuisine, but I can eat almos t anything 
that‘s not seafood and not rare.  I also think it‘s only polite to eat what is offered when you‘re a guest.  I gather from remarks both my 
family and our guide made, though, that this isn‘t always the case with Americans. 

 
After lunch Frantz and Isabel asked if I wanted to ―descansar por un rato‖ (rest for a while) and made it clear the correct 

answer was ―yes‖.  This was one of several times they gave both me and themselves privacy by politely ordering me to my room.  
Others might be put off by that, but being a very private person myself I appreciated the time to be alone and I certainly didn‘t want to 
be in their way.  So I took another cup of coca tea with me and made my way upstairs. 

 
Guest suite at the Olazabal home 

Cuzco, Peru 

I unpacked, placing most of my clothes in an 
empty chest of drawers in the room.  I then read the 
paper   and  flipped  through  the  channels  of  ―Cable   
Mágico‖ (Magic Cable) on TV.  Before long Isabel called up to tell me it was time to go. 

 
Website photo of Tico taxis – Cuzco, Peru 

 
Our main form of transportation in Cuzco would 

be taxis, and this afternoon Isabel accompanied me on 
my first taxi ride in the city.  We went outside, and she 
quickly hailed a cab on the side street by her house.  
Cabs in Cuzco are almost without exception boxy 
subcompacts, usually beat-up Daewoo Ticos (which I 
heard locals describe as a ―micro-carro‖).  They have four 
doors, but they‘re no larger and probably less luxurious 
than the base model Chevy Metro I drive.  The small cars 
are all but essential on Cuzco‘s narrow streets, many of 
which literally date from the days of the Incas.  The 
drivers are like cab drivers anywhere, only more so.  
They weave in and out of traffic, race through red lights, 
and stop on a dime.  We always made it safely, but 
there‘s definitely a reason many of the cabs have 
rosaries around the mirror. 

 
[The Daewoo Tico hasn’t been manufactured 

anywhere on earth since 1997, and apparently Tico 
taxis are being gradually phased out in Peru.  Some 
are being replaced by larger, more luxurious 
vehicles,  while others  have given way  to newer  but 

equally utilitarian vehicles mostly made by the Chinese company Cherry in Venezuela.] 

 
Taxis are really cheap in Cuzco, though part of the reason a family member was supposed to accompany us on our first trip 

was that apparently the drivers sometimes try to rip of tourists.  The official fare is S/ 2 (65¢) to almost any destination in the city.  It‘s S/ 
3 (about $1) late at night, and there‘s also a small supplement for having more than three passengers cram into the cab.  Tips are not 
expected for cab rides, and given the price of gas I‘d find it amazing if the drivers make much of any real income at all.  The cabs 
mostly seem to run full, though, and I guess all those S/ 2 fares must add up. 
 

We taxied down Avenida de la Cultura, a fairly pleasant six-lane suburban strip that connects ―urbanizaciones‖ like Magisterio 
and nearby Santa Monica with central Cuzco.  The boulevard ended at a traffic circle, from which we emerged on a series of narrow, 
cobblestone streets lined by plaster buildings with stately Spanish balconies.  Eventually we made it to Plaza San Francisco, our 
designated meeting point. 



 

 
ABOVE:  San Francisco Church – Cuzco, Peru 

LEFT:  Typical street in central Cuzco 
 

Our primary event this afternoon was a brief walking tour of downtown 
Cuzco, which is a modern city occupying Spanish colonial buildings that were 
built atop the ancient Inca capital.  The juxtaposition of three completely 
different eras of history is fascinating.  A surprising amount of the old Inca city 
remains.  The narrow stone streets with carefully planned drainage canals in 
their centers date to Inca times, as do the stone foundations of many of the 
buildings.  Most of the buildings are plaster over adobe frames with red tile 
roofs, and they are essentially unchanged since the days of the Peruvian 
viceroys in colonial Spain.  The fronts of the buildings, though, feature modern  

plastic signs, and inside them (aside from countless tourist-oriented shops) are the same businesses you‘d find in 21
st
 Century cities 

worldwide. 
 

Our tour mainly covered the three main squares of downtown Cuzco.  Plaza San Francisco is a fairly quiet square named after 
a parish church.  Slightly south (and downhill) from there is a more important square featuring the Cuzco city hall.  It‘s name is 
impossible to pronounce and means ―joy‖ in Quechua, the traditional Andean language.  Downhill further is the Plaza de Armas,  the 
tourist-oriented square that features Cuzco‘s cathedral and another large church [whose name essentially means ―Jesuit Church‖].  

Every city in Peru has a main square called the Plaza de Armas, in the same way that every town in Mexico has its ―Zócalo‖ and every 
Spanish community has a ―Plaza Mayor‖.   

 
Catedral de Santo Domingo and Iglesia de la Compaňía de Jesús – Plaza de Armas – Cuzco, Peru 

Wherever we walked in downtown Cuzco we couldn‘t help but encounter a throng of street vendors.  Margaret told me this 
was a change from when she had been here seven years ago. Supposedly then the handicraft vendors laid out their wares on the 
sidewalk, and tourists could walk by and inspect them without a hassle.  Now they come right up to you and annoy you constantly.  With 



the possible exception of Tangier, Morocco, I‘ve never been anywhere with so many obnoxious people constantly trying to sell me junk.  
One person will have jewelry, the next pastel paintings, and another a bundle of blankets.  Someone else will sell sweaters, yet another 
person will be peddling scarves, the next will have postcards, and then someone will come with handmade carvings.  They all scream 
―Amigo‖ to the men and ―Madame‖ (why French no one knows) to the women, constantly battling each other for attention.   [From the 
reading I’d done, I gather Margaret may have had a selective memory from her earlier trip.  Pretty much all the travel guides—
even outdated ones—warn of hawkers in Cuzco.  While some books claim they add a bit of local color, even those 
acknowledge they are omnipresent and aggressive.] 

 
And the there‘s the finger puppet kids!  They warrant their own paragraph, and not just because they sound like they should be 

a Saturday morning cartoon.  It seemed as if every child in Peru was crammed on to the sidewalk carrying a bag of hand-knit finger 
puppets.  The going price of a finger puppet is S/ 1 (35¢).  It would probably be possible to bargain and get them for less, but I don‘t 
know anyone who ever tried.  Everywhere in Cuzco (and everywhere else we went except Lima) kids who should have been in school 
were hawking their finger puppets, crying in an inconceivable mixture of languages, ―Amigo, one soles … Madame, tres (3) for dollar.‖  I 
started joking with Margaret that, given that it was worth one sol, the finger puppet was the actual currency of Peru.  [The finger 
puppets weren’t even nice handicrafts.  They were ugly and seemed rather pointless, so I never did part with a sol for one.] 

 
Even the Rockefellers (or in modern times perhaps we should say the Bushes) couldn‘t possibly have bought from everyone 

who was pushing stuff in Peru.  There were vendors absolutely everywhere, and they really were bothersome.  I bought almost nothing 
on the street, simply because the vendors were far too annoying.  A lot of the stuff they had seemed nice, but I just don‘t like people 
getting in my face to make a sale.  With the first hundred or so [and that seriously isn’t an exaggerated number] I politely said ―No, 

gracias‖.  That changed over time to just ―no‖, and more than once I said to the most annoying of them (the kind that would follow me 
down the street for half a block), ―¡Déjeme en paz!‖ (Leave me alone!), which did generally send them on their way.  While I know these 
people are just trying to make a living, I found it very hard to be nice to them when they were constantly bothering me.  [Last summer I 
went to Iceland, which was one of my favorite trips ever.  Besides being a beautiful and interesting country, one of the best 
aspects of the place is that there are no street vendors anywhere.] 

 
In addition to not liking to buy from people who annoy me, I also don‘t like bargaining.  That‘s why I was one of the first people 

to buy my car on the internet at a set price, rather than having to negotiate with a dealer.  Unfortunately, even a lot of the ―real‖ stores 
[that is, the ―real‖ stores that sell tourist goods—not the places local people actually shop] in Peru are set up so bargaining is 

expected.  It‘s rare to have prices posted on things tourists would buy.  (The major exceptions are groceries and books, which are also 
sold to the locals.)  With handicrafts, even in the nicest stores, you have to ask ―¿Cuánto cuesta? (How much does it cost?) and 
proceed from there.  [The prices on pretty much everything were cheap in Peru, but the process of buying stuff was so 
annoying that I ended up taking home very little in the way of souvenirs.  I have far more trinkets from much less foreign 
places like Canada.] 

 
It definitely helped in Peru that I spoke Spanish fairly well, and it would be difficult for someone to visit the country without at 

least a rudimentary Spanish vocabulary.  While a lot of professional people speak English, most ordinary Peruvians don‘t.  Even the 
vendors who yell out English numbers as prices don‘t seem to know anything more than numbers.  Indeed, for many of them Spanish is 
their second language.  While absolutely everyone appeared to speak Spanish, the native language among many Andean people 
(particularly the poorer classes) is Quechua.  To my knowledge I never actually heard anyone speaking Quechua, but pretty much 
every place name around here (including Cuzco) comes from it.  It‘s related only to other Amer-Indian languages, and its main 
characteristic appears to be about twenty variations on the ―K‖ sound, most of which are spelled with the letter ―Q‖. 
 

The vast majority of the people of central Peru are of Amer-Indian origin, the descendents of the people who were here in the 
time of the Incas.  About half of Peruvians are full-blooded Indians; only Bolivia and Paraguay have higher percentages.  Andean 
people (which does seem to be the most common name for them; ―Incas‖ by the way were the leaders of the people, not the people 
themselves) tend to be much quite short, and many are rather stocky.  A few, especially the older women, will wear traditional clothing 
(colorful skirts and woolen blouses, and round hats), but the vast majority dressed in sweatshirts, sweatpants, and nylon jackets.  This 
was another thing Margaret said had changed since her previous visit.  Then, she said, most of the people wore traditional outfits.  My 
bet is that Peru, like America, is seeing an explosion of cheap imported clothing, and it may actually be cheaper to buy sweatpants from 
a ―hypermarket‖ (discount stores, of which there were several on the outskirts of Cuzco) than to weave a skirt by hand.  [The change 
also likely has to do with increasing urbanization.  When people lived in the countryside they could get wool from their own 
farm animals.  They don’t have those animals in cities or ―pueblose jóvenes‖, so they’d have to buy yarn to make traditional 
clothes.  That’s likely quite expensive, which would make imported sweats (or even locally made ones) even more attractive.] 

 
Probably a fourth of Cuzco residents are either Mestizo (mixed white and Indian, which is what both Frantz and Isabel were) or 

of exclusively European descent.  While most Europeans would be of Spanish ancestry, South America like North America had 
immigrants from everywhere.  There are a lot of Germans and Italians in Peru, and some people of British ancestry.  Though not at all 
noticeable in Cuzco, elsewhere in Peru there are significant Chinese, Japanese, and African minorities.  [Mestizo is what most 
Americans picture when we think of Hispanic people, because that’s what the majority of Mexicans are.  The Hispanic world 
really is extremely varied, though.] 

 



Something you 
can‘t help but notice in 
Cuzco is the flag, a banner 
that if you don‘t look 
carefully might make you 
think you were in San 
Francisco.  For centuries the 
traditional flag of the Andes 
(and now the official flag of 
Cuzco) has been horizontal 
stripes in the colors of the 
rainbow:  red, orange, 
yellow, green, light blue, 
indigo, and violet.  It has 
apparently caused Cuzco 
some embarrassment in 
recent years that a similar 
rainbow flag (though with 
only six stripes, substituting 
a medium blue for the blue 
and indigo together) has 
become a universal symbol 
of gay pride.  Julian pointed 
out the flag above city hall 
but was careful to say, 
―We‘re not a gay town.‖  He 
said that the gay flag had its 
stripes upside down (which 
isn‘t true, red‘s at the top in 
both Cuzco and Greenwich 
Village) and noted there 
were fewer of them. 

  
 

Desfile del Centenario de la Escuela San Vicente de Paul 
Plaza de Armas – Cuzco 

There was a parade  happening when we reached the Plaza de Armas.  Scores of schoolchildren were marching to celebrate 
the centennial of St. Vincent De Paul School.  It intrigued me that in Spanish the saint is ―San Vicente de Paul‖ rather than  ―… de 
Pablo‖ which I would have expected.  [It is a French name, so it makes sense in context.]  The kids were mostly dressed in school 

uniforms (more formal than the ones they wear here), but a few were dancing in traditional Andean costumes. 
 
 From the Plaza de Armas we walked down (literally) Avenida del Sol (Avenue of the Sun, the Andean people have always 
been sun worshipers), the main commercial street in central Cuzco.  Among its stores I was intrigued to see Zapatos Bata.  A few years 
ago Margaret and I visited the Bata Shoe Museum in Toronto, where I learned that Bata was a company that manufactured and sold 
cheap, durable shoes to the Third World.  Well, here was the proof.  We passed Banco de la Reserva, the national reserve bank where 
the ―señora‖ at Margaret‘s house worked, the Palacio de la Justicia (basically the court house), and the enormous main post office.  We 
made our way down a long hill to a fountain that honors the heritage of Cuzco.  It was there, roughly at sunset (5:30pm), our tour 
ended.  Julian pointed out a few more points of interest (like artesian markets where I wondered if he didn‘t get a kickback) and then 
reminded everyone how to get taxis back to their homes.  (Our families had conveniently provided the addresses on cards in our 
bedrooms, so there would be no problem with telling the taxi driver where to go.)   
 

Many of the kids went straight home, but most of the Iowa adults stayed downtown a while longer and did a bit of shopping.  
We went first stopped at a store called Bonaturista, whose name tells you they don‘t really market to the locals.  Bonaturista has 
locations all over South America and primarily sells health foods.  They push all kinds of diet supplements and healthy elixirs, as well as 
organic grocery products.  (Chances are most of the products in a Peruvian market are themselves organic, mind you; most of the 
farmers can‘t afford any fertilizer but manure.  These are certified organic, though.)  We bought some organic cookies (an amusing 

concept in a ―health food‖ store), and Marlene picked up an enormous bottle (3 liters I think) of bottled San Luís bottled wa ter.  I next 
stopped at a little ―puesto‖ (semi-permanent sidewalk stand) where I picked up some bright green colored Crush (it turned out to be 
―manzana‖ or apple, a flavor they color brown in Mexico) and a Peruvian candy bar.  Each cost S/ 1 or about 35¢.    After that we went 
into a little bakery that mostly sold elaborate cakes.  They also happened to have styrofoam plates of various types of cookies and 
sweets (most under a dollar a dozen), and each of us bought one. 
 

Everything you buy in a store in Peru is required to tell the country of origin.  Most of the things I bought said ―INDUSTRIA 
PERUANA‖ in large letters on the back, though a few said ―PRODUCTO DEL PERÚ‖.  The vast majority of processed foodstuffs for 
sale in Peru are made locally (usually in Lima), even if they have American or European brand names.  Occas ionally I‘d find things 
made in Bolivia, Chile, or Ecuador, but I never did find anything made on another continent. 

 



Margaret, Marlene, and I took a taxi together back to Magisterio.  Though Margaret showed the ―taxista‖ the address of her 
house, he ended up dropping us off in the wrong place.  We wandered around for awhile and eventually found the house about two 
blocks away from where we had been left.  Being left in the wrong place wasn‘t exactly a surprise.  Streets are badly marked in Cuzco 

(none of those big green sign like you‘d see at home), and house numbers can be next to impossible to see.  We soon learned that 
Margaret and Marlene lived on the main street leading into the ―Primera Etapa‖ (first development) of Magisterio, and that their house 
was conveniently across from a little park.  That park made a much better destination than the actual address. 
 

Marlene and Margaret had told me their ―señora‖ had invited me over to have tea, so I joined them at their house.  The 
hostess was a woman named Dina (DEE-nah) who was quite a bit older than Frantz and Isabel and much more opinionated.  She 

talked a mile a minute, rarely coming up for air and almost never letting anyone else get a word in edgewise.  Dina was extremely 
religious, yet she was a divorced Catholic.  She had raised two children (now grown) and literally gone from rags to riches.  A hint of 
just how wealthy she is was her recollection of a visit to New York City.  She was mugged while there, but she noted that ―fortunately 
the robbers only got $700‖.  Even after being mugged, she still had enough money to eat at the posh Windows on the World restaurant 

that used to be atop the World Trade Center.  While Frantz and Isabel‘s house was nice, Dina‘s would easily put it to shame.  There 
was no expense spared in her furniture or decorations.  While Margaret said she grew to like Dina better, I was very glad to have been 
assigned to the house I was in. 
 

I had planned to make just a short visit to this house, but Dina made it next to impossible to leave.  Not only was she an overly 
gracious hostess, she simply wouldn‘t shut up.  Each time I‘d try to make an excuse to leave, she‘d launch into another monologue that 
would last a good ten minutes.  Margaret could see I was getting restless, and eventually she did flatly interrupt the conversation.  I had 
no clue at this point where my house was in relation to this place, but Dina assured me it was ―just around the corner‖ and o ffered to 
walk me there, implying she knew Isabel well.  It turned out that the only way she new Isabel was as a casual acquaintance in the 
neighborhood, and she didn‘t really know where the house was.  I‘d realize later that to get to Frantz and Isabel‘s house I needed to 
cross the park, turn right, and walk one block.  With Dina leading me, though, we got lost on the way tonight and had to stop to ask 
someone how to find the address. 

 
Frantz and Isabel again welcomed me warmly.  They had already had their ―cena‖ (supper), but the insisted on sitting with me 

as I ate.  Supper is a much lighter meal than lunch in Peru.  Tonight I had soup (chicken broth with vegetables) and the traditional 
Cuzco bread with a sour marmalade.  While I ate Frantz introduced me to Lui and Ale, who were some of the best behaved children I‘ve 
seen anywhere.  They asked how I liked everything I‘d seen, and each time I said I liked something (be it food, people, or scenery) their 
response was ―me alegre‖ (That makes me happy.)  We had a long conversation, mostly talking about similarities and differences 
between Peru and the United States.  One of the hardest concepts to communicate was exactly the type of place where I lived.  In Peru 
a town of 6,000 would be a ―pueblecito‖ and would be extremely remote and primitive.  Almost without exception the people there would 
be ―campesinos‖ (peasant farmers), they would be dirt poor, and they‘d live a rather traditional lifestyle in handmade adobe houses.  I‘d 
see lots of pueblecitos the size of Algona later on this trip.  The concept of a modern little town—a place with factories, department 
stores, fast food, and apartment buildings—really doesn‘t exist in Peru.  Cities in Peru can be modern, but little towns aren‘t; and my 
lifestyle is much closer to suburban than to rural.  
 

The closest we came to discussing politics came when Frantz asked me about immigration to the United States.  I mentioned 
that there were a lot of Hispanics in America today.  Most were from Mexico, but I knew some who had come from Peru.  (Conveniently 
a couple members of my brother Paul‘s Hispanic congregation are from there.)  He asked what Hispanics do, how much money they 
make, and what people think of them.  In response to what they do I said many work in food processing and then struggled to f ind a 
Spanish word for ―janitor‖.  Isabel could see me struggling and suggested a variety of words that basically meant ―maid‖.  While a lot of 
Hispanic people work as cleaning ladies, that‘s not the same thing as a janitor, which is the job I wanted to describe.  I st ill don‘t really 
know how to say it.  When I discussed the income that minimum wage jobs bring in, Frantz couldn‘t believe how low it was, particularly 
given the higher cost of living in the States.  I pointed out that in many cases several immigrant families will live together, and that most 
of the time they actually live on far less than their wages and send a large portion back to family members in their home countries.  I 
then pointed out that while many Americans are against immigration, the fact is that most of them do jobs few people here wants to do 
for a wage almost no one else would be willing to accept.  Without Hispanic workers, an awful lot of our economy would fall apart.  I 
don‘t think Frantz expected me to have that attitude (one of the few places I agree with our President, who is surprisingly pragmatic on 
the issue), and he never did say what he thought of it. 
 
 I learned an interesting Spanish expression while talking with Frantz and Isabel.  Attempting to be polite, I of course thanked 
them for any small kindness they showed me.  I found that, at least in Peru, the response to ―Gracias‖ is ―¿De qué?‖ .  Literally that‘s 
saying ―For what?‖, but the tone of voice implies something like ―I really didn‘t do anything you should thank me for.‖ 
 
 After dinner I went upstairs and flipped through the 80+ channels on ―Cable Mágico‖.  I watched a bit of the World Cup soccer 
play-offs—far and away the biggest event from Peruvians‘ point of view, but as an American something I just can‘t get into.  I then 
watched the New York Yankees playing a baseball game and a professional handball match being broadcast from Venezuela.   
Eventually I settled on The Simpsons, which was showing an episode several years old.  In fact I‘d seen that episode on DVD and 

played around and listened to it at home in Spanish. 
 
 Eventually I flipped off the magic cable and went away to slumberland. 

 



WEDNESDAY, June 14 
AROUND CUZCO, PERU 
 
 It‘s winter in the Southern Hemisphere in June, and it definitely got cold in Cuzco overnight.  I never found out for certain just 

what the temperature was, because neither the newspapers nor the television ever seemed to care the tiniest bit about weather.  
However, guide books tell me that typically it falls a little below freezing overnight in Cuzco, with highs in the 50s or 60s, temperatures 
remarkably similar to what I encountered in Alaska last April.  The big difference, though, is that buildings in Alaska are built solidly built, 
well heated, and equipped with good insulation.  There is absolutely no central heating in Peru, and even space heaters are rare.  Our 
house had no real insulation, just solid plaster over a brick frame, and with ill-fitting single-pane windows did nothing to stop the night 
air, it was very chilly by morning.  Frantz and Isabel had provided no less than three heavy blankets on the bed, and I wore sweatpants 
and a sweatshirt to bed.  With those the bed itself was comfortable, but it was a definite shock to get up in the morning. 
 
   I was up around seven and made my way to the bathroom for a quick shower.  The shower itself was rather strange.  It had 
separate hot and cold water controls, each of which had a delay between selecting it and the water changing temperature.  Basically, 
though, I had a choice of icy or scalding—nothing in between.  The showerhead was hand-held, and in order to get any water out of it, I 
had to continually press a button that was awkward to press while simultaneously holding the spigot.  I ended up showering each day 
with a bare minimum of water, which was probably precisely the point. 
 
 I wasn‘t really sure whether to make my bed or not, particularly given that this household employed a maid.  I must be honest  
and say that I pretty much never make my bed at home (something I can get away with living alone), but as a guest in another house I 
felt I should.  Several people in the group said they had made their beds, only to have the maid re-make them later in the day.  That 
didn‘t happen here.  Indeed, I don‘t think the maid ever set foot upstairs—which was fine by me.  The only real problem was that the 
little plastic wastebasket that accumulated used toilet paper kept getting fuller and fuller.  I would have liked to see it emptied, or to have 
had them tell me where I should take care of it myself. 
 
 I had been told breakfast would be at eight, so I had a bit of time to kill before going downstairs.  I watched Buenos días, Peru 

on TV, a morning show that is a direct copy of those you‘d see on American networks.  In addition to a brief update of the news (nothing 
noteworthy), they did heartfelt interviews with people for whom we were supposed to feel sympathy.  One was a couple whose 13-year-
old daughter had been raped and had then run away, the other a little boy confined to a wheelchair because of some horrible disease. 
 
 These interviews were among many examples I saw of how men and women act in public in Peru.  When the parents of the 
raped girl (an elegant woman with the kind of bleached hair only Hispanics ever have [creating a color of red that doesn’t exist in 
nature]) came on, the host introduced both, and Dad nodded.  She asked a question, and Mom proceeded to talk a mile a minute, 

much as Dina had last night.  Dad just sat there smiling; he couldn‘t have gotten a word in if he wanted to.  Next the handicapped boy 
and his mother came on.  The host introduced them, and the kid waved.  She then asked a question and Mom #2 set off just like the 
woman before her.  This was very typical.  Men in Peru tend to be pleasant, but nearly silent, while the women are extremely 

boisterous. 
 
 Seeing the kid in a wheelchair made me ponder just how hard life would be for a disabled person in the Third World.  The 
Americans with Disabilities Act has been around for decades now, and today we just take it for granted in America that sidewalks will 
have curb cuts, buildings will have elevators, and any other necessary provisions will be met so that handicapped people can lead a 
reasonably normal life.  That‘s definitely not the case in poorer countries like Peru.  Without the money to provide public 
accommodation for them, disabled Peruvians almost always stay inside their homes. 
 
 That‘s also true with the elderly.  You see almost no older people out in public in Peru.  Supposedly the life expectancy here is 
almost 70, but I rarely saw anyone much over 50 out on the street.  There is no social security and few private pensions, so most 
elderly people are cared for by their families at home.  An awful lot of older Peruvians are probably like ―Abuela‖ was in our house—
essentially bedridden, with the main event of her day being a trip to the living room. 
 
 Breakfast today included Peruvian bread with marmalade made from a berry native to Cuzco, a fried egg, and tea.  To make 
tea, Elizabeth boiled water in an electric kettle and then transferred the hot water to an enormous thermos decorated with a floral 
design.  A caddy on the table held bags of tea in seven different flavors ranging from apple to anise.  I‘d see that exact same 
assortment of teabags for sale in a supermarket later on at a price of S/ 1.10 (about 36¢) for 28 bags.  We‘d choose one and use water 
from the thermos to make our tea.  Isabel seemed disappointed that I didn‘t add sugar to my tea, something Peruvians do to excess.  
I‘ve never cared a lot for sweet drinks, and the tea was fine without adulteration. 
 
 I left hurriedly this morning, forgetting my camera and my sunglasses in my room.  The camera wasn‘t that big of a deal, as 
Margaret leant me the disposable camera she had purchased for a small fortune in London last December.  Not having sunglasses, 
though, was a serious problem.  I read later that Cuzco has the single highest UV radiation of any place on earth, thanks to mostly 
cloudless skies, a location near the equator, and extremely high elevation.  All the guidebooks warn about sunburn, which was not a 
problem for me.  However I got a headache today from squinting all the time in an effort to shade my eyes from the bright sun.  [Much 
of this winter we’ve had remarkably good weather, and I’ve walked to school a lot.  It’s invariably dark when I go to work in the 
morning, but it’s always VERY bright when I return home.  I’ve felt silly wearing sunglasses in December and January, but 
they’ve been necessary because the sun has been so bright.] 



 Frantz escorted me in a taxi this morning.  He said downtown would be busy because of a festival that was going on today.  
He told the driver to take us to Calle de Granada, a side street that was unlikely to be blocked off.  From there we walked to Plaza San 
Francisco, and then Frantz continued on to his work. 
 
 At San Francisco our group boarded two minibuses, and  Margaret and I were fortunate enough to have the very front seat of 
one of them.  We made our way down to the foot of Avenida del Sol and then left on a side street.  Almost immediately a traffic officer 
(―policia de tránsito‖) stopped our bus for making an illegal turn.  Apparently the turn is normally legal, but because of the festivities 
downtown, certain special traffic regulations were in force.  The driver pleaded for quite a while, asking the officer not to give him a 
ticket, but it was all in vain.  Eventually he returned to the bus, placed the ticket under the visor, and headed up the hill. 

 
Police officer ticketing our tour bus – Cuzco, Peru 

 
 While we waited we saw two 
different parades with reverent people 
hauling enormous statues of saints down 
the street.  This was part of the ―Entrada 
de los Santos‖ (Entry of the Saints) which 
opens the Corpus Christi festivities in 
Cuzco.  Each parish church from around 
the area walks the full distance from their 
church to the cathedral, carrying their 
patron saint in a manner that looks 
remarkably like a Mardi Gras float.  
Corpus Christi (called simply ―Corpus‖ by 
most Cuzqueños) is the city‘s principal 
―fiesta‖.  While hardly most important 
among the Catholic holy days, it was 
adopted by the Andeans largely because 
it falls at roughly the same time of year as 
the old winter solstice celebration (also a 
key reason Europeans made Christmas 
into a major holiday).  The modern 
celebration has surprisingly many 
elements that have their origin in pre-
Christian times.  The Entrada de los 
Santos, for instance, recalls a time when 
the Andean people venerated the 
mummies of their ancestors. 
 
 Our first destination this morning 
was one of the city‘s main historic sites, a 
place alternately called Qoriqancha 
(Corey-CON-chah) and Santo Domingo.  
This is also mixes Christianity and pre-
Christian  traditions.  Today  it is  a  mona- 

stery, but it is built on the foundation  of an Inca temple dedicated to the sun god Inti.  The Andean stonework (enormous trapezoidal 
stones with no mortar between them) dates back a thousand years, and when the Spanish conquered the area they built a colonial 
church right on top of it. 
 
 This was the first of numerous Inca and pre-Inca ruins we‘d see, all of which are technically national parks or historic sites.  
Visiting them  made me appreciate just what a wonderful job the U.S. Department of the Interior does with our national parks.  Even the 
most obscure National Park Service properties (places like Effigy Mounds in Iowa or Pipestone in Minnesota) have nice visitors centers 
with museums that give a good introduction to the place, plus well-marked trails through the points of interest.  Paying your admission 
gives you a brochure you can look through while exploring the place and keep as a souvenir afterwards. 
 

National parks in Peru are very different.  There‘s no such thing as a visitor‘s center, and even large, important places like 
Machu Picchu lacked museums to really explain what they were about.  They don‘t have formal trails, just a few signs that mark a route 
right on top of the ruins.  Our group had guides (with limited English skills) to show us around the sites, and guides were also available 
for hire (about S/ 2 each) by independent tourists.  I‘d really have rather just gone around on my own and read, though.  There were no 
complimentary brochures, and even the throng of merchandise vendors by the entrance to each site rarely had anything specific to a 
given site—just the same ―Scenic Peru‖ books for sale everywhere.  That‘s why as you read this travelogue you won‘t find a lot of 
specifics on most of the historic sites; while I saw a lot of them, I didn‘t really learn all that much about them. 

 
[The lack of written information really is a problem.  It’s not that I mind guided tours, and I’m sure their existence is a 

source of income for many Peruvians.  There’s no reason they couldn’t co-exist with brochures, though.  Written information 
helps me to re-live the experience after the fact and to absorb details I didn’t take in during the tour.  It really bothered me that 
this wasn’t available in Peru.] 



 
Entrada de los Santos, Corpus Christi – Cuzco 

 
Qoriqancha/Santo Domingo – Cuzco, Peru 

 

From Qoriqancha we made our way up the 
mountains, past all the ―pueblos jóvenes‖ and out into the 
countryside.  We stopped at the top at a ―mirador‖ 
(viewpoint) with a copy of the famous statue of Jesus 
blessing the city for which Rio de Janeiro is known.  (I‘d 
seen the famous statue‘s twin in Lisbon decades ago.)  I 
really had no clue why we stopped here, as there‘s really not 
much to see.   

 
[I thought at the time this might be the famous 

Christ of the Andes statue.  It’s not.  That is on the 
border of Chile and Argentina, and it’s bronze rather 
than stone.  A quick web search reveals that the statue 
is apparently called Christo el Blanco, or The White 
Christ.  It was commissioned by Palestinian Christians 
and presented to Peru to thank them for providing a 
home to refugees.  There doesn’t appear to be much 
noteworthy about the statue beyond that, and the real 
purpose of the stop is precisely what its name says—
it’s a viewpoint with a nice panorama of the area.] 

 
Mostly [the stop] was the first of numerous times 

our guide would tell us we had a ―shopping opportunity‖.  
This, like every ―mirador‖ in Peru was jam-packed with 
vendors peddling their trinkets, making the place more an 
open market than a rest area.  I actually did buy something  

here, a carving in soft stone of the three sacred Andean animals:  the snake, the puma, and the condor.  The asking price was S/ 25, 
but I ended up paying S/ 15 (about $5), which certainly seemed a good deal to me. 
 



 
Cristo el Blanco 

 Near the viewpoint was Sacasayhuman (SOCK-sigh-WOMB-mahn,, locals will tell you it 
sounds like ―Sexy Woman‖), which is probably Cuzco‘s best known archaeological attraction.  (By 
the way this, like virtually all Quechua words, has many different modern spellings.)  The 

traditional belief was that this place was a fortress, but many modern historians think of it as just 
an Inca town.  Whatever its purpose, Sacayhuman was at the heart of the enormous Inca network 
of roads.  The Incas had nearly as extensive a road system as the Romans, though ―trail‖ might 
be a better term than ―road‖ in this extremely rugged terrain.  One of the Inca roads actually ran 
the complete length of South America, and several radiated out from this location near Cuzco. 
 

Like every other historic site, Sacsayhuman was overrun with 
merchants.  Here many of them actually chased us well up into the ruins 
themselves.  I went up to one of the least annoying of them and admired 
necklaces with what I thought were jade crosses on long strings.  The 
stone symbol was actually a ―chakana‖, a traditional Andean design with 
three steps on each leg of the cross, supposedly symbolizing the three 
realms of life:  the lower world, this world, and the higher world.  The cross   

has a hole at its center, which supposedly represents Cuzco, the navel of the universe.  The 
vendor would only sell her necklaces in pairs, so I bought one for me and one for Margaret, for 
a total of S/ 5 ($1.65).  I almost never wear jewelry, but I like the souvenir. 

 
 Our next stop was at Qenqo (KANE-ko), another stone ruin whose precise use is 
disputed.  It was most likely the site of religious rituals.  The name means ―zig-zag‖ in Quechua, 
and supposedly the zig-zag channels in the rock were used to pour sacrificial blood.  Pagan 
tourists still hold solstice ceremonies here.  They were setting up bleachers where people could 
watch a fake re-enactment of a sacrifice at next week‘s festivities. 

 
 Several of the girls on our tour had worn flip-flops (the sandals I grew up calling ―thongs‖, 
a word that has a much different connotation these days), and that was probably the stupidest 
thing they could possibly have put on their feet.  Between the rugged terrain, the unmarked trail 
(most  of which  consisted of  hopping from  one rock  to another),  the bright sun,  and  the chilly  

winter weather, no one in their right mind would wear flip-flops to see the ruins in Cuzco.  Most of these girls wouldn‘t have moved 
terribly fast under the best of conditions, but trying to hop around practically barefoot really slowed them down—and annoyed me to no 
end.  [The popularity of flip-flops completely escapes me.  I far prefer sneakers, which are comfortable, but sturdy.] 
 

 Another group of 
vendors had thronged outside 
Qenqo.  Most interesting among 
their wares were CDs and DVDs.  
Several people on our bus 
bought CDs of traditional Andean 
panpipe music, while I bought a 
DVD (which I have yet to watch) 
that explains the history of the 
area.  These, like most 
manufactured products, cost 
about the same in Peru as 
similar things would back home.  
My DVD was S/ 30, or about 
$10—not exactly a bargain, but 
hopefully an interesting buy.  [I 
don’t regret buying it, but I 
think I’ve watched the thing 
exactly once in the intervening 
six years.] 
 

 The bus next took us to 
yet another shopping oppor-
tunity,  an adobe building  in  the 

 
Vendors approaching our minibus 
Sacsayhuman – near Cuzco, Peru 

middle of nowhere that made and sold items made of alpaca wool.  The proprietor welcomed us and gave us a brief lecture on how we 
could tell the difference between ―baby alpaca:‖ (a very soft, expensive variety that Margaret tells me has been invented since she was 
last here), regular alpaca, and wool or acrylic fabric.  His assumption that the difference would matter to us was certainly not true of me.  
When it comes to handicrafts, I really don‘t care what fiber something is made of; what I care about is what it looks like.  There were lots 
of lovely things in this store, but even the ―cheap‖ imitations were beyond my price range, and I didn‘t buy a thing.  A lot of the kids 
loaded up on stuff, though. 
 



 We returned to downtown Cuzco, passing the Cuzqueña brewery (―fábrica de cerveza‖ or beer factory) en route.  I‘d find out 
later that Isabel‘s father worked for thirty-five years in that brewery.  I later bought a single bottle of Cuzqueña, which is the beer of 

Peru.  It‘s a rather bland, nondescript brew that would compete well with American beers.  Europeans would probably hate it, but I 
found it pleasant enough.  
 
 Back downtown the guide quickly ―de-briefed‖ the students and sent us all on our way.  The remainder of today was pretty 
much our only free time on the trip.  The adults from Iowa spent about half an hour watching the Entrada de los Santos by the 
Cathedral.  The Plaza de Armas was absolutely packed with people, and the separate parishes had joined together in one big parade 
around downtown.  It was fascinating to see. 
 
 We taxied back to Magisterio.  It intrigued me that each time we took a cab in Cuzco, the route between downtown and 
Magisterio was different.  We always covered part of Avenida de la Cultura, but between there and downtown was potluck.  Fortunately 
the S/ 2 fare was fixed, regardless of the route.  This time we passed the Cuzco zoo en route to Magisterio.  It would have been 
interesting to see that zoo, but time did not allow for it. 
 
 Isabel had given me keys to their house.  Getting in required two separate keys, one to open the gate in front and another to 
open the front door of the house.  There were actually three keys on the Winnie the Pooh keychain she gave me, and I fumbled a while 
trying to figure out which key went into the gate.  Once I got a key to fit, I had trouble opening it, because I didn‘t realize I actually had to 
turn the key three full turns to unlock several successive locks.  As I bumbled around, Julia the maid came up to the gate.  She buzzed 
the intercom, and Lourdes the nurse came to open the gate. 
 
 I went up to my room and spent a short time watching a TV show from Argentina.  Though much like the old Dating Game on 
American television, on this show each time a contestant asked or answered a question, he or she stripped off an article of clothing too.  
By the end of a round pretty much everyone, man or woman, was in a skimpy bathing suit.  The audience would hoot and holler as the 
players became more and more naked, but the people who were picking couldn‘t actually see what the potential dates looked like—and 
some of them were definitely homely at best.  It‘s an interesting concept, and an example of how even in this era when anything seems 
to go, American TV is still much more conservative than the rest of the world. 
 
 For lunch today Isabel ―treated‖ me to the traditional Corpus Christi dinner of Cuzco.  I use the quotation marks because this 
was by far my least favorite of the meals I ate here.  It started with the same soup and bread I had at practically every meal.  Then for 
the main course I had roasted chicken, a pink sausage (which looked like a hot dog but tasted of a nasty spice), some leathery jerky 
(―jerky‖, by the way, is one of the few words English has borrowed from Quechua—and I probably don‘t want to know what animal this 
preserved meat came from), some corncakes (the best part of the meal), fried puffed corn (like unsalted corn nuts), freeze-dried 
potatoes, and caviar.  Desert was a miniature banana.  I managed to eat everything, mostly by burying the caviar in corncakes and 
eating the sausage together with the fried puffed corn.  Ale made it clear that she didn‘t care one bit for the lunch, and I must say I 
agreed with the little girl. 
 
 Isabel asked me what foods were ―típico‖ (traditional) in Iowa, which was a difficult question to answer.  Mostly I said a variety 
of different pork products, since I think of ham and pork chops as the down-home Midwestern foods and bacon as the classic country 

breakfast.  So many American foods are actually native to somewhere else that it‘s hard to say just what really is ―typical‖. 
 
 Ale was surprised to find out I was a math teacher and proceeded to tell me all about what they were doing in math.  In 
particular I found out she was learning Roman numerals (―números romanos‖), and she asked me if I knew them.  I assured her I did, 
and we made a little game of tracing the different numerals with our fingers in the air.  I can‘t say that I see any mathemat ical (as 
opposed to historical) use for Roman numerals, but it was amusing to review them with her.  [Even when I was a kid I found Roman 
numerals fun but pointless.  As we struggle to include more and more material in our curriculum, I wonder why they continue 
to be taught.] 

 
 Back in my room I watched another game show on TV.  This one was broadcast from Lima and was set up a lot like Who 
Wants to Be a Millionaire?  Instead of cash, though, the contestants won better and better prizes as they answered increasingly difficult 
questions.  I can‘t say that I followed all the questions (and it doesn‘t help that foreign countries don‘t have captioning on their TVs, so 
all I had to go by was my ears), but I did get the general gist of the show.  It gave a bit more insight into the Peruvian economy that the 
prizes they gave away on this show were very modest.  They started off giving away a plastic comb (value maybe 25¢), and the prizes 

gradually increased to a top prize of a computer that was probably worth about $1,000—a far cry from making someone an instant 
millionaire.  Another insight into the economy came from a commercial for the national lottery, which was advertising that their grand 
prize had gone up to S/ 300,000 (about $100,000) in the same way that Powerball might advertise a hundred million dollar jackpot. 
 
 I had agreed to meet Margaret in the park around 3:30, and shortly after 3:00 I set out to explore the neighborhood.  There 
wasn‘t really much to see in Magisterio.  It‘s a densely packed residential area, with every house hidden behind a wall.  Of the places 
I‘ve been it looked most like suburban Los Angeles.  You know you‘re in Peru rather than California, though, when you see vendors 
pushing carts down all the side streets, calling out what they have for sale.  ―¡HAY MANZANAS, MANGOS, CHIRMOYAS, 
PLÁTANOS!‖ one cried to indicate the various fruits he had for sale.  He punctuated the announcement by giving a little toot on an old 
bicycle horn after saying each fruit. 
 

The most prominent feature of the neighborhood are little kiosks about every two blocks that house private security officers.  
Many are marked with the word ―COMANDOS‖ on them.  That‘s probably just the name of the security company, but it certainly was 



interesting to see.  That security is also something you wouldn‘t see in a ―middle class‖ neighborhood up north.  Here though , that stark 
difference between ―haves‖ and ―have nots‖ apparently makes it a necessity.  [I actually wondered about that.  With the security 
there appears to be no crime whatsoever in the urbanizaciones.  I’m not sure if there would be any or not if security weren’t 
so omnipresent.] 

 
I stopped in a hole-in-the-wall (almost literally) ice cream shop, where I bought what had to be the world‘s smallest cone of soft 

serve.  If I wanted to I could have eaten the whole thing in one bite, and it wasn‘t much more than three, even trying to make the thing 
last.  I was annoyed to be charged S/ 1 for the ice cream (about 35¢), when the sign clearly said it should be S/ .50 (less than 20¢).  I‘m 
sure I was ripped off, but what is a nice profit for the proprietor was essentially nothing to me. 
 

While most Cuzqueños seemed honest (and away from tourist traps like Cuzco pretty much everyone in Peru was pleasant 
and helpful), it would be very easy to identify tourists and take advantage of them.  No visitor here looks remotely like a local.  I was a 
pale-skinned giant next to pretty much everyone in Cuzco.  If I hadn‘t spoken Spanish, I‘d have constantly been at the mercy of the 
locals. 

 
Neighborhood park – Urbanización Magesterio – Cuzco, Peru 

 
I made my way to the park, where I had a long wait for Margaret (who was probably trying to make an excuse to free herself 

from Dina‘s constant chattering).  The park was dedicated to the founder of the development and featured a large sculpture in  the 
shape of a book surrounded by formal gardens.  It‘s a bustling area, with people constantly coming and going.  I found a bench and 
enjoyed some people watching as I waited. 
 

Marlene was not feeling well, so she stayed back as Margaret and I went out exploring.  We first walked down Avenida de la 
Cultura, past ―real‖ stores where actual people (as opposed to tourists) go to shop.  Unlike the tourist shops, almost all of these have 
―precios fijos‖ (fixed prices, no bargaining), and they sell the sort of things (groceries, pharmaceuticals, hardware, appliances, clothes, 
etc.) that normal people would buy, together with local chain restaurants, gas stations, and other ―real‖ businesses.  This section of de 
la Cultura did indeed look quite middle class [by American standards—it would still be at the top in Peru].  My family told me that 

they actually prefer the section further south, which features modern shopping malls, ―hypermarkets‖ and global department stores, and 
fast food franchises. 
 

I‘d have liked to have spent more time in this part of Cuzco, the part where the people who live here actually spend their day.  
Unfortunately this short walk and what I‘d see from the taxis were pretty much the only contact I‘d have with that.  Several times on this 
tour I got the feeling the guides didn‘t really want us to see modern Peru, as if the only thing that mattered in the country was its Inca 
past.  That bothered me, because whenever I travel I like to see how people really live.  Fortunately on this trip the homestay balanced 
out the lack of visits to modern parts of the country. 



 
Colorful sign outside SIS Clinic – Cuzco 

 
 We made our way up de la Cultura to the SIS government clinic.  It, like every health care facility in Peru, has huge billboards.  
One is shown above.  Another (which is found virtually everywhere in the country) says ―MÁS SALUD PARA MÁS PERUANOS‖ (More 
Health for More Peruvians) and credits the government for saving the health of the country.  Every public improvement, however small, 

always has a billboard in Peru that credits the government.  While you certainly see those ―YOUR TAX DOLLARS AT WORK‖ signs in 
America, they‘re much more common in Peru. 

 
 The clinic was a convenient place to catch a taxi.  We boarded one and gave the destination of ―Palacio de la Justicia‖, a 
major landmark on Avenida del Sol.  We walked down to the fountain in front of Qoriqoncha and then slowly made our way back up the 
avenue.  We stopped first at an enormous enclosed artesian market, where I searched for one of those self-infusing teacups like Isabel 
used.  I found one and asked the girl what it cost.  She said S/ 15 (about $5).  That would have been a perfectly acceptable price, but I 
figured I should do the expected bargaining.  I offered S/ 10, assuming I‘d pay S/ 12 or S/ 13.  The girl said she‘d have to ask her father.  
She held up the mug and asked him how much, and he said S/ 20 ($6.65).  She said, ―no, el mínimo‖ (the cheapest price).  He then 
said S/ 18 ($6), a full dollar more than the girl‘s initial price had been.  With that she refused to give me the mug even for S/ 15, so I just 
walked away.  I never did see another self-infusing mug, but as I noted earlier, I‘d probably never use it if I had one.  [Had she let me 
buy the mug for S/ 15, I probably would have gone ahead and gotten it.  When her return offer was higher than the initial one, 
though, it just seemed silly to do business there.] 

 
 Our next stop was at a bookstore, where both Margaret and I bought quite a few items.  Books (and printed matter in general) 
aren‘t especially cheap in Peru [and normally have fixed prices].  My bill came to S/ 100.50 (about $33.50), though the clerk rounded 

off to an even S/ 100 and refused to take the 50 céntimo coin I offered.  Margaret spent even more for a wide assortment of reading 
material. 
 
 My brother Steve had requested postcards.  It would have been possible to buy these from street vendors, but it was much 
easier to do so in a store.  Unfortunately very few stores sold postcards, and most that did had cards that had been on display so long 
they were faded from the sun (which is also mostly what the street vendors had).  We eventually found a photography store that also 
happened to sell cards.  They were S/ 1 (35¢) each—no bargain (I paid less in Alaska lass spring), but the same price the boys on the 
street were charging. 
 
 Just up the street from the Kodak store was another little ice cream shop.  Unlike Spain and Mexico they don‘t have roving ice 
cream vendors in Peru, but they do have hundreds of these crude little shops.  This one had a variety of local flavors, and both 
Margaret and I tried them out.  I had a double dip of lúcuma (LOO-coo-mah, a fruity flavor that is apparently the most common ice 
cream flavor in Peru) and manjar (mahn-HAR, the condensed milk caramel we call ―dulce de leche‖ back home).  Margaret sampled a 
flavor called morochas (more-OH-chas), which I never did identify.  [According to Wikipedia lúcuma is called ―eggfruit‖ in English.  
Its dry yellow fibrous flesh resembles a hard boiled egg yolk and has a flavor that resembles a combination of maple and 
sweet potato.  It is one of the most popular flavorings for ice cream in the Andean countries.  I was less successful in 
searching for ―morochas‖.  The word mostly means ―brunettes‖ in South American Spanish, and a search for that word 
brought up a number of inappropriate websites.  The links that referred to food products were confections of chocolate, 



raisins, and/or figs.  I think the word may essentially mean ―brownies‖.  As often as not it refers to a specific chocolate-
covered raisin cookie sold by Nestlé.  I don’t recall Margaret’s ice cream being chocolaty or crunchy, so I really have no clue 
what the word means as an ice cream flavor.]   
 

 We stopped at another bookstore that advertised postcards at S/ 1 each.  Unfortunately this place used rather a bait and 
switch approach.  While they did have a single pile of well-faded postcards at that price, most of the cards actually cost S/ 2 (around 
65¢).  That‘s more than I really wanted to pay for postcards, but I didn‘t know that was what I was paying until I was at the check-out.  I 
wanted the cards, so I went ahead and paid what they asked, but I can‘t say I was terribly pleasant to the clerk.  Margaret a lso bought 
one of a collection they described as the world‘s tiniest books.  They were essential elements from great works of literature printed on 
tiny sheets of paper and bound into ―books‖ that measures about an inch by ¾ inch.  The clerk gave her a tiny gift bag to accompany 
her diminutive novel. 
 
 We next went into a small but surprisingly well-stocked supermarket that was just off the Plaza de Armas.  While they definitely 
cater to tourists (shelf after shelf of bottled water and pop), a family could conceivably do their real grocery shopping here.  It was here I 
found the multi-pack of flavored teas Frantz and Isabel had in their dining room.  They also sold a wide variety of coca products, 
including ground coca (sold in the spice section) and dried coca leaves.  There was also processed coca candy (touted as a cure for 
altitude sickness), which I tried and found tasted downright nasty.  All of those products would be illegal to bring back into the U.S., but 
they‘re freely available in Peru.  Actual drugs, on the other hand, were not something I saw anywhere.  (Of course I wasn‘t looking, 
either.) 
 
 I bought a variety of locally produced snacks, including ―Cuzco chips‖ that are potatoes which have been freeze dried before 
being fried in oil, ―STIKIS‖ (the same freeze-dried fired potatoes, but this time in shoestring form), and a salted version of those corn 
nuts that came with the traditional Corpus Christi lunch.  I also bought a plastic bag of ―INKAFE‖, a locally produced coffee.  Of course, I 
could have just as easily bought Folger‘s and had the same souvenir; pretty much all our coffee comes from the Andes anyway. 
 
 Back on the street we battled the eternal throng of vendors.  When I refused to buy one boy‘s necklaces, he asked me why.  I 
told him I already had already bought two of them, and he should leave me alone.  ―I‘ll pray for you,‖ he said in English.  That last 
remark was a common response from many dejected vendors we made our way past.  I‘m not sure if the thought of poor people 
praying for us was supposed to somehow make us feel guilty or what, but lots of street vendors used that line.  To one I responded in 
Spanish, ―…And I‘ll pray for you, too,‖ which shut him up.  My guidebook might have said that Cuzco‘s beauty couldn‘t be overstated, 
but I‘d say the real truth is that one can‘t possibly overstate just how annoying all the trinket sellers are. 
 
 We rested for a while in the town hall plaza, which was comparatively merchant free.  We then made our way back through the 
gauntlet and into the Plaza de Armas.  There we encountered several of Margaret‘s students, all of whom were loaded down with 
purchases.   
 
 We circled the Plaza de Armas and found a very nice pottery shop with ―precios fijos‖ (set prices, at least in theory) on the side 
with the cathedral.  I spent S/ 42 ($14) for a ceramic bell and an oversized coffee mug, both handmade (though probably in quantity) 
and really lovely.  I‘m sure I could have gotten the same thing on the street or at an artesian market for half that price, but the 
convenience of shopping in a real store was worth the difference. 
 
 Our final stop downtown was at a pleasant little coffee shop right next to the cathedral.  Some of the kids had complained that 
there was no Starbucks in Cuzco (although Frantz told me there was one in a hypermarket out on the edge of town), yet they could 
have come to this place and gotten anything Starbucks might sell for a fraction of the price.  We had coffee and enormous pastries for 
S/ 12 ($4) [the total bill for both of us], in a friendly setting mostly frequented by local people.  I paid that much for a single cup of 

coffee at an airport Starbucks once, and this place definitely had more character. 
 
 We taxied back to Magisterio.  When we arrived Margaret gave the driver a S/ 2 coin to pay the fare.  He suggested that we 
should give 50 céntimos more.  Whether that was to be a tip or some sort of supplement I don‘t know.  We both knew the fare was 
correct, so we just exited the cab.  He then drove off without making anything more of it. 
 
 I got back to the house, and this time the gate opened easily.  I bumbled a bit trying to get the key in the front door, mostly 
because there was no light at all in the courtyard.  Eventually I opened it, too (again requiring several turns of the key), and I made my 
way upstairs where Frantz lying in his bed watching TV.  Isabel soon showed up.  Again they had already eaten their supper, but they 
accompanied me at the table as I ate mine.  We had a lengthy conversation as I ate soup, olives, and fried rice with the same sausage 
leftover from lunch (only slightly better when bathed in soy sauce). 
 
 Back upstairs I again flipped through TV channels.  I was intrigued to discover that in addition to Peru‘s own national channels 
and Spanish language television from all over the world, Cable Mágico also had channels in English (CNN and BBC), French, Arabic, 
and Chinese.  I don‘t recall anything specific I watched tonight, and before long I was asleep. 
 
 



THURSDAY, June 15 
CUZCO to Macchu Picchu, Peru 
 
 We had a 6am departure this morning, so I was up around 5:00.  After making the bed, showering, and shaving, I went 
downstairs to breakfast.  Frantz was leaving today for a business trip to Lima, so I wasn‘t exactly disrupting things by having to take off 
early. 

 
Advertisement for Gloria yogurt 

(Flavors like mango are very common.) 

Today‘s breakfast included the Cuzco bread, instant coffee, and 
yogurt with corn flakes.  The last item is apparently very common for breakfast 
in Peru, as several in our group commented on having it.  The yogurt, in thick 
liquid form, comes in hard plastic bottles (invariably made by the Gloria 
corporation, which seems to make every processed food sold in Peru).  It is 
invariably fruit flavored, but the fruit has been pureed in it, so there aren‘t the 
chunks you‘d find in American yogurt.  You pour the yogurt into a small glass 
bowl, and on top of it you place a small amount of cornflakes (which at our 
house were served out of a sugar bowl) to add a bit of crunch.  It‘s not bad, but 
a bit unusual.  [I’ve seen bottled liquid yogurt in American stores, but it’s 
not nearly as common as it seemed to be in Peru.  I’ve also never seen 
the combination of yogurt and cereal in this country.] 

 
Isabel insisted on giving me a bag with three apples lest I should get 

hungry on the road.  It‘s not like I ever had a chance of going hungry on this 
trip, though.  Indeed, I seemed to be constantly eating—definitely more than I 
ever do at home. 

 
We were told to wait for the bus to pick up out on the sidewalk in front 

of our house.  Isabel felt it was far too cold to do that and preferred that I wait 
inside.  It was a bit chilly, but definitely warmer than yesterday, so I 
disappointed Isabel and followed the directions we‘d been given.  Before long 
Julian came along and ushered me down the street to where the bus was 
waiting. 

 
The bus took us to a walled-in compound near the edge of downtown that houses Cuzco‘s railway station.  We waited a 

minute for someone to open the gate and then made our way inside.  We then waited about ten more minutes on the bus before we 
were allowed to board our train. 
 

Peru Rail, the national rail company of Peru, used to operate a comprehensive service all over the country.  In a poor country, 
though, government subsidies are minimal at best, so lines that aren‘t profitable don‘t run.  Not long ago they opened a highway across 
the Andes connecting Cuzco with Lima and with Arequippa, the second city of Peru.  Opening the highway was the death knell for most 
of Peru Rail‘s passenger service.  Today only two routes remain.  The first (which we‘d parallel by highway later on this trip) runs three 
times weekly from the Cuzco south to the city of Puno on Lake Titicaca.  The other route, which we‘d be taking today connects  Cuzco 
with Aguas Calientes (AH-gwahs cah-lee-ANE-tase … the name means ―hot water‖ [or more likely ―hot springs‖]), a town near the 

famous ruins of Machu Picchu.  There is no road from Cuzco to Machu Picchu; besides the train, the only way to get there is to hike the 
Inca Trail. 

 
There are three trains that run along the narrow-gauge tracks between Cuzco and Aguas Calientes.  The local train (which the 

company calls ―backpacker class‖) uses old cars with bench seats and takes roughly five hours to travel about 60 miles.  Even  stopping 
at every little town, that‘s slow, but given how extremely rugged the Andes are, it‘s amazing there‘s a railroad here at all.   Our train was 
called Vista-Dom.  It used brand new cars with comfortable seats arranged in groups of 4 around tables, similar to some short-distance 
Amtrak trains and to the Metrolink commuter trains in Los Angeles.  It‘s still takes 3½ hours to go those 60 miles, with only three stops 
en route.  The final train is called the Hiram Bingham, named after the Yale professor who ―discovered‖ Machu Picchu (in about the 
same sense that Columbus ―discovered‖ America).  It also takes 3½ hours, but it‘s ultra-luxurious—which it certainly should be for a 

round-trip fare of $495.  By contrast, Vista-Dom costs $105 round-trip, and backpacker class is $68.  All those fares struck me as 
expensive; given time and distance covered they‘re much higher than Amtrak.  With no subsidy, though, that‘s probably what it actually 

costs to run the train.   
 
[While I don’t advocate reducing or eliminating the Amtrak subsidy, the truth is Amtrak is just about the cheapest 

railroad anywhere.  I’ve checked out foreign railroads while planning both real vacations and what amount to fantasy trips I 
likely will never take.  Train routes in Canada, England, France, Germany, Australia, New Zealand, and Japan are all much 
more expensive than Amtrak, though in most cases not quite so high as Peru Rail.  The Republicans are not wrong when they 
point this out.  I disagree with rail critics, though, because I think subsidizing public transit is a good thing for society as a 
whole.] 

 



Our group had booked about two-thirds of the seats in Car B of the Vista-Dom train.  Most of the other seats in Car B and 
virtually all the other seats on the train were empty.  While our seats were technically assigned, our group switched around with each 
other so everyone was sitting with friends. 
 

We were told the first part of the journey involved going through a number of switchbacks, and I pictured hairpin curves like the 
routes trains take across the Rockies.  The Andes make the Rockies look like Nebraska, though; in Peru more drastic engineering is 
required.  As we made our way through the pueblos jóvenes and into the surrounding countryside, we‘d go up a steep grade, stop on 
an extension of the track, and then go the opposite direction up another grade.  Each time we‘d stop  on an extension of the tracks, wait 
for a switch to move, and then continue up in the opposite direction.  I‘ve never seen anything quite like it, but it accomplishes its 
purpose nicely.  It just takes forever to get up the grade. 

 
Design of the switchback tracks near Cuzco 

 
 As we made our way up through the pueblos jóvenes, Boris our guide pointed out that on top of each of the adobe houses 
were two ceramic bulls and a cross.  Placing such a shrine atop your home is apparently very traditional among Peru‘s poorest classes, 
with origins that date to pre-Christian times.  As the cross blesses the house, the bulls supposedly insure that the occupants will always 
have enough food and drink—one bull for each. 
 
 These are definitely not wealthy homes.  I commented on the shoddy construction in Magisterio, but every home there is a 

palace compared to the pueblos jóvenes.  On the other hand, calling these shantytowns really isn‘t right either.  The homes are 
permanent (and adobe has been the construction material of choice here for millennia), and they all have electricity and in many cases 
running water.  They apparently cost about $2,000 each to build, which would be a fortune to their occupants but is still a cheap home 
by any measure.  Most of the construction labor is done by the owners themselves, and once a house is built and occupied by Peruvian 
law the family living there has title to the land it is on.  Confirming that was the fact that several of the extremely humble homes had ―SE 
VENDE‖ (for sale) signs.  While I doubt I‘d like to live in the pueblos jóvenes, at least these people own their homes.  That‘s more than I 
can afford to do myself. 
 
 Once we reached the top of the 
switchbacks, the land leveled out, and we followed 
the valley of the Urubamba (oo-roo-BOMB-bah) 
River for most of the day.  Surprisingly, since it‘s 
only an hour by air from the Pacific coast, Cuzco is 
on the Atlantic side of South America‘s continental 
divide.  Water from the Urubamba flows north into 
the Amazon, which reaches the ocean about 4,000 
miles from here.  It was fascinating to ponder that 
as we passed by.  The Urubamba Valley is 
intensely farmed, both on the valley floor and along 
terraces that march up the mountains.  The 
majority of the people here live in small towns that 
make Cuzco‘s pueblos jóvenes look prosperous 
(which is, of course, precisely the reason those 
slums are growing so rapidly).  Pretty much all the 
buildings are adobe, and most don‘t look very well 
cared for.  The farm work is done entirely by hand.  
There is absolutely no farm machinery and not 
even many work animals.  Their main crops here 
appear to be corn, lima beans, and potatoes; but a 
number of other vegetables are also cultivated.  
The temperature is cool, but not really cold year-
round,  with the main distinction  of seasons being  

 
Traditional home and agricultural terraces near Cuzco 

that winter is dry and summer is wet.  Apparently the weather allows these fields to produce three crops a year, something Iowa 
farmers can only dream of. 
 
 Somewhere in the Urubamba Valley they served breakfast on the train, which was included in the cost of our ticket.  The meal 
was passed out on little trays like you‘d get on an airplane and consisted of a cheese and tomato sandwich, a salad of assorted melon 
chunks, a square of cake with a transparent yellow glaze with an Inca design stamped atop it, and a tiny cup of surprisingly weak coffee 



(probably geared to American tastes).  The only utensil we were provided with would best be described as a microfork.  It was a tiny 
piece of plastic about the size of a toothpick with two little tines at one end.  It was all but impossible to eat either the cake or the fruit 
salad with it, but we made due. 

 
Website map of the Peru Rail route from Poroy (near Cuzco) to Machu Picchu 
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 The farms gradually thinned out as we went down 
in elevation, and the steep mountains started to become 
covered with lush tropical vegetation.  While this is still very 
much a mountain region, it is also the start of the jungle that 
continues into the Amazon basin.  It‘s like nothing I‘ve ever 
seen before, but it does look vaguely like pictures I‘ve seen 
of Hawaii.  [I’d later go to Hawaii, and indeed the area 
near Machu Picchu looks a lot like the eastern (wet) side 
of the islands there.  In particular, the region around 
Hilo (the principal city of the Big Island)  looks a lot like 
the Urubamba valley.] 

 
 We had another shopping opportunity when the 
train made its scheduled stop in Ollantaytambo (oy-YAHN-
tie-TOM-bow … I told you Quechua words were 
unpronounceable).  Dozens of vendors had been sitting on 
the adjacent track, and when the train stopped they rushed 
up and tried to sell us their wares through the windows.  As 
you‘d probably gather from my earlier reactions, I found 
them to be pests, but many of the kids were amused by it—
and lots of them bought things. 



 Past Ollantaytambo the train conductors went through the cars selling expensive snacks (pretty much everything cost S/ 5, 
which was three to five times as much as it would have been in a store in Cuzco).  Having essentially had two breakfasts, I passed.  I 
also passed when they went around with Peru Rail souvenirs.  If you haven‘t figured it out, pretty much the whole excursion was a 
shopping opportunity.  [While my commentary is overly negative, that’s not really a bad thing to have on a train trip.  I enjoyed 
the scenery, but there were almost certainly people who found it dull and welcomed the diversions.] 

 
Andes Mountains near Aguas Calientes, Peru 

  
 The kids were loud on this trip.  

Margaret‘s were the best of the groups.  They 
were noisier than they should be, though, and the 
California group was downright annoying.  I‘ve 
never understood why people can‘t entertain 
themselves with looking at scenery, but no kids 
today seem able to do that.  There was plenty of 
scenery to look at on this trip (by far the most 
beautiful we saw in Peru), but the kids did nothing 
but talk, and they seemed to get louder every mile 
we progressed.  I was glad the only other people 
in the car were other American tourists; I‘d hate for 
locals to let this group be their main impression of 
Americans. 
 
 We arrived at Aguas Calientes around 
11am and quickly exited the train.  For virtually 
everyone the first stop was at the end of the 
terminal, by doors marked ―SSHH‖.  This cryptic 
sign stands for ―SERVICIOS HIGÉNICOS‖, the 
Peruvian euphemism for the toilets.  For one of the 
most remote locations on earth, they actually had 
some very nice restrooms here—though we still 
had to throw the used paper in a special 
receptacle. 
 
 We walked past a large open market that 
sold pretty much the same handicrafts available 
everywhere, but at double the price.  We reached 
the Aguas Calientes bus stop [which was really 
the point of walking from the train station 
through the market].  The end of the rail line is 

still in the Urubamba Valley, but Machu Picchu is 
high up in the mountains.  To reach the historic 
site you need to board a small tour bus for a half 
hour ride up a nasty little gravel road.  The road is 
similar to the one that leads to my sister 
Margaret‘s home near Decorah, but about thirty 
times as long.  Like most roads in Peru they 
maintain this entirely by hand.  We saw men with 
picks and shovels smoothing out the gravel and 
others using watering cans to control the dust. 
 
 The views on the way to Machu Picchu 
are indescribable.  It‘s unquestionably one of the 
most gorgeous places on earth.  The mountains 
are impossibly steep and rugged, rising so high 
their  tops are hidden  in the  clouds.  What makes  

the area almost surreal, though, is all the vegetation, which is unlike anything I‘ve ever seen in  mountains  before.   It‘s  a  true  jungle,  
but  set amid some of the highest mountains on the planet.  Everything is almost impossibly green, and it‘s really a spectacular sight. 
 
 We stopped again at the top while many people in the group used the toilet.  Having used the free ―higénicos‖ in the station, I 
didn‘t feel a need to spend S/ 2 (65¢) to repeat the process at the top.   Lots of people did, though, and we probably killed fifteen 
minutes just waiting for everyone to be ready.  We had plenty of opportunities to part with our cash while we waited.  Even here, high up 
in the mountains, the vendors managed to congregate.  I will say, though, at least they weren‘t quite so annoying here as in the city. 
 
 We had two guides with us, Boris and Vladimir. Both these men were around 30 years old, and Vladimir told us that Russian 
names were very popular among Peruvians of that age.  The group was to be split in two, and we were offered the choice of ―up or 
level‖ for our route through the ruins.  ―Up‖ would lead directly up a steep path to a viewpoint from which we could snap a c lassic 
postcard view of the site.  ―Level‖ would still be an up-and-down path, but not nearly so severe as ―up‖, and it would have more time to 



focus on the ruins themselves.  I really didn‘t know which to pick.  The kids all wanted to do ―up‖, while many of the adults  preferred 
―level‖.  I ended up choosing the former, which was probably not the best choice.  It‘s a long, very steep hike, and Boris, who is used to 

exerting himself at high elevation, marched right up to the top.  Pretty much everyone was panting, but we did make it.  The view was 
honestly not worth the hike.  It‘s pretty, but not enough better than what you see everywhere else around the area to merit killing 
yourself to get there.  I also gather from Margaret, Marlene, and Sharon that Vladimir was really a better guide, and I‘m sure the adults‘ 
company would have been more enjoyable than being with the kids all day. 

 
The ―postcard view‖ of the Machu Picchu ruins 

 More than anywhere else, Machu Picchu is a place I would have liked to have seen a visitors‘ center and museum.  The lack 
of such facilities, though, isn‘t entirely the fault of the government of Peru.  It turns out that virtually all the artifacts recovered from 
Machu Picchu are now found in Connecticut.  For the past 95 years Yale University [where Hiram Bingham worked] has had more 

than 5,000 objects on ―temporary loan‖, theoretically until the request of the Peruvian government for their return.  In 2002 Peru did 
request the return of these objects, but Yale refused to comply, and the issue is still being fought over in a variety of courts around the 
world.  Even without the artifacts, though, a visitors‘ center would have made it much easier to understand and appreciate what I was 
seeing.  I always thought of Machu Picchu as ―the lost city of the Incas,‖ and even after taking a guided tour of the place I can‘t say my 
knowledge has advanced a lot from there. 
 
 The name Machu Picchu is apparently Quechua for ―Old Mountain.‖  A UNESCO World Heritage Site, it is probably the best 
preserved relic of the Inca Empire.  Most of our guided tour focused on the architecture of the place, and it was pretty much the same 
information we had been given at Qoriqancha, Sacasayhuman, and Qenqo:  the Incas built using enormous trapezoidal stones held 
together without mortar and always leaning inward to resist the force of earthquakes.  We also got a rather encyclopedic account of 
Hiram Bingham and how local natives showed him the place that had been long-lost to the outside world.  It took me a while to figure 
out exactly what Boris was saying during much of the discourse on Bingham.  He kept repeatedly talking about ―jail‖.  It turned out that 
what he was actually saying was ―Yale‖, Bingham‘s alma mater, but he pronounced the ―Y‖ like a ―J‖.  Before now I‘d only heard Puerto 
Ricans use that pronunciation, but apparently some Peruvians also do. 
 
 One of the girls in Margaret‘s group had brought a global positioning device with her.  I don‘t know that I‘d ever seen a GPS 
before; this one looked like a glorified cell phone. [One of our science teachers does some activities with GPS units, and his look 
more like calculators or old Walkman tape players.  These days most ordinary cell phones can act as GPS units.  In theory 
mine does, though I’ve never used it for that purpose.]  There apparently are games floating around the internet that challenge 

people with GPS devices to find ―geocaches‖ in locations around the world.  Some are literally buried treasure, while others are ―virtual‖ 



caches where the treasure lies in finding something others might not see.  The girl had read about such a virtual cache at Machu 
Picchu and brought her GPS and the directions to find it.  It turned out to be a rock formation in the form of an animal.  Boris, the guide, 
identified it for her, though I must say I found it more than a bit abstract.  Now she has the pride of being probably the only person from 
Cresco, Iowa to find the Machu Picchu cache. 
 
 While we got a thorough tour of the sacred, aristocratic, and general districts of Machu Picchu, I can‘t really tell you anything 
terribly meaningful about them.  Boris was rather difficult to understand, and he tended to drone on about minutia and gloss over what 
to me were important facts.  [I just read through Wikipedia’s article on Machu Picchu, and I must say it wasn’t a whole lot more 
enlightening.]  Overall my main memory of Machu Picchu is not the archaeological site itself, but rather its magnificent mountain 

setting.  It really is spectacular. 
 
 On the way back down the mountain we had a short wait for ―obras‖, road construction being carried out entirely by hand.  I 
tried to imagine a time when people did road work by hand in this country.  It certainly wasn‘t in my lifetime, but I suppose that‘s how a 
lot of the WPA work was done.  The hand construction here may also essentially be a make-work program.  They are probably able to 
employ a hundred people on work that in America would take a dozen men. 
 
 We made our way back to Aguas Calientes by mid-afternoon, a bit late for lunch even on Hispanic time.  Our tour included a 
buffet meal at a very nice restaurant in the little town.  I started with a squash soup (not my favorite, but tolerable), followed up by 
traditional Peruvian dishes that could be served as stir fry in a Chinese restaurant.  They were stewed beef, chicken, and alpaca, all 
served over rice.  It was interesting to try alpaca, a camel-like animal whose meat tastes remarkably like pork.  I also had small servings 
of braised potatoes (this is where potatoes originated, after all) and butter beans.  That last dish strikes me as being quintessentially 
American, the sort of thing I‘d expect to have served up with ham hocks in Dixie.  ―Lima‖ beans, though, are originally from the country 
whose capital is Lima.  The buffet also featured an enormous dessert spread, from which I took a cookie and a cream puff.  It  was all 
very nice, if more than a little bit filling. 

 
Margaret Sullivan on a park bench 

Aguas Calientes, Peru 

 After lunch the kids (and perhaps most importantly the 
women from California) were given another shopping opportunity.  
The adults from Iowa were already pretty much shopped out, 
though we‘d have countless more occasions to buy things coming 
up.  What‘s more, the tourist market in Augus Calientes didn‘t 
really have much that looked terribly interesting (they featured 
things like Inca-Cola T-shirts), the vendors were annoying, and 
the prices were almost certainly higher than they‘d be elsewhere.  
So the group of us made our way downhill from the market to a 
lovely little park along the river.  Apparently part of a biodiversity 
preserve (though the main preserve is about five miles away), it 
was one of the nicest parks I‘ve ever seen.  We could stare out at 
the mountains, admire the whitewater of the rushing river, smell 
fragrant flowers, watch soaring birds, and even catch a glimpse of 
unusual ―wildlife‖ like roosters. 
 
 We spent about twenty minutes wandering through the 
park and then made our way back to the restaurant.  There was 
still about twenty more minutes before the shoppers would be 
done, so we sat on the balcony of the restaurant and had drinks.  
Half the group had coffee, and the other half had ―limonada 
frappé‖, a fascinating drink that was sort of like an orange julius 
made with lemonade, with a design squiggled on the top in red 
syrup.  It was very good, and most refreshing. 
 
 When the time came to meet up again, one of the girls 
from California was missing.  The kids had been given very 
explicit instructions not to ever venture anywhere on their own, to 
always go in pairs or larger groups.  This girl had obviously 
ignored those directions, yet her teachers seemed remarkably 
unconcerned.  Eventually she showed up.  Apparently she had 
gone back to the train station, rather than going to the restaurant, 
which we had clearly been told was the designated meeting point.  
She got worried when no one else showed up at the station.  
[While I won’t defend the girl, honestly the station would 
have been a more logical meeting point.  I’m not sure why the 
restaurant was chosen as such.] 

 
 We walked back through the market, and I was annoyed 
when many of the kids (and the California women) felt compelled 
to buy even more junk,  even though they had just had an hour to 



shop their hearts out.  We had been told to walk straight back to the station, but some people can‘t seem to follow directions.  
Personally I can‘t say I saw what all these people found to shop for.  To me the handicrafts pretty much looked the same everywhere, 
and there wasn‘t much here you couldn‘t get in any other poor place on earth.  [There is an amazing similarity to handicrafts the 
world over.  The woolens I saw in Iceland that summer could have come from Peru.] 

 
 When it came time to board the 
train we were told that our seats had been 
changed.  While the tickets clearly had a 
computer-assigned seating number on 
them, on the back someone had hand-
written new assignments on every single 
ticket.  This was apparently because our 
return train would have fewer cars than 
normal, so the car we had been assigned 
to didn‘t exist.  We did manage to find our 
places, and again people switched around 
so they could sit with people they knew. 
 
 After scoffing about the kids and 
their purchases, I broke down and bought 
something on the return trip.  It wasn‘t 
handicrafts, but rather a souvenir Peru 
Rail hat.  The hat, similar to a cowboy hat, 
is of a traditional South American design.  
I call it a ―gaucho hat‖, though probably 
the Argentines wear something different.  I 
probably won‘t wear it with much frequen- 

 
Peru Rail train at Aguas Calientes station 

cy, but I still like it.  The price (everything‘s fixed prices on the train) was S/ 101 (about $33.50), a very strange price to give something.  
Nothing in America would ever be priced just over an even dollar amount, but here they seemed to have no problem in pricing it at just 
over 100 soles.  [In fact the only time I’ve actually worn the hat was at Homecoming—essentially as part of a costume.  I still 
like it, though.  It’s essentially a decorative knick-knack, and it occupies a place of prominence in my bedroom.] 

 
 Margaret and I each spent S/ 5 more for drinks on the train.  I bought Fanta naranja (orange soda), while Margaret had a bottle 
of durazno (peach juice).  We should have known better.  Almost immediately after the conductors had gone around with beverages for 
purchase they returned through the cars, this time with a free beverage service.  I‘m used to Amtrak, though, where you pay for 
everything. 
 
 Margaret‘s students spent a fair part of the trip discussing her retirement.  She‘ll obviously be missed, and it‘s still unclear 
exactly what will become of the Spanish program at Cresco next year.  To date they haven‘t hired a replacement, but there are far more 
students (nearly 200) signed up for Spanish classes than Sharon could possibly teach herself. 
 
 We were served a snack late in the train ride that consisted of a berry tart, cookies, and coffee.  The tart was made of a berry 
called ―sauco‖ (SOW-koh), which is supposedly a traditional Andean fruit.  I read later, though, that this is just the Spanish name for an 
elderberry.  (Of course potatoes are a native Andean product, too; it‘s not like native foods have to be exotic.)  [Apparently it is 
botanically related  to what we think of  as elderberries,  but it isn’t  the exact  same  fruit.]   When Margaret asked the conductor  

 
The constellation Crux 

(website photo) 

what berries were in the tart, her curiosity was rewarded.  The conductor threw another 
snack tray in front of her, so she got two tarts instead of one.   
 
 We stopped again in Ollantaytambo, and again the barrage of merchants 
assaulted the train.  Bryan, the boy from Margaret‘s group purchased a doll from a 
woman who was waving her wares outside the window.  I forget the total cost, but he 
came up S/ 2 short of what he needed.  The woman had already given him the doll, but 
he hadn‘t paid for it when the train started moving.  The woman certainly deserved to 
get the full price they‘d agreed on, so I quickly lent him a S/ 2 coin so he could complete 
the transaction. 
 

I used the restroom on the train tonight.  It was fairly obvious that this toilet 
was set up so that the waste just emptied straight onto the tracks.  Even so, they still 
had the little plastic receptacle for toilet paper that is obligatory in Peru.  The restroom 
had a big picture window.  While it was strange to think that people could be looking in 
as I was sitting there, it was interesting to look out, and especially up at the night sky.  
Here for the first time I saw the Cruz del Sur, the famous constellation we know in 
English as the Southern Cross.  If it weren‘t Christians who named the constellations, 
I‘d  think it would more properly be called a diamond.   With just four stars  (apparently  

named Alpha, Beta, Gamma, and Delta—there‘s a much dimmer Epsilon toward the center)  it‘s hardly the most impressive grouping,  



and it‘s surprisingly low in the sky for the defining constellation of a hemisphere.  There‘s a lot fewer stars in the southern sky than we 
have up north, though, so the Southern Cross stands out.  [It really was cool to see the Southern Cross.  That’s one of the things 
that stands out most about the whole trip to Peru.] 

‗ 
 By the way, tons of things in Peru are named ―Cruz del Sur‖.  I saw restaurants, gas stations, a supermarket, a bus company, 
a construction company, and at least one major avenue that all had that name.  In Alaska there were lots of things called ―North Star‖ or 
―Northern Lights‖, and I‘m sure this is the same sort of concept as that. 
 
 We exited the train about an hour before it got to Cuzco.  We got off at Poroy, a dumpy little town at the top of the pass north 
of Cuzco.  The name supposedly was bestowed by the Spanish conquistadores, who had headed out a fair distance from Cuzco, found 
a place to camp, and declared ―basta por hoy‖, which essentially means ―That‘ll do for today.‖  It would do for us, too, as the tour 

company had arranged to have buses take us the rest of the way.  The road from Poroy to Cuzco is not good, but it‘s much more 
modern (and therefore faster) than that switchback rail line.  We arrived in Poroy around 8pm and took an unfamiliar route back through 
the city, avoiding most of the pueblos jóvenes. 

 
―No honking‖ sign 

 
 Just before arriving in Magisterio, we passed an interesting sign.  Margaret and I had 
seen it before and had no clue what it was supposed to mean. We asked Boris what it meant, 
which turns out to be ―NO HONKING‖.  I can assure you the signs have no effect.  Peruvians love 

to honk their horns, and they seem to use them constantly. 
 
 I was one of the last people the bus dropped off tonight.  They did the people in the 
Segunda Etapa (second part of the development) first, and then dropped off a set of students in 
Santa Monica, another urbanización.  When we did get back to the Primeta Etapa of Magisterio, I 
was dropped off about a block from my house.  I tried the keys and was pleased that the keys 
worked without any problem. 
 
 Isabel greeted me with ―¿Quieres un mate?‖  (Would you like some tea?)  I greeted 
Isabel and found out her day had been horrible to say the least.  Luís was sick, and she wasn‘t 
feeling especially well herself.  More importantly, though, Frantz‘s mother had been taken as an  

emergency case to the hospital with complications from diabetes.  The one bright note was that the mother lived in Lima, so i t was 
convenient that Frantz was there on a business trip.  The trip had been screwed up, though, since he understandably spent most of his 
time with his mother.  The mother was stable, but in critical condition. 
 
 Isabel excused herself to check on Luís, so I had a rather forced conversation with Julia, the maid, while I had my dinner (a 
bowl of light soup and a single date).  Mostly she wanted to know about my kids, and she simply couldn‘t understand how I couldn‘t be 
married.  My situation would be most unusual in Peru.  For economic reasons as much as for love, pretty much everyone of 
marriageable age is paired off. 
 
 After dinner I went upstairs.  Isabel had just gotten off the phone with Frantz and reported that his mother was somewhat 
improved, but still in serious condition.  Luís was laying in bed with his mother, looking like a perfectly healthy boy who was going out of 
his way to appear ill—the way a kid who doesn‘t want to take his test at school might look.  If Mom believed him, though, I wasn‘t about 
to stop her. 
 
 It was still fairly early, so I spent quite a bit of time flipping through channels on Cable Mágico.  One of the most interesting 
things was a rather steamy Russian movie (definitely not the sort of thing they‘d have shown in the Soviet era) that  was being 

broadcast with Spanish subtitles.  I also watched a Mexican baseball game, featuring the Monclova Acereros (Steelers) taking on 
Monterrey.  Probably most interesting was that during the game they gave the standings of American minor league teams.  With the 
exception of the few of us who actually know minor league players, no one in America ever cares about the minors.  There are a lot of 
Mexican players there, though, so presumably they are considered more important in Latin America.  I also watched some jai alai and a 
weight loss infomercial (wealthy South Americans seem even more preoccupied with their appearance than North Americans), and an 
NBA playoff game. 
 
 Lastly I watched the late night news.  I found out here that the mafia has been infiltrating civil construction in Peru.  It intrigued 
me that the government official they interviewed for this story wore an open collared shirt and an Adidas cap.  That was definitely 
unusual, as most Peruvians of importance (such as Frantz) dress very conservatively.  The other big story was a bank robbery in Lima.  
Interestingly, the bandits got away not with Peruvian soles, but with almost $100,000 in U.S. currency.  Can you imagine someone 
robbing a bank at home to steal foreign money? 
 

FRIDAY, June 16 
Cuzco And the Sacred Valley of the Inca, Peru 
 
 For the one and only day on this trip I managed to get the shower to put out temperate water.  It would be back to very hot or 
very cold tomorrow, so don‘t ask me what I did today.   
 



I watched a bit of Buenos Días, Peru, where a crawl identifying the lead story said ―OMINBÚS SE CAE EN EL ABISMO‖.  An 
intercity bus had missed a curve and fallen off a cliff, landing almost 500 meters below.  Two things stood out in that, neither having to 
do with the fact that we had a long bus trip ahead of us.  The first was that the Peruvian word for bus is the British-sounding ―omnibús‖ 
rather than the word ―autobus‖ I learned in high school.  The other was the verb caerse, a reflexive structure that made it seem as if the 
bus ―fell into the abyss‖ under its own free will.  [While ―se cae‖ could be reflexive, in this instance it is more likely passive voice; 
an English version of the headline would likely say the bus ―was thrown‖ off the cliff … or ― into the abyss‖, as it literally says 
in Spanish.  I did get a laugh thinking of a suicidal bus when I saw the headline crawl, though.] 

 
 An ad on TV also got my attention.  It was for ―SUPER HIPER MEGA‖ (SOUP-air EEP-air MAY-gah).  Mega is a 
―hypermarket‖, a combination grocery store and department store much like most Wal-Marts are these days.  We saw several locations 
of Mega in Lima, and Frants and Isabel told me there was a Mega at the far end of Avenida de la Cultura that was the main place 
people in Cuzco went to shop for ―real things‖.      I noticed several grocery items in their home that bore the Mega label.  What was 
really strange about their commercial was simply the name of the store:  three adjectival prefixes that combine for the ultimate 
superlative.  [It was definitely a memorable commercial—to the point that I can picture it and hear the announcer’s voice in my 
mind today.  The video was just still shots of various aisles of the store—a distant shot each time ―super‖ was said, a closer-
in shot on ―hiper‖ and an extreme close-up on ―mega‖.  The close-ups were on specific products, which very likely were what 
was on sale at the store this week.  The voiceover sounded like a soccer announcer.  He just said ―super hiper mega‖ again 
and again, but he became more and more frantic each time he said it, with the final M – E – E – E – E – E – E – G – A – A – A – 
A – A – A – A – A – A – A … sounding much like ―g – o – o – o – o – o – o – o – o – l‖ on a Latin soccer broadcast.]   

 
 Margaret seemed to find it odd that I watched so much TV on this trip.  Then again, she had a roommate (Marlene) staying in 
the home with her.  I was alone, so it‘s not like I could talk with anyone during free time like this before I went down to breakfast.  I also 
found that TV gave an interesting perspective on the country than other things we saw on the tour.  [Margaret rarely watches TV at 
hotels, either, and she seems to find it odd when I do.  Then again, she always seems to be watching TV at home when I call 
her.] 

 
 Breakfast today was peach yogurt with corn flakes, Cuzco bread, instant coffee, and a fruit pulp made by pureeing leftover 
tropical fruits in the blender.  We actually had that fruit pulp every day; I just neglected to mention it until now.  I can‘ t say it was exactly 
my favorite.  It was very thick and had foam on top of it like the head on a beer.  I drank it, of course, but it struck me as more a way of 
using up fruit that was past its prime than as a real taste treat. 
 
 All the household members were busy this morning.  Luís was proving he was too sick to go to school, while Maria Alejandra 
was busy getting ready for school.  Mom was busy talking with nurse Lourdes about her invalid mother when Frantz called with the 
update on how things were going in Lima.  Julia was dealing with a spill upstairs, and a Elizabeth had to greet a carpenter who had 
showed up to do some sort of repair work.  That mostly left me alone in the dining room, a most unusual occurrence.  Like any curious 
guest, I snooped around a bit.  I couldn‘t help but notice their Visa bill, which was sitting by the phone.  It was substantial (especially by 
the standards of a Third World country), but I can hardly talk; it was less than mine.  I also poked my head in the living room, where I 
noticed for the first time their bar.  They had a large cabinet filled with every imaginable kind of crystal ware, plus a brass and glass 
portable bar loaded with twenty-seven different bottles (I counted).  I never saw anyone in this household drink, but I‘m sure they do 
quite a bit of formal entertaining. 
 
 Perhaps most interesting was the kitchen, which was extremely small and cramped.  They had a three-burner cooktop, a 
microwave, and a toaster oven, but no real oven in the kitchen.  I was told later that there was also an ―horno tradicional‖ (OR-no trah-
dee-see-own-ALL, a traditional Andean oven—though it was actually a modern version of that item that could have passed for a big 
barbecue) out in the courtyard.  There was a small refrigerator (completely covered with smiley-face magnets), but no other appliances.  
A single sink had only cold water.  There was practically no counter space (I have more in my tiny apartment kitchen) and very little 
storage.  It is, of course, mostly servants who use the kitchen here, so it‘s probably not a priority of the family. 
 
 The tour company must have given instructions to the host families that we could never leave home in a taxi unaccompanied.  
(We could, however, return on our own without problems […and that just strikes me as dumb, since I’d think there would actually 
be more problems with the return trip than with getting downtown].)  With all the chaos going on this morning, it would have been 

much easier for me to just get my own cab, but that was simply impossible.  Since Isabel was busy, she insisted that Julia accompany 
me downtown.  While we‘d had a rather forced conversation at dinner, we had a very pleasant talk in the cab.  I found out that Julia 
lived in one of the pueblos jóvenes.  She normally came to work in a combi (those little mini-van buses), which took about an hour and 
cost S/ .60 (20¢) each way.  The taxis all have strange names, and apparently ―Batman‖ is the one that goes to Magisterio.  [I’d 
forgotten about the silly names for the combis; many of the cab companies also had strange names.  They seemed to feature 
either cartoons or religious themes.]   Today Isabel had insisted that she be to work early (she didn‘t say why, but it may well have 

been so she could accompany me), so she took a cab to work.  She was fifth among twelve children, had been married for three years, 
but had no children.  Her husband worked in agriculture.  Her mother lived in her home, and Julia mostly worked to take care of her.  
Her home household also included a brother who sold paintings in the Plaza de Armas (I bit my lip and kept my feelings about those 
annoying vendors to myself), his wife, and their two children.  She likes her job a lot and said it paid better than most jobs (though she 
didn‘t say how much that was, and I didn‘t ask.)  She felt the Olazabals were a good family who treated her well.  It‘s about  a twenty-
minute drive from Magisterio to Plaza San Francisco, and we sustained an ongoing conversation in Spanish (Julia spoke no English 
whatsoever) the whole way. 
 



 When Frantz and Isabel had taken me downtown, they had paid the cab fare.  I‘m not sure if Julia had been given fare for the 
trip or not, but before she could pay anything I gave the driver a S/ 2 coin.  I also gave Julia S/ 2 for her return trip.  She slipped it in her 
pocket, without a bit of pretense that it wasn‘t necessary.  Even if Isabel had given her money for the trip, it‘s not like $1.30 (the round-
trip fare) would break me, and it would be a nice bonus for her.  [If nothing else, it would have reimbursed her trip to work this 
morning.] 

 
 It took a while before the buses left.  A few girls in the group were late, and some of the adults were changing money.  In 
modern times I don‘t really see much reason for dealing with banks while traveling.  ATMs are everywhere, and they give the going 
exchange rate without a service charge.  What‘s more, pretty much everyone other than street vendors takes credit and debit cards, 
which usually offer a better exchange rate than the banks give.  Several people in our group still had old-fashioned travelers cheques, 
though, and they spent quite a while exchanging them.   
 

[Travelers cheques are all but non-existent in the modern world.  American Express, once the primary issuer of them, 
no longer produces travelers cheques.  Most businesses and even many banks refuse to take them because of the risk of 
redeeming stolen or counterfeit cheques.  For those few people who have a need for travel money but don’t have a bank 
account to draw upon, travelers cheques have largely been replaced by prepaid debit cards.  Instead of charging a premium 
to the customer, these usually are sold at face value.  Sometimes they are even discounted.  Our school scrip program, for 
instance, sells $100 prepaid American Express and Visa cards for $100—but with $3 - $5 of the charge going to the school.  
The banks make their money through the fees they charge businesses for electronic transactions and by investing the money 
customers have paid for the cards up front.  They also get to write off the percentage the school gets as a charitable donation 
on their corporate taxes.] 

 
 While we waited one of the California teachers remarked at how clean the air was and said her sinuses had never been 
clearer.  If that‘s true, I hate to think just how polluted Sacramento must be; it must make L.A. seem pristine.  The whole t ime I was in 
Peru I felt like I was choking on diesel fumes.  The low oxygen level at high elevation only made the pollution more pronounced.  The 
rural areas had fairly good air (which would put them ahead of California), but Cuzco was badly polluted.  [My personal bet is that the 
woman was allergic to some specific thing that’s in the air in Sacramento—either some specific type of pollen or some 
specific chemical.  There’s a good chance even the dirty Cuzco air lacked whatever was making her sinuses act up.] 

 
 Since I‘m talking about the environment, it intrigued me that throughout downtown Cuzco they had sets of twin litter baskets.  
Strange rounded objects that looked to be from the ‗60s, they reminded me of those trash cans they used to have in Manitoba rest 
areas where you could ―put your trash into orbit‖.  Since there didn‘t seem to be anywhere to put garbage at home, I used these fairly 
frequently.  Whenever I did, I had the choice of putting my trash in either ―ORGANICO‖ or ―INORGANICO‖.  That posed an interesting 
dilemma in the case of several items, particularly those made of plastic.  Plastic is a carbon compound, which the scientist in me knows 
makes it ―organic‖.  The green color of the ―ORGANICO‖ cans, though, made it pretty clear they were intended for biodegradable waste 
that could be composted. 
 

 Today‘s itinerary called for 
visiting ―El Valle Sagrado‖ (BUY-yeh sah-
GRAH-doe, the Sacred Valley of the 
Incas), the name given to the Urubamba 
River valley north of Cuzco.  For the most 
part we were re-tracing by bus about two-
thirds of the area we covered by train 
yesterday.  We went back past the bulls 
and crosses of the pueblos jóvenes and 
on up to Poroy.  The highway through the 
sacred valley is little more than a bad 
mountain road.  It‘s paved, but drivers 
treat it like gravel.  They tend to drive 
down the center (away from most of the 
hazards), heading toward the side only 
when there‘s obvious oncoming traffic.  
There are lots of hazards on this road.  

We saw tight hairpin curves without even 
a guardrail.  One was even had a big sign 
naming it ―Curva Señor de la Salvación‖  
(Lord or Salvation Curve) , and it definitely 
made me think of that bus that had fallen 
into the abyss.  There were also nasty 
falling  rock  zones   (some  with  boulders  

 
Urubamba River – Sacred Valley of the Inca 

nearly the size of our bus), unmarked dropoffs, and places where part of the pavement had worn away so part of one of the lanes didn ‘t 
exist at all.  There were little highway shrines everywhere in the countryside, honoring those who hadn‘t made it home from their 
journeys. 
 



Then there were the people.  From the air it looks as if nobody lives in Peru, but when you get out in the river valleys it‘s  a 
densely populated place.  Everywhere we went, even miles from the nearest town, we saw an endless parade of pedestrians and 
bicyclists.  The vast majority of Peruvians don‘t own cars, so walking and biking aren‘t recreation here—they‘re serious transportation.  
Signs everywhere say ―CICLISTAS EN LA BERMA‖ (Cyclists on the Shoulder) and ―PEATONES A LA IZQUIERDA‖ (Pedestrians, Keep 
Left), but people rarely obey them.  We also saw taxis and colectivos (―combis‖) even in the most remote areas, and they‘d stop in the 
middle of nowhere to pick people up and drop them off.  A lot of people also rode atop trucks, hitching a ride together with the goods or 
livestock that were being transported.  When people are transporting their own goods, the most common method by far is by bicycle 
cart.  People mount a platform over the front wheel of a bike (or trike) and load it down with enormous duffle bags to a point where it 
would be very hard to see.   
 

It‘s got to take a lot of strength to peddle those bicycle carts.  Not only is there an incredible amount of weight from all the stuff 

they are hauling, but they‘re going up and down severe grades at an already extremely high elevation.  Everything takes more effort at 
high altitude, and hauling hundreds of pounds of stuff on a bike would be far more effort than I‘d care to exert.  It‘s no wonder Peruvians 
can consume many times the sugar we do in America, but we‘re the ones who are fat. 
 

You get a sense of how truly Third World Peru is when you see all the pedestrians, bicycle carts, and people on top of trucks.  
It‘s the sort of thing I‘d picture more in Africa than South America.  There are certainly lots of poor people in Mexico (which by global 
standards is a ―middle class‖ country), but they don‘t carry all their worldly possessions on a bike. 
 

With all the walkers and bikers, it‘s no surprise that there‘s a lot of litter along Peru‘s highways.  While Margaret pointed out 

that part of the problem is that in the dry climate there‘s not a lot of vegetation to hide litter (the same reason trash on the roads is so 
noticeable in New Mexico), there‘s no escaping the fact that litter is a big problem here.  There‘s obviously no such thing as ―Adopt-a-
Highway‖ in Peru, and even if there were, I‘m not sure they could cope with the volume of trash that has already been generated. 
 

 
Ollanta symbol 

Besides litter, the main thing we saw on our trip this morning might best be described as political 
graffiti.  Practically every farm building and many of the buildings in the towns were painted to support 
various candidates in the recent national election.  There were also whole hillsides where candidates‘ names 
or symbols had been mown or painted.  It intrigued me that they always used the first names of the 
candidates, something we never do in America.  (Can you imagine a sign saying ―Vote for George‖ or ―Bill 
for President‖?)  The three big candidates were Alán (Garcia—the winner), Ollanta (Humala—a left-wing 
candidate the U.S. was campaigning hard against), and Lourdes (Flores—the lone female candidate, who 
was apparently extremely right-wing).  [In recent years we have started seeing similar first name 
campaigns in America.  In particular, 2008 brought many ―Hillary‖ signs—though Senator Clinton’s 
first name was used mostly to distinguish Senator Clinton  from her husband.  This year (2012), there 

have been a number of ―Newt for President‖ ads, and I also saw signs with ―Michelle‖ in large letters and ―Bachman‖ written 
small.  I honestly hope this first name business isn’t a coming trend.  I really don’t want to be that familiar with politicians.] 

 
In Peru  every political party has  a  symbol by which it is identified.   This makes  it easy for illiterate  people to cast their 

votes.  In the Andes, the top candidate by far was Ollanta, whose party symbol was a pot with stripes like those on the Peruvian flag.  
That symbol made sense, since ―olla‖ (OY-yah), the first part of his name, is the Spanish word for ―pot‖.  Alán‘s symbol was a star, while 
Lourdes used an outline map of Peru, often with a smiley face in the middle.  We also saw walls painted with symbols of a shovel, the 
Inca cross, an ear of corn, and a hand.  [Again, we’ve seen similar things in recent years here as well.  The 2008 Obama 
campaign created a true ―brand‖ with a patriotic variation on the letter ―O‖.  I doubt that was an appeal to illiterates (though 
I’m sure some Republicans would say it was), but it was that symbol rather than the name that became associated with what 
ended up being the winning candidate.] 

 
 I kept a section of the newspaper that had a map of Peru not unlike those red/blue maps you see of the United States.  It 
showed an even more definite contrast in this election than we‘ve had in recent American elections.  While Alán Garcia won nationwide, 
the only reason he was the victor was by overwhelmingly winning Lima.  The map showed an island of red inside a sea of yellow (the 
color they used to show places Ollanta Humala had won).  Ollanta got about two-thirds of the vote in the mountains, but Alán got almost 
90% in Lima.  Ollanta‘s party won the largest number of seats in the Peruvian parliament, though with dozens of viable parties that‘s 
only about one-fourth of the total seats. 
 
 We passed a bungee jumping attraction and then stopped at a viewpoint with almost as many vendors as littered bottles.  The 
main point of the stop was to provide a bathroom break.  This, like many public restrooms in Peru, was not free.  A woman stood guard 
at the entrance, making sure everyone who entered first forked over a S/ 1 (35¢) coin.  For that we got a toilet with no seat and no toilet 
paper.  (At least for me it was #1 that was pressing, not #2.)  Paying a sol each time nature calls would be far beyond the means of 
most Peruvians.  My bet is that all those pedestrians either just find their way into the fields or use one of the many adobe outhouses 
that are located near farmhouses around the countryside.  [Some of the kids on this trip had no clue what an outhouse was.  It’s 
amazing just how much life in our country has changed from the time of our parents to today.] 

 
 I overheard a discussion Marlene was having with our guide about churches in Peru.  It was interesting to find out that they, 
like America, are having problems with a shortage of priests.  My overall impression was that Peru was quite a religious country, but 
that apparently doesn‘t extend to young men being called to the religious life. 
 



 We saw yet another form of transportation 
when we reached the town of Urubamba.  The local 
taxis here are motorized tricycles.  (Later on the trip we 
saw these for sale at a Honda dealership in Lima.)  
The driver sits in front with a bench seat behind him 
that could comfortably hold two people.  The whole 
thing is covered with a canvas frame that provides 
shade and shelter.  Apparently a ride costs S/ 1, and 
they‘re definitely popular around here. 
 
  Urubamba is the largest and by far the nicest 
of the towns in the sacred valley.  It‘s apparently a big 
tourist center, the place from which hikers begin their 
trek along the Inca Trail.  There are nice hotels (like 
one that told us to check out casa-andina.com—I just 
did, and there‘s literally nothing at that website) and 
restaurants, and the downtown area looks quite 
substantial.   
 
 [In writing this revision I again went to 
casa-andina.com, and these days there is an actual 
website there.  Casa Andina is a chain of luxury 
hotels with ten locations all over Peru.  They’re one 
of the few places I’ve seen with almost exclusively 
good reviews on tripadvisor.com.  Just for fun I 
checked out what they wanted for rooms at the 
Sacred Valley Casa Andina in June 2012.  The rates 
ranged from S/ 432 to S/ 1392 per night.  I then 
checked the current exchange rate and found the 
nuevo sol has actually increased in value; it’s now 
worth about 37¢, so those rooms would be 
between $159 and $515.  That’s quite a bit beyond 
the budget of most Peruvians—and well outside 
my own budget, for that matter.  The upside is that 
the rates were the same regardless of the number 
of people in a room.] 

 
 [Urubamba] is pretty much the exact 

opposite of every other town around here.  Most are 
little more than a gathering of unpainted adobe house.  
While they all have electricity (perhaps thanks to 
Frantz), they don‘t have much more than that.  Many 
towns have literally no businesses, and those that do 
will not have much more than a gas station and what 
looks to be an old-time general store.  You can see 
why saying I lived in a ―small town‖ would not give the 
right impression to Frantz and Isabel. 
 

 
David Burrow at the Ollantaytambo ruins 

 We followed the highway to our ultimate destination, Ollantaytambo.  This may well be literally the end of the road.  As we 
entered Ollantaytambo the asphalt roadway changed to a cobblestone street.  I couldn‘t find anywhere where the highway exited  
Ollantaytambo, and I know that north of here (by Macchu Picchu) the railroad provides the only long-distance access.  [The map on an 
earlier page shows the pavement ends at Ollantaytambo, but a gravel road continues for a short distance north of there to 
Piscacucho.] 

 
 Ollantaytambo is a lovely old town, though I got the feeling it‘s largely kept that way as a tourist attraction.  Like Cuzco,  the 
place combines the Inca and Spanish colonial eras, but unlike Cuzco there‘s pretty much nothing modern to spoil the view.  Even very 
obviously tourist-oriented businesses (like an espresso bar) place hand-painted signs by their stone and plaster buildings. 
 
 The bus parked in the main plaza of Ollantaytambo, and we braved a very windy day as we made our way on foot to the 
bottom of a cobblestone lane.  There we saw the main attraction in the town, one of the best preserved Inca ruins.  Mostly a string of 
agricultural terraces, the stair-step stone terraces (tuh-ROSS-es, our guide kept saying in ―English‖) make it look a lot like a Mexican 
pyramid.  We again had the choice of ―up or level‖, and this time I wisely chose not to climb to the top.  The only people who chose 
―level‖ were the adults from Iowa, but I think we actually got a more thorough tour than the people who went all the way up.  Vladimir 
(yes, another Russian name) was an excellent guide.  He did a nice job of explaining the intricate irrigation system the Incas used, as 
well as showing us the observatory, and a ceremonial area featuring a condor rock formation.  He also explained how the terraces were 



constructed and the fact that each one had a different temperature and would therefore support a different kind of crop.  Finally he had 
us look on the surrounding hillsides, where there were stone storehouses built high into the mountains, seemingly inaccessible from 
below.  While he never did explain how people got up to them, he noted that these were located so high because they would catch the 
cold wind.  Agricultural products could be stored there indefinitely in natural refrigeration.  [The storehouses supposedly dated to 
before the Inca era, and they have been in continuous use (though in some cases repeatedly re-built) since pre-history.] 

 
Agricultural storehouse above Ollantaytambo, Peru 

 
Boy singing – Ollantaytambo 

 
 I skipped paying S/ 2 (65¢) for the restroom at Ollantaytambo, but I had to wait while 
much of the group took advantage of the facilities.  We then walked through the quaint old town, 
where a little boy conveniently happened by and agreed to sing a traditional Andean song for 
tips.  While I tipped a grand total  of  20 céntimos (6¢),  others  tipped  as  much  as S/ 5 ($1.65).  
The kid easily made twenty bucks off our group, more than double what most adults make in 
Peru in a day. 
 
 We followed some pedestrian-only side streets to our next destination, a ―typical‖ 
Andean home.  While it was roughly the same size as other homes we saw throughout the 
region (i.e.:  tiny), I have a feeling this particular house was kept traditional in a way few others 
were mostly for the benefit of tourists.  Though adobe, it was not unlike a log cabin, and except 
that it had electricity the way of life was much like what Laura Ingalls Wilder endured.  It was 
180

o
 removed from Frantz and Isabel‘s home (though actually the construction here was 

probably more solid), and even the rattiest homes in the ―pueblecitos‖ seemed more modern.  A 
couple of touches added to the effect.  A flock of guinea pigs were wandering around the dirt 
floor munching on scraps the woman of the house had scattered there.  There were also human 
skulls placed in a niche in the wall, apparently a traditional Andean way of honoring ancestors—
though not something anyone in our group found in their host families‘ homes.  While I‘m sure 
the family does indeed live in this house and that generations before them led a life much like we 
saw here, my personal bet was that the current residents carry on that life only so they can milk 
tourists for tips.  I did comply, this time placing 50 céntimos (15¢) in the straw hat provided for 
that purpose.  Again others gave far more, and with all the tour buses that come through 
Ollantaytambo, I‘m sure showing off one‘s house is quite a racket. 

 



 
Residential street – Ollantaytambo, Peru 

 We made our way back to Urubamba, 
where we stopped at a lovely restaurant.  
Located in a modern imitation of an old 
hacienda, the place had elegant gardens and 
a gorgeous view of the river.  Again we had an 
all-you-can-eat buffet, which is probably a 
good choice with kids.  [I’ve read since that 
this is THE standard fare for pretty much 
any tour in Peru.]  The food was much the 

same as yesterday‘s, though this time there 
was an even wider array of scrumptious 
desserts.  I thoroughly stuffed myself and 
enjoyed it all immensely. 
 
 We took a different route back from 
Urubamba, following an even worse highway.  
This one seemed to have more potholes than 
asphalt.  It was a frankly boring drive through 
little more than scrubby farmland.  The driver 
suggested we could make it more interesting if 
one of the kids had a CD he could play over 
the PA system.  A girl immediately complied, 
and we were ―treated‖ to the ―best‖ in modern 
―music‖ (all those quotation marks intentional).  
I suppose every generation has looked on the 
music that the next one favors as inferior to its 
own, but I really found it hard to see why 
anyone would listen to this.  (…And don‘t get 
me started on Margaret‘s reaction to it.) 

The towns around here came across as a little more prosperous than those we had seen this morning.  One sign of this was 
traditional homes with modern additions.  Several times I‘d see an adobe house with a lovely wooden balcony or deck tacked on to its 
side.  Chances are the addition cost as much as the house itself did to build.  [I’d actually bet the additions cost much more than 
the original homes.]  We also saw several examples of what amounted to adobe skyscrapers, commercial buildings with apartments 

above them that were four or five stories tall.  Given that about all the adobe I‘d ever seen before this was the California missions, multi-
story buildings built of mud bricks were definitely a sight. 
 

Our afternoon destination was the town of Pisaq, another place that very obviously caters to tourists.  In the whole main 
square there‘s pretty much nowhere local people would stop at.  You can get sushi there, though, not to mention hiking boots and 
Gatorade.  I also managed to find an ATM, where I withdrew S/50 ($16.50) from my checking account. 

 
Our first stop in Pisaq was at a traditional bakery, the sort of place where they‘d make that bread my family served at every 

meal.  I‘m really not sure why we stopped here.  You can see the same thing in historic sites everywhere I think I first saw one in 
Colonial Williamsburg, and they‘ve got them at Living History Farms and Old Threshers.  It‘s not like it‘s just an old-time thing, either.  
There‘s lots of traditional bakeries in the ethnic neighborhoods of big cities around the world.  They hauled us in and showed us a 
wood-fired oven, though.  No one overtly asked for a tip here, and I didn‘t feel obliged to give one. 
 
 We then had ninety minutes to explore Pisaq 
market.  Apparently on weekends this is a real market, 
where local people come to trade and sell their agricultural 
products.  That might have been interesting to see (though 
again, it‘s not really that unusual).  It was not yet the 
weekend, though, and during the week the place is just a big 
flea market for tourists.  This shopping opportunity provided 
pretty much the same selection of weavings, jewelry, 
sweaters, and assorted trinkets we‘d already seen countless 
times before.  Mostly to avoid sitting around bored for an 
hour and a half, I did end up buying some stuff.  I got a tiny 
set of Andean panpipes (S/ 8 or $2.50) that in theory work 
but will probably end up as an ornament on my Christmas 
tree  [precisely what happened with them].  I also bought 

two small weavings (S/ 10 or around $3 each) that are 
probably intended to be placemats.  In an already cluttered 
apartment, they‘re a much more appropriate souvenir than 
the full-size blankets tourists here are supposed to buy.  
[They cover the desk my apartment.] 

 
Pisaq market 



I thought about buying a painting, in honor of Julia‘s brother who sold them back in Cuzco.  In the cab this morning I had asked 
Julia what a good price for paintings would be, and she said it depended on the work, but between S/10 and S/20.  I saw one a vendor 
had that I liked and asked him what it cost.  When he said S/ 150 (nearly $50), I knew that even with bargaining I wouldn‘t get anything 
near the prices Julia had described.  I walked away, but the guy proceeded to hound me like anything.  He never did lower the price, 
but he kept asking me why I didn‘t like the painting.  I‘d have to like it an awful lot to part with that kind of money for a souvenir, though. 

 
It took maybe twenty minutes to check out all the market, so we had a full hour to wait before the bus would be leaving.  We 

boarded the bus (mostly to escape the art vendor).  The most interesting thing we saw while we waited was packing up the market.  All 
those blankets, sweaters, and assorted handicrafts were slowly being packed into enormous rucksacks.  Presumably before long 
people would be hauling them home on bicycle carts.  It was quite a fascinating sight. 

 
We made our way back to Cuzco, past more interesting sights.  In addition to lots of people in traditional Andean garb, we saw 

a billboard for the local guinea pig cooperative and a town built completely of adobe where the road was torn up to build a sewer.  It 
was around 5:00 when we made our way back into Cuzco.  The bus driver wanted to leave everyone back at their homes in the 
suburbs, but many of us (the whole group from Iowa) were planning on having dinner downtown.  So, after some discussion, we instead 
went back to the Plaza de Armas. 

 
 Marlene was interested in seeing the Cuzco cathedral, and I‘d have liked to see it too.  Unfortunately tourist visitation hours 
are very minimal and were over by the time we got there.  All that was open was a side hall where they were having an artesian fair.  In 
another annex we stopped into a shop where I picked up a painting (the souvenir I wanted to remind me of Julia‘s brother).  The 
painting shows a tile-roofed church in a small Peruvian town.  It‘s not exactly great art, but for S/ 12 ($4) it made a nice souvenir.  [That 
painting is one of my favorites of all the souvenirs I’ve ever bought.  I had it matted and bought a nice frame for it, which cost 
several times the value of the painting.  It hangs in a place of prominence right by my computer; I’m looking at it now as I type 
this revision.] 

 
 We had coffee again in that little place next to the cathedral.  This time Marlene had a fascinating drink made of steamed milk 
and pineapple juice.  I don‘t think I‘d have cared for it, but she seemed to like it.  The total for the group came to just S/ 10 (around $3). 
 
 We walked up to the square where city hall is located, and Julian met us in front of El Truco (apparently named after the 
device they stamp coins with), one of the nicest restaurants in Cuzco.  He had made reservations for our group (fourteen total), 
including arrangements for seven servings of cuy (COO-ee), the roast guinea pig dish that is the traditional Andean delicacy.  The kids 

arrived shortly, and we took our places around a long candlelit table on which the management had placed American flags.  Rising sun 
flags decorated a nearby table, and before long a large group of middle-aged Japanese people sat down there. 
 
 While I sampled a bit of the cuy, that was not the 
main thing I had for dinner.  I chose to have ―crema de 
cebolla‖ (CRAY-mah day say-BOY-yah, a very tasty cream 
of onion soup) and ―lasaña‖ (the Italian dish that they spelled 
―lazagne‖ on the English translation of their menu.  The 
pricey meal (around $10 a head) included a cover charge for 
entertainment, and brightly costumed natives serenaded us 
and danced right up to the tables.  They even had a ―kissing 
devil‖ who ―attacked‖ all the ladies in the room. 
 
 Before long the cuy arrived.  When first served it is 
laid out, complete with head and paws, on a platter.  The 
kids all had to photograph it, and when the Japanese 
tourists saw it, they also came up to snap pictures.  [I’m 
kind of surprised I didn’t take a picture of the cuy 
myself, but the only picture I have of the food is of the 
scraps that were left over afterwards.]  I must confess I 

didn‘t care much for the stuff and was quite glad I‘d ordered 
a different main course.  It was greasy and gamey, and 
definitely not my favorite dish.  Seven servings was about 
five more than we really needed for the group at our table.  
There were tons of leftovers, and hopefully the cooks and 
waiters got to take some of that ―delicacy‖ home to their 
families. 
 
 After dinner Margaret, Marlene, Sharon, and I went 
back to the supermarket by the Plaza de Armas.  The 
women  bought  assorted  snacks  for  the  bus trip  we‘d be  

 
Marlene being attacked by the kissing devil 
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taking tomorrow.  I bought dessert, some chocolate-coated ice cream bonbons that were not especially flavorful, but not bad either.  
Then all four of us crowded into a tiny taxi for the ride back to Magisterio. 



 Isabel and Luís were watching TV in her bed when I got back.  Luís was apparently feeling better; then again there wasn‘t any 
school tomorrow.  (Like us, they go Monday through Friday.  They also have summer vacation, which for them is January through 
March.)  I went up to my room and watched TV for a while and then drifted off to sleep. 
 

SATURDAY, June 17 
Cuzco To Puno, Peru 
 
 I was up around 6:00 this morning.  As I dressed the shirt I put on stood out.  It was a Garrigan uniform shirt I had gotten ages 
ago from the lost-and-found table at school.  Like many of my colleagues, I sort of figure when things sit there for literally months they‘re 
fair game for whoever wants them.  This shirt fit me, and the uniform shirts (very cheap, sturdy polos) are excellent to wear while 
traveling.  It really doesn‘t matter if they get lost or damaged.  I hadn‘t noticed it when I took the shirt (and I wouldn‘t have taken it if I 
had noticed), but I found out today that the shirt actually was marked discretely with a student‘s name.  That student was Jude Studer.  
He recently graduated, and since he and his twin brother Jesse are the youngest in their family, it‘s unlikely they‘ll have much need for 
a uniform shirt in the future.  That this shirt was Jude‘s stood out, though, because right about now Jude and Jesse would be leaving for 
boot camp.  They joined the Marines and before long are likely to be in the Middle East.  I‘ve known Jude and Jesse since they were 
toddlers, and I‘ll certainly be thinking of them while they‘re in the service. 
 
 [Both Jude and Jesse both became successful Marines.  While a lot of Jesse’s time was spent on bases in the 
Pacific, Jude did head straight to the Middle East.  At one point when he was home on leave, he gave me an Iraqi can for my 
Pepsi collection.   The can stands out, because it’s a weird shape and has a surprisingly sexy-looking Arab woman on it.  The 
Studers’ main motivation for joining the military was to go to get support for college, and after he finished his tour with the 
Marines, I taught Jude in my Statistics class at Iowa Lakes.  I’ve worn unclaimed uniform shirts on several other occasions 
while traveling.  Most recently my trip to Iceland was mostly spent in Garrigan uniform shirts.  It does amaze me how many 
kids don’t bother to ever check the lost and found table.  Parents could likely save a fortune if their kids would be more 
responsible.  It looks like next year we’ll be switching to a new school uniform, one that features more stylish and better-
looking shirts.  The kids may have more motivation to look for those if they lose them, so I don’t picture so many of them 
going unclaimed in the lost and found.  I probably won’t be supplementing my wardrobe as much with Garrigan apparel in the 
future.] 

 
 As I dressed I watched an infomercial for ―ingles-facil.com‖ (Easy English), which aimed to sell CDs and DVDs that would 
teach English to Spanish speakers.  A lot of the ―typical‖ situations they featured in the ad were forced, and the English they used in 
them came across as rather stilted.  It made me wonder just how natural my Spanish (or anyone else‘s for that matter) seems to native 
speakers of that language. 
 
 No one was in the dining room when I went down for breakfast, so I just made my own tea and sliced up a piece of bread.  A 
little later Isabel came down and scolded me for using the wrong bread.  The bread I had was old and somewhat hard, and she wanted 
me to use fresh bread instead.  I‘ve always been of the school of thought that you use up the old before starting on the new,  so it would 
have seemed rude to me to have used the fresher bread. 
 
 For our overnight trip the families had been told to pack a sack lunch (though why, I really don‘t know).  Isabel prepared one 
herself, since Julia wasn‘t here this morning.  The lunch included four separate sandwiches, each consisting of a  fried egg and cheese 
on Cuzco bread, several fruits, a candy bar, and two boxed beverages—orange juice and grape-flavored yogurt.  To me it seemed 
enough to feed an army; I certainly wouldn‘t go hungry.  [I’m sure the goal is to feed people who may not have budgeted sufficient 
money for the ―extras‖ in the trip.  On very rare occasions I’ve had people on my quiz bowl trips who have over-indulged at a 
hotel breakfast buffet (and perhaps even taken some of the food with them) precisely because they didn’t have money for 
lunch or dinner.  It is certainly better to fault by having too much available than too little.] 

 
 Lourdes the nurse accompanied me in the cab today, and we pretty much made the trip in silence.  Whenever I made an 
attempt at conversation with a question, she would give me an abrupt yes or no response.   She was not unpleasant, but definitely my 
least favorite taxi companion of the trip—and I still don‘t know why I couldn‘t have just gone on my own. 
 
 Our destination this morning was ―Avenida Pardo‖ (Brown Avenue), opposite ―Club Internacional.  I have no idea what the 
International Club actually is; all we saw of it was a big brick wall.  Waiting across the street was a big red bus that would be taking us 
on the next leg of our journey. 
 
 I had packed a variety of snacks I‘d likely prefer to the fried egg sandwiches in the carry-on bag I took with me, but when I 
approached the bus they insisted that the carryon be put in the storage area underneath.  That meant I wouldn‘t see the snacks again 
until evening.  Fortunately we‘d go far from hungry on this trip. 
 
 Once everyone arrived the bus made its way down Avenida Pardo and on out to suburban Cuzco.  Just a short distance down 
the street from Club Internacional we saw a Repsol gas station where every taxi in Cuzco seemed to be gassing up.  I don‘t know why 
this station was preferable to any other, but all the cabbies seemed to go there.  Beyond there was a clinic that had an enormous 
billboard in front reading, ―¿Existe SIDA en Cusco?  ¡Sí!‖  (Is there AIDS in Cuzco?  Yes!).  Further out we passed a rather dumpy 
suburban strip complete with shopping centers and fast food.  Most noteworthy on the strip was a brake shop with the name ―Frenos 



Zorro‖.  Boris attempted to give us a bit of commentary as we drove through the suburbs, but the microphone on the bus wasn‘t 
working.  [That really was too bad; I would have liked to have found out more about what we were seeing.] 

 
 The last of the Cuzco suburbs was San Jerónimo (St. Jerome).  Here there was more sewer construction.  Like pretty much all 
construction in Peru, this was being done by hand.  Moreover, there were virtually no safety precautions.  There was just a big hole in 
the middle of the street (which the bus could barely make its way around) with a bunch of rubble piled up behind it. 
 
 The first noteworthy rural town we passed through was named Sayilla (sigh-EE-yah).  Apparently this place is famous for 
making the snack product that in America we call pork rinds.  Shortly beyond there we passed the train that was bound for Puno, our 
destination this afternoon.  The train probably would have been a more comfortable option, but it was likely more expensive and would 
have taken longer than the bus. 
 
 The next interesting sight was a turn-off for ―Parque Nacional del Manú‖ and the city of Puerto Maldonado.  (Actually the sign 
said PTO MALDONADO, which could have meant the town was either a port or a point in abbreviated Spanish.)  Both Manú and Puerto 
Maldonado are deep in the Amazon rainforest, very near the Brazilian border.  A single highway crosses the jungle to connect the 
populated parts of Brazil and Peru.  The road was very controversial, as it opened up the rainforest to development.  Peru has banned 
construction of additional highways in ―Amazonas‖, but Brazil now has a major highway network through the jungle.  Apparently they‘ve 
just recently made major improvements on Peru‘s Amazon highway.  Boris told us that it used to take twenty-four hours to go from 
Cuzco to Puerto Maldonado, but now it takes only eight. 
 
 They‘d obviously also done improvements on the highway we were following.  The road was apparently built in the 1970s and 
paved in the ‗90s.  The first 300km of the 400km from Cuzco to Puno [it’s actually 460km or 285 miles between the two cities] are 

an excellent modern road.  Its most noteworthy features are enormous drainage ditches, which apparently run full in rainy season.  We 
also saw huge drainage channels running down the hillsides.  Obviously water is a problem in summer here. 
 
 About an hour south of Cuzco we came to Piñapampa, the town where they manufacture the tile roofs that are found all over 
the Cuzco area.  The terrain became rather swampy there, with much less farmland than there was further north.  We stopped in 
another little town where Boris left the bus to buy three large slabs of bread from a street vendor.  The bread was very different than 
what they served in Cuzco, and perhaps he liked it better. 
 
 We passed through Urcos, which in Victorian times was the cradle of the Peruvian Revolution.  Today it‘s one of the most 
prosperous towns in the area, but there‘s nothing that really stands out about the place. 
 
 Signs along the highway advised, ―NO DESTRUYAS LA VEGETACIÓN‖ (Don‘t destroy the vegetation), and there were plenty 
of plants to preserve.  One of the main types of vegetation in this area is eucalyptus trees, the same things koalas gnaw on in Australia.  
They‘re cultivated for firewood and construction beams, but they can also be a bit of a pest.  Apparently the roots take over and make it 
difficult for other things to grow.  The other main vegetation we saw was pampas grass, the same thing people use ornamentally to line 
their gardens at home.  In Peru, which is of course remarkably close to the Pampas, it grows wild and animals graze on it. 

 
 Another interesting sign ordered ―NO VOTAS TU BASURA‖.  This sign shows the difficulty even Spanish-speaking 
government officials have with spelling the words in their own language.  The verb they intended to use was ―botas‖, which is 
pronounced the same way as ―votas‖.  With a ―b‖ the verb means ―hurl‖ or ―throw away‖, while with a ―v‖ it means ―vote‖.  Since ―basura‖ 
means ―trash‖, the intended meaning was ―Don‘t litter‖.  What it actually said, though, was ―Don‘t vote your trash‖—which brought to 
mind those polls where they have people flush their toilets at different times to indicate the candidate they prefer. 
 
 Other signs advised ―LA SEÑALIZACIÓN EVITA ACCIDENTES.  CONSERVALA.‖  (Traffic signs prevent accidents.  Keep 
them intact.)  For the most part people seemed to respect those signs.  Compared to many other places I‘ve been, signage was 
relatively intact in Peru. 
 
 By far the most interesting signs along the highway warned of railroad crossings.  
I searched for nearly an hour online trying to find a picture of one, but no one seems to 
have posted a photograph.  I‘ve attempted to crudely reproduce the idea of the sign here. 
The signs consist of crossbars like you‘d see at an American train crossing, but each has 
a circle at the end of it.  The whole sign is yellow and red (Iowa State colors), and in the 
circles are the words ―OJO PARE CRUCE TREN".  The words basically translate to ―Look 
out!  Stop!  Train crossing‖.  At every grade crossing there are four such signs, placed 500 
meters, 100 meters, and 50 meters before the crossing, and again at the crossing itself.  
In my search for a picture, I found out that ―ojo-pare-cruce-tren‖ is what people call a train 
crossing in Peru.  The term (usually hyphenated) can even be generalized to mean 
―crossroads‖.  The website of a business magazine, for instance, had an article that said 
the world economy was at an ojo-pare-cruce-tren, and I found a bad poem about ―los días 
de ojo-pare-cruce-tren‖ (roughly ―the times of transition‖)  in the poet‘s life.    We never did  

 
Ojo-Pare-Cruce-Tren 

see a train at any of the crossings, so there wasn‘t much to ―ojo‖ or ―pare‖ for.  They were amusing signs, though. 
 
 [I never did find a good picture of an ojo-pare-cruce-tren on the internet when I initially wrote this travelogue, which is 
why I created a sketch to show the basic idea using the drawing feature in Microsoft Word.  I searched again while writing this 



revision and found that one of the top results that came up in a Google image search for ―ojo-pare-cruce-tren‖ was the picture 
I’d created for this travelogue.  I did manage to find a few others this time, though, and I’ve incorporated two of them below.] 

 
Internet images of ojo-pare-cruce-tren signs amid 

typical scenery.  (Note that the signs can appear as 
yellow on red or as red on yellow.) 

 
 Much as we do in America with mileposts, at 
every kilometer along this highway were distances that 
counted upward.  What was not entirely clear was 
where  they were counting from.  A  little ways south of   
Cuzco we were at KM 1034, and the distances increased as we went southward to around 1,400 at Puno.  Boris and Julian didn‘t know, 
and were surprised the distances were as high as they were.  I found out later from Frantz that all distances in Peru are measured from 
the Plaza de Armas in Lima, which is about 1000 km (600 miles) by road (though only about 300 miles by air, as the crow flies) west of 
Cuzco. 
 
 Again today there were lots of people on the highway.  People were herding livestock right on the road, while others walked to 

the fields or made their way along with their bicycle carts.  What there wasn‘t much of on the highway was traffic.  This the only road 
connecting Cuzco (which has half a million people) with Juliaca (350,000) and Puno (200,000). [Most of it is also the main road to 
Arequipa, the second largest city in Peru.]  In America such a road would be an interstate, and it would likely be packed with traffic.  

Here though we could go literally miles without seeing another motor vehicle.  When we did see one it was most likely a truck or a bus.  
We saw almost no private vehicles at all in 250 miles of highway. 
 

Almost every highway in Peru is a toll road, and the toll plazas couldn‘t be more obvious.  Before each plaza they have several 
sets of rumble strips and signs that proclaim ―ROMPE MUELLE‖ (ROME-pay MWAY-yay).  The term literally means ―axle breaker‖, and 
it describes some of the biggest, nastiest speed bumps I‘ve ever seen.  They have the bumps both before and after the tollbooth, so 
there‘s no possible option but to slow down to nothing and pay your toll.  Cars are charged S/ 7.50 (about $2.50) at each tollbooth, 
while larger vehicles pay S/ 11 ($3.50) per axle. 
 

Around 10:15 we made a stop in San Pablo (St. Paul), a little town in the middle of nowhere that reminded me immensely of 
Puerto Lápice, the town in Spain‘s La Mancha where I‘d stopped twice on tour buses.  [Looking at Google maps while doing this 
revision, I think there’s a very good chance the place we stopped was San Pedro (St. Peter) rather than San Pablo.]  This was a 

toilet break that could have taken ten minutes but ended up taking forty-five.  As with so many of our stops, this main purpose of this 
one was shopping—probably with a kickback to the tour guide, if you ask me.  The place specialized in milking tourists; the dozens of 
toilets with signs English, and Japanese (and Quechua for local color) make that fairly clear.  In addition to a high-priced market (the 



one thing I bought, a single postcard, cost twice what it would have in Cuzco—itself a tourist town), they have a petting zoo where those 
who care to pay a price can encounter local animals.  They even offer llama rides, though Margaret tells me that in the real world no 
one ever rides on a llama.  If it isn‘t already perfectly clear, I didn‘t care for this place at all, and I spent most of my time on the bus 
waiting for the guide and driver to get done chatting on their cell phones and everyone else in the group to get done buying stuff. 
 

The train caught up with us at San Pablo, and we passed it again a little ways south of there.  We then made our way through 
another string of dumpy little adobe towns, none of which had anything specific to make them stand out.  Most noteworthy was that all 
these towns had two-sided signs at either end of them, usually sponsored by some company.  One side would say something like 
―CERVEZA CUZQUEÑA LES DESEA DAR LA BIENVENIDA A SAN PABLO‖  (Cuzqueña Beer Wishes to Welcome You to St. Paul), 
while the other would say ―, while the other would have a different ad and say either ―BUEN VIAJE‖ or ―FELIZ VIAJE‖.  Unlike American 
small towns, they never thanked us for visiting, but they every one of them essentially wished us ―bon voyage‖. 
 

The bus driver played a fascinating tape over the P.A. system.  It featured traditional Andean panpipes, but the music was 
Beatles standards straight out of the ‗60s.  We heard ―Hey, Jude‖, ―Nowhere Man‖, ―Eleanor Rigby‖, ―Yellow Submarine‖, and about half 
a dozen other fab four favorites, all in the rather mournful toots  of panpipes.  It was a fascinating album. 

 
ABOVE:  David Burrow at La Raya Pass, Peru 

 (4335 m.s.n.m.) 
RIGHT:  Our tour group and the obligatory vendors  

at La Raya  (Note snowcaps in the background.) 
 

La Raya was another combination bathroom break 
(just 50 céntimos this time, and the woman guarding the 
door actually handed out toilet paper) and shopping 
opportunity.  I think the ―mirador‖ that looked out from the 
highest point here had more vendors than tourists.  I really  

 
At 12:50 we stopped at La Raya, the highest point on this 

highway and the border between the regions (like U.S. states) of Cuzco 
and Puno.  The immediately surrounding region looked like foothills, the 
sort of thing you‘d see in eastern Colorado or Wyoming.  There were a 
couple of much higher snowcaps off in the distance.  The height is very 
deceptive, though.  A sign at La Raya proclaimed that our altitude was 
―4335 M.S.N.M.‖  The abbreviation stands for ―METROS SOBRE EL 
NIVEL DEL MAR‖, which means ―meters above sea level‖ in English.  
The foothills of the Rockies are around 4300 feet above sea level.  4335 

meters is well over 14,000 feet, as high as the highest peaks in 
Colorado.  It‘s incredible just how high the Andes are! 

 

have mixed feelings about all the vendors.  I realize that for many of these people this is their only livelihood, but it just exhausted me to 
have to make my way through the mob of salespeople everywhere I went. 

 
Wikipedia picture of typical altiplano scenery in southeast Peru 

 The landscape south of La Raya was definitely not my favorite.  For pretty much the entire distance from here to Puno we 
were above the tree line, so all we saw were wide open spaces, with extremely dry, rugged hillsides covered with scrubby grass.  Of all 
the places I‘ve been it looks most like the Mojave desert between Barstow and Las Vegas.  [Southeast Peru is not technically 
desert.  It is arid, though, and the world’s driest desert, the Atacama, is not far west of here.]  The general region is called the 

―altiplano‖ (alt-ee-PLAH-no, basically ―high plateau‖) and extends eastward into Bolivia.  The specific geography of this area is referred 



to as ―puna‖ (which has to be somehow related to ―Puno‖ the region we were in, but no one ever explained how).  Puna (POO-nah) 
literally means ―mountaintop‖, and it refers  to  the  sparse vegetation  that grows  at  this  extremely  high  elevation.   What‘s strange is 
to have that area extend over such a large area, with entire mountains above the tree line.  [It’s particularly strange to see that the 
tropics.] 

 
 Also reminding me of the Mojave were signs along the highway (which deteriorated noticeably at the Puno border) that read 
―NO ADELANTAR‖ and ―FIN DE NO ADELANTAR‖ (Do not pass, and the end of such a zone).  ―Adelantar‖ literally means ―to go 
ahead‖, and its first person form ―Adelanto‖ was the name of the rough little town where Brad Nelson played A-ball for the High Desert 
Mavericks a few years back.  I described Adelanto in rather unflattering terms in my travelogue about Easter in California.  What‘s really 
rather sad is that the place looked gorgeous compared to most of the towns in Peru. 
 

In one of those dumpy little towns we stopped at the ―aduana‖ (a term that usually means ―customs‖ like you‘d find at a 
national border, but here meant a police checkpoint) to pick up lunch.  That seemed odd to me, since our families had been asked to 
provide a sack lunch, but apparently the tour company was providing one too. Lunch was supplied by a representative from the hotel 
we‘d be staying at tonight.  How he got to this little town in the middle of nowhere, I have no clue.  Our ―American lunch‖ included a cold 
hamburger garnished with lettuce, tomato, potatoes, and mustard.  (If you read that quickly, yes there were potatoes on top of the 
burger.)  We also had a choice of drink, either Pepsi or Energina (ain-air-HEEN-ah), a Gatorade-clone with lemongrass flavor.  Marlene 
said Energina was good, but I‘ve never been a fan of salty beverages, so I stuck with the Pepsi. 

 
Cuzco was not a wealthy region, but Puno was definitely much poorer.  Pretty much everything in rural Puno is made of either 

adobe or stone.  That makes sense, since there‘s absolutely no wood in the area to use for construction.  The roofs here are different 
than in Cuzco, too.  There almost every building is covered with red tile.  As we made our way south, though, roofs changed to metal 
and thatch.  (You don‘t think of thatch roofs actually existing in the 21

st
 Century, but they do.)  Our guide explained that thatch is the 

cheapest possible roofing material, but it only lasts about two years.  Steel is more expensive and will last a decade or two.  Tile is very 
expensive by comparison, but many of the roofs in Cuzco are literally centuries old. 
 

While I hesitate to use words like ―backwards‖, it‘s hard to find proper words to explain just how remote and how totally 
different this area feels.  It‘s a place where farmers still thrash with horses and where women do their laundry in the river.  (We saw 
both of those.)  The towns have nothing but the bare necessities.  Even the churches are adobe, and many of them are literally 
tumbling down.  Between the towns there‘s practically nothing, just barren hillsides with barely enough grass for a few llamas to graze.  
We saw at least half a dozen gas stations that were completely sold out of fuel—this on the main highway that connects some of the 
largest cities in the country.  The road decayed to just potholes and patches, without any paint to mark the lanes.  The weather was 
cold and windy [which I gather it pretty much always is in the altiplano], and the overall feeling of the whole region was just bleak. 

 
Among the more interesting sights along this stretch of road was a mine, where they were literally blowing up the mountain.  

We also saw the workers from a construction zone playing a soccer game during their lunch break.  We passed a broken-down combi 
probably ten miles from the nearest town, and I said a prayer that the passengers would reach their destinations safely.  There was a  

 
A typical residential area in Juliaca, Peru 

broken-down combi at 
the roadside (and I said a 
prayer that its 
passengers would reach 
their destinations safely), 
and we passed a power 
substation so much 
security around it that the 
place looked like a 
prison.  Perhaps most 
interesting, each time we 
reached a bridge in Puno 
they had erected signs 
that gave the bridge‘s 
name and length. 

 
… And then we 

got to Juliaca (WHO-lee-
AH-cah).  In my notes I 
wrote, ―Was there a 
disaster here?‖  As I 
stared out at the single 
ugliest place I have ever 
been in my life I tried to 
find a reason why a 
quarter million people 
would live in a place that  



even Peruvians call ―un disastre‖ (a disaster).  Try as I might, I just couldn‘t find much of anything that gave Juliaca much of any 
redeeming value.  Frantz later described it as ―un pueblecito enorme‖ (an enormous little village), and it seems to combine the worst of 
both small town and inner city environments. 
 

Imagine a city the size of Des Moines [actually slightly larger] where the trash-strewn streets are all dirt and every building is 

made of adobe.  Then imagine that nothing there is actually finished; everywhere you look the whole place is under construction.  
That‘s Juliaca.  There are big piles of rubble everywhere in Juliaca, and almost every building had has reinforcing rods sticking up far 
beyond the top of the adobe bricks.  They look like big antennas that might send broadcasts from this alien place to some distant 
galaxy.  We found out later that many buildings are intentionally left unfinished even decades after their initial construction, because 
they are taxed at a lower rate that way.  That explains the reinforcing rods, but it didn‘t explain the countless buildings with no windows 
or doors. 

 
What we mostly saw in Juliaca was dirt.  Even the soccer fields here have no grass, and there‘s no yards or gardens to be 

seen.  It‘s a city built of earth and resting on earth, with rubble and trash for its landmarks.  The city seems to sprawl on  forever, and 
nowhere I‘ve ever been in my life has ever struck me as more pitiful.  It‘s telling that even guidebooks that describe other dumpy places 
in glowing terms can‘t find much of anything good to say about Juliaca. 
 
 Elsewhere in country, southeast Peru‘s largest city is known primarily for its illegal activities.  Its residents are mostly new 
and/or transient, and pretty much every type of crime you could imagine happens here with some regularity.  Had we cared to have our 
coca more refined than what we got in tea, this would have been the place to get it.  There‘s apparently also a lot of prostitution and 
trafficking in children to be adopted abroad.  The markets here (which look much more authentic than the ones in Cuzco or Pisac) are 
full of all the stolen and imitation goods the black market had to offer.  Dina, the ―señora‖ at Margaret‘s home, joked that in Juliaca they 
even sold imitations of cheap Chinese clothing.  I‘d read later that more than three-fourths of the economy in Juliaca is ―off the record‖, 
income for which no taxes are paid. 

 
We didn‘t stop at all in Juliaca, but it still took the better part of an hour to get through the place.  As far as I could tell the main 

highway was the only paved road in Juliaca, but calling it ―paved‖ is definitely stretching things a bit.  There were major obras 

(construction work) in Juliaca, and they fit right in with the place.  I couldn‘t tell you for sure what they were doing, but  there were more 
gravel breaks and  long dirt stretches than asphalt.  We also had to slow for bicycle carts and a new form of transport, the ―taxi-cholo‖—
a peddled tricycle used as a taxi. 

 
Wikipedia picture of central Juliaca 

[In the city’s defense, I 
think we mostly went around 
Juliaca rather than through it, so 
we saw what were likely new 
developments on the outskirts.  
The Wikipedia article on Juliaca 
has some pictures of the city 
center which, while far from 
charming, make the place look 
much more substantial than 
anything we saw.   While the 
Wikipedia article (which appears 
to be written by the Chamber of 
Commerce or equivalent) paints 
a better picture of the city, it did 
little to change my opinion.  I 
would give more value to the 
opinions I heard from other 
Peruvians, such of those quoted 
above.  Their perception of the 
place is not much better than 
mine.  It’s also telling that 
professional travel guides like 
Frommer’s describe Juliaca as 
―a chaotic mess of half-finished 
houses, potholed dirt roads, and 
trash‖.  That’s not even damning 
with faint praise.  Frommer’s 
main tip for visitors to  Juliaca is 

―don’t linger‖.  Lonely Planet’s guide to Peru describes the place as ―ugly, cold, dirty, and dangerous‖.  Even the website for 
a major package tour company proclaims Juliaca ―the most unpleasant place in Peru‖.  I amused myself by doing a Google 
search for the English phrase ―Juliaca is ugly‖; it turned up more than 360,000 results.  The equivalent phrase in Spanish 
turned up even more.  For the Spanish search, the first result was a newspaper editorial entitled ―Juliaca la horible‖—and you 
don’t really need to know Spanish to understand that headline. … So my view may be biased, but it does appear to be the 
majority view.] 

 



 The end of Juliaca was marked by an experimental farm.  South of there we had another tollbooth, where the bus paid another  
S/ 11   for   the privilege of traversing one of the worst roads I‘ve ever been on.  South of Juliaca one of the most interesting features 
was that many of the signs were held up with bamboo poles.  We also saw billboards (which exist in even the most remote places in 
Peru) that were held up by piles of rocks. 
 

We picked up another guide, Alfredo, in the middle of nowhere north of Puno.  Then we turned west on an extremely narrow 
side road with absolutely no traffic at all.  We paused for a while a shepherd led a flock of sheep down the highway, and then we made 
our way past round stone, thatch-roofed farm buildings to our destination for the afternoon, Sillustani (see-you-STAH-nee) 
 

The historic site at Sillustani is a pre-Inca burial 
ground that features tall, round structures built of smooth 
stone that I gather were much like mausoleums.  It looked 
like an interesting place, and I really wanted to like it.  
Unfortunately Alfredo was by far the worst guide we had on 
this trip.  He was hard to understand, he was painfully dull, 
and he kept quizzing the group with vague questions.  His 
tone made it clear that the answers should be easy, but it 
was hard to figure out just what sort of response he wanted.  
His presentation pretty much ruined what might have been 
an interesting outing.  It also disappointed me that Sillustani 
did have a museum on site, but we didn‘t go there.  The only 
thing we did was walk among the ruins, walk to a viewpoint 
of a nearby lake, and—of course—have the obligatory 
shopping opportunity. 
 

After quizzing us mercilessly on the tour, it was no 
surprise that Alfredo continued his questions on the bus.  He 
asked us who the last Inca was, a question Margaret quickly 
answered (though I must confess I forget the name now).  
He ignored her and kept prodding the kids to tell him who 
the last Inca was.  ―Surely you know,‖ he said, almost 
pleading.  ―You see him all the time in the markets.‖  The 
kids (and I) were feeling both exasperated and stupid at this 
point, but he just kept on prodding.  That was precisely what 
he had done with all the vague questions he quizzed us with 
on the tour, so we all just figured we were too dumb to know 
the answer, and I for one wished he‘d just shut up and 
turned toward the window in body language that tuned him 
rather forcefully.  It turned out, though, that his Inca question 
was actually a riddle.  The joke answer:  the last Inca was 
Inca Cola. 
 

 A handful of trees appeared as I caught a glimpse 
of Lake Titicaca and neared our final destination of the day, 
the city of Puno.  The trees were one of very few redeeming 
features in a city that is ―beautiful‖ only when compared with 
Juliaca.  By contrast with the cities south of it, the 
guidebooks are right:  Cuzco‘s beauty cannot be overstated. 
 
 Puno  has about  200,000 people, but  a single two 

 
Sillustani Historic Site – near Puno, Peru 

lane road leads into it.  We made our way down the pass past Puno‘s pueblos jóvenes and into the narrow streets of the city proper.  
So narrow are the streets right downtown that our bus could not go all the way to the hotel where we were staying.  We parked about 
three blocks away, retrieved our belongings, and went the rest of the way on foot.  The sidewalks reminded me of Mérida, Mexico—
barely wide enough for one of the tiny locals, let alone a group of Americans. 
 

On the way we passed a pleasant little park with neatly pruned topiary bushes, definitely one of the nicest places in Puno.  
Facing the park was a plaster church with a corrugated tin roof, and behind that was one of those unfinished buildings with reinforcing 
rods sticking out of it.  It turned out that building was our hotel.  Though absolutely nothing to look at on the outside, Hostal El Buho 
(BOO-oh, it means ―the owl‖) was adequate indoors.  The public areas (a main lobby and restaurant and a smaller lobby on each floor) 
were actually quite pleasant, and the rooms met our needs.  While my room reeked of insecticide, it had an especially nice shower with 
unlimited hot water that poured down in a forceful stream.  Frantz tells me there are much nicer places to stay in Puno, but El Buho was 
okay. 

 
Check-in was quick, and it surprised me that they didn‘t ask to see anyone‘s passport.  What took forever, though, was 

actually finding our rooms.  I was in Room 148, which I assumed would be either on what Americans call the first floor or what 



Europeans call the first floor (our second floor).  They use both systems in Peru, but either of those would have made sense.  It turned 
out, though, that every single room in this hotel was numbered in the 100s, and 148 was actually on the fourth floor. 

 
View out the window of Room 148 at Hostel El Buho – Puno, Peru 

 Margaret, Sharon, and Marlene all chose to stay at the hotel rather than go out on the Puno city tour.  I made the mistake of 
not staying behind.  The ―tour‖ was the most worthless thing I‘ve ever encountered in any city anywhere.  We walked to the corner of 
the side street where our hotel was located and Jirón Lima, the main downtown thoroughfare.  We turned right and walked two blocks.  
En route Boris pointed out an internet kiosk and three restaurants.  Then we turned around, and as we walked back to the hotel Boris 
told the kids that under absolutely no circumstances should they venture anywhere other than Jirón Lima.  That was the entire city tour. 

 
Jirón Lima – Puno, Peru 

 

 ―Jirón‖ (hee-ROAN), by the way, is what just about 
every street in Puno is called.  Cuzco had ―calles‖, 
―avenidas‖, and ―vías‖, which are what I normally think of 
Spanish streets being called.  In Puno, though, everything 
was a ―jirón‖, which was invariably abbreviated ―JR.‖ on 
street signs.  That made it look as if the main street was 
―SON OF LIMA‖.  Margaret tells me that ―Jirón‖ literally 
means ―day‘s journey‖, and I found out later that the term is 
applied to the full length of a street, while each individual 
block is given its own name as a ―calle‖. 
 

 Having learned pretty much nothing about 
Sillustani from our guide, I wanted to find a bookstore where 
I could find something written about the place.  Margaret 
and Sharon also wanted similar books.  Once the ―tour‖ was 
over, I set out on my own exploring downtown Puno.  I 
ignored the caution to stay only on Jirón Lima and walked 
down a number of side streets in addition to the main drag.  
They didn‘t strike me as particularly dangerous, though I 
could see the kids getting lost fairly easily amid the narrow, 
winding streets.  I‘ve done that myself in other places (most 
notably  Seville),  and  it‘s  not  fun.  I  saw  a  lot  (the  lovely  

cathedral and the ornate Plaza de Armas, for instance, both of which should have been part of our tour), but I never did find a 
bookstore.  I ended up stopping at the regional tourist bureau and asked the woman there if she had any information on Sillustani.  All 
she had was a general booklet about attractions in the Puno area.  I took it, but it really didn‘t say anything more than I already knew. 
 
 



 
Puno Cathedral 

 A lot of stores in downtown Puno have 
―Inca‖ in their name.  That also reminded me of 
Mérida, where many businesses were called 
―Maya‖.  I saw at least four locations of ―INKA 
FARMA‖, a chain drugstore, and there was also 
Inca gas stations, banks, appliances, and beauty 
parlors. 

 
 Everyone in Cuzco had told us time and 
time again to bundle up because it would be very 
cold in Puno, which is about 2,000 feet higher up 
than Cuzco is.  While it wasn‘t warm, it was 
certainly no cooler than it had been in Cuzco—
and I think it may actually have been warmer.  
―Cold‖ here is nothing remotely close to an Iowa 
winter.  

 
 Dinner was not included tonight (which I 
suppose the sack lunches were supposed to 

cover, though anything edible had long ago been  

devoured.  Margaret and I avoided the places the city tour suggested and had supper in a lovely little restaurant just across the street 
from the hotel.  When I saw ―espaguetti boloñesa‖ on the menu, I remembered ordering that same item (spaghetti with marinara sauce) 
in Mexico City years ago and enjoying it immensely.  Here it was less satisfying.  The pasta was good, but the sauce was extremely 
bland, much like the lasagna I had in London at New Year‘s.  Grinding about half the pepper mill on top of it improved it immensely.  
Margaret had lomo (roast pork) in a wine and sauco sauce.  We also shared a large pot of coca tea. 
 
 Margaret needed to get back to the hotel fairly quickly.  Two of her girls were feeling ill (probably altitude sickness), and she 
needed to check on them.  I went to my room, snacked on Cuzco chips, read some old newspapers the hotel had provided, and ended 
my day as I had throughout most of this trip—watching TV.  I first watched a really stupid movie about a dog who plays basketball.  I 
must say it‘s amusing to see black Americans dubbed into rather squeaky Spanish voices.  After that I watched a program that seemed 
to combine a variety show with Queen for a Day.  Various people came on and shared their talents.  Then the bleach blonde hostess 
interviewed them, and they shared the sob stories that were their lives.  The hostess ended each interview by giving the guest a gift that 
had been selected especially for them, and they cried on cue to thank her.  Most memorable on this show was a young Andean man in 
a wheelchair who performed a rap song and then told in excruciating detail how he had ended up handicapped.  He walked away with a 
computer. 
 
 Several times during the sob story show they ran the same commercial.  It was for a detergent called Ace (AH-say), and it 
showed thirty seconds of smiling Peruvians washing their clothes.  What made it very different than a commercial for Tide of Oxydol, 
though [do they even make Oxydol these days?], was that everyone in this commercial was washing their clothes by hand.  Even 

very wealthy-looking people washed their business attire in washtubs. 
 
 It had been very chilly sleeping in Cuzco, and when the hotel here provided us with a hot water bottle, I assumed there was a 
reason for it.  However, there was a space heater in the lobby next to my room that generated more than enough heat to keep my room 
quite toasty all night long.  If anything I was a bit too warm, which is unusual for me.  The bed was comfortable, though, and I got a 
decent night‘s sleep. 
 

SUNDAY, JUNE 18 
Puno, Lake Titicaca, and Cuzco, Peru 
 
 I was up a little after 6:00 this morning and enjoyed a leisurely shower.  That‘s something we definitely take for granted in 
America, but a definite rarity on this trip.  As I dried off the bells on the tin-roofed church next door reminded me it was Sunday as they 
called parishioners to 7:00 mass. 
 

Like everywhere else in Peru, this hotel had no wastebaskets other than the little things whose purpose was to hold dirty toilet 
paper.  While I don‘t consciously generate a lot of trash, I had more than would fit in there.  So I gathered my stuff and took it over to the 
little park down the street, where I disposed of it in one of two public receptacles there.  I still don‘t know why wastebaskets are rare 
around here.  All the snacks and beverages advised me to put little in its place, but rarely was there any such place to put it. 
 
 I spent a while snapping photos of downtown Puno.  There was nothing particularly noteworthy, but it was interesting to see a 
different place.  Then I headed back to the hotel for breakfast, where I had Puno bread (like Cuzco bread, but triangular instead of 
round) with red jam, some really bad cut fruit (it just had an off taste), and tea.  They also had boiled eggs, that same tasteless cheese, 
and slices of bologna available on the breakfast bar.  Breakfast was definitely not the highlight of El Buho. 
 



 Boris had arranged for the group to make our morning excursion via taxi-cholos, and by the time we‘d finished breakfast a 
couple dozen young bikers had lined up their pedicabs in front of the hotel.  While these were just about the only way of getting around 
Juliaca, they‘re definitely a secondary method of transport in Puno.  They‘ve got real cabs here.  In fact, given the narrowness of the 
streets in Puino, it surprised me that most of the cabs here were actually larger than the ones in Cuzco.  Even though the tricycle taxis 
probably hang on mostly for tourists, it still made a fun way to get around this morning. 
 
 Marlene and I ended up together in a taxi-cholo operated by a thirty-ish man named Guillermo (gee-AIR-moe with a hard ―G‖ 
at the front, which—oddly—is the translation of ―William‖ in Spanish), and I had a pleasant conversation with him.  Guillermo‘s primary 
concern was that we understand that while the fare had been taken care of, a ―propina‖ (tip) was always appropriate.  He ment ioned 
that we should tip him no less than three times; had he said it once more I‘d have made a point to stiff him.  He was a young father and 
had been working as a pedicab operator for three years.  He felt it was ―buen trabajo‖ (good work).  We took a less than beautiful route 
to our destination, and the one point of interest Guillermo pointed out along the way was the city‘s dumpy soccer stadium.  When we 
arrived Marlene gave him a one-sol coin (35¢).  I gave him a U.S. dollar bill, which was definitely too large of a tip, but was all I had in 
my wallet at this point.  He was pleasant, and I sure wouldn‘t want to peddle people around all day. 

 
An individual tax-cholo and a similar 
pedicab making its way through the 

marrow streets of Puno 
 

 [Interestingly, the teacher in the room next door to me at Garrigan owns a pedicab that looks nearly identical to the 
one shown in the picture above.  He and his wife used to live in Washington, D.C., and he earned extra money peddling 
tourists around.  I gather from him that it actually doesn’t take as much effort as it seems to operate a pedicab.  They’re 
apparently quite well balanced, and the gears are set up so a little bit of effort can move a lot of weight fairly easily.  The 
pedicab has come in handy at school; on a couple of occasions we’ve used it when we’ve come up short for cars in the 
Homecoming parade.] 

 
 Our taxi destination was the port of Puno, from which we would catch a boat to explore part of Lake Titicaca.  Boris bought 
tickets for the group (S/ 20 each round-trip, and I don‘t think there was any discount for quantity), and the forty or so of us made our 
way past another mob of vendors and boarded two small vessels. 
 
 I must confess that until today most of my knowledge of Lake Titicaca came from schoolboy jokes about its name, which is 
risqué (in a junior high sense) in both English and Spanish.   The name apparently means ―rock puma‖, and it is one of many things in 
the Andes (including the city of Cuzco) that is said to be shaped like the sacred cat that leant its name to a brand of sneakers.  Located 
high in the mountains on the border between Peru and Bolivia, Titicaca is the highest navigable lake in the world, at 3,812 meters or 
12,513 feet above sea level.  It is also the largest lake in South America, though it‘s really not all that large.  It‘s a li ttle larger than the 
size of the state of Delaware (three counties), which makes it larger than Lake of the Woods but much smaller than any of the Great 
Lakes or the massive lakes in Canada.  [It’s actually debatable whether Titicaca is the largest lake in South America.  
Technically Lake Maracaibo in Venezuela is larger.  It, however, is brackish water and could be considered a bay of the 
Caribbean.  It’s very similar to Lake Pontchartrain in Louisiana.  Titicaca is fresh water and is self-contained high in the 
Andes.  It is large enough that it justified the land-locked nation of Bolivia having a navy.] 

 
 We mostly had a pleasant journey out on the lake.  The harbor by Puno is extremely polluted and choked with algae.  Raw 
sewage from the city flows out there and is trapped by a barrier of offshore reeds.  Beyond the harbor things are much prettier.  The 
open water of the lake is a deep turquoise, and the lake is dotted with green islands.  The view eastward is much nicer than the one to 
the west.  As we headed east we saw the snowcapped mountains of Bolivia off in the distance.  On the return trip we saw little other 
than the adobe boxes of Puno‘s pueblos jóvenes. 
 



 
ABOVE:  Puno harbor on the shores of Lake Titicaca 

BELOW:  Reeds at the edge of Puno harbor, seen from our boat on the lake 

 
 
 The young pilots of the boats that ply Titicaca appear to be very competitive with one another.  They speed along and try to 
pass each other in impossibly narrow channels.  At one point the boat carrying the rest of our group bumped our boat while it was trying 
to pass.  The captain of our boat made an obscene gesture, but we just continued on our way.  Shortly after that the other boat became 
grounded on a bed of reeds.  Eventually our boat had to go back and pick up the passengers who were stranded on the other one.  It 
made me wonder if the guy driving the second boat might perhaps be feeling a bit hung over this morning, and I pictured the people on 
the other boat being like the folks on Gilligan’s Island and becoming castaways on their ―three-hour tour‖.  [As I write this revision one 
of the big news stories is about a cruise ship that ran aground in Italy.  Such incidents do make me wonder just how safe it is 
to travel on the water.] 

 
 Our boat ride took us to Los Uros (OO-rohs), one of the most fascinating places I‘ve ever been to.  These are a chain of 
artificial islands built entirely of reeds that float in the middle of the lake.  A close-knit ethnic group unrelated to others in Peru inhabits 
the place.  They‘ve been building and re-building the reed islands since time immemorial, and they still live fairly close to the way their 
pre-Inca ancestors did centuries ago.   
 
 It was certainly weird to step off the boat and onto a spongy surface of reeds.  The reeds (about two meters thick) do provide 
adequate ―ground‖, though, and as the bottom rots away the locals replenish the top with fresh reeds every few months.  The buildings 



(with the exception of a government health clinic) are also all built of reeds, as are most of the furnishings and accessories the families 
here use.  Imagine living in a place where your entire world was made of straw.  That‘s pretty much what Los Uros is like. 
 

When our ―guide de jour‖ described the people of Los Uros, he lamented that in recent years the culture seems to have been 
dying out as locals inter-marry with outsiders.  While I don‘t think he intended the remark to be racist, that‘s how one of the women from 
California took it.  A multiracial woman herself, she prodded him about just what was wrong with intermarriage among the races.  Of 
course it was really the loss of the culture he was pointing out, rather than intermarriage per se. 
 

 
Young men working in Los Uros 

The Uros 
people who remain 
technically live in a 
national park, and they 
don‘t pay any taxes.  
The government has 
supplied electricity 
(through solar panels) 
to them, but potable 
water is a problem.  
Apparently skin cancer 
is also a serious 
problem here, with 
people spending their 
entire lives in the 
bright, high altitude 
tropical sun.  The guide 
pointed out that the 
clinic was staffed only 
about twice a month, 
which he implied was 
not enough.  However, 
many similarly sized 
places in America  

(there are only a few hundred inhabitants in Los Uros) never see a doctor come anywhere near their town [… and while there may not 
be a doctor on the islands themselves, they’re only a few minutes from Puno.] 

 
Uros woman in traditional costume doing a demonstration for our tourist group 



The guidebook I had that couldn‘t get enough of Cuzco‘s charms snidely described Los Uros as basically ―a string of floating 
souvenir shops‖.  It is that; indeed it was just about the biggest shopping opportunity of our trip.  However, shopping here wasn‘t nearly 
so annoying as it was in Cuzco or Pisac or Aguas Calientes.  Here the local women and children had set up stands with their wares 
near the dock, and we could walk among them without the constant pressure we had in other markets.  It was also nice that the 
merchandise at Los Uros was mostly different that what was for sale elsewhere.  I bought a model boat made of woven reeds (S/ 10 or 
about $3), which came with a complementary necklace.  The restaurant where we had eaten last night used [a much larger version 
of] the same boat to hold their bread, so it made a nice souvenir. 

 
Traditional reed boat – Los Uros, Peru 

We visited the Uros island of Avanecer (ah-bon-ee-
SARE)  and then had the option of going to our next island 
either in the boat we had come on or in a traditional reed 
boat, the thing on which my purchase was modeled. While 
the boat ride cost S/ 3 (which could also be paid in the form 
of one U.S. dollar), there was no question but what I would 
pay for that experience.  The boats have a wood and 
bamboo structural frame, but virtually everything else about 
them is reeds.  It takes four men to paddle one of them, and 
even with all four it had to be an incredible effort for each 
one.  It was a leisurely ride (I could have swum faster, 
though in 52

o
 water, that wouldn‘t have been wise), but most 

enjoyable.  In about fifteen minutes we reached the nearby 
island of Tata Inti.  ―Inti‖ means ―sun‖ in Quechua, and 
apparently the island‘s name is ―Father Sun‖.  There really 
wasn‘t much difference between this island and the first, and 
after a brief stroll around the market stands we made our 
way back to the diesel boat.   

 
 The ride back was mostly uneventful.  I used the 
toilet on the boat, which was one of the nicest I‘d been to in 
Peru—in spite of having an incredibly narrow door.  Most 
amusing on the return trip was that just before we reached 
port they made the people on the top deck put on lifejackets.  
They didn‘t seem to care if anyone drowned out in the open  

 
David Burrow on reed boat at Los Uros 

water, but in port they had to be safe.  [Presumably a law required life jackets, but away from the harbor no one ever bothers to 
inspect for that.] 
 

 We walked past another gang of vendors from the port to a major street where our bus could stop.  The bus was slow arriving, 
and while we waited several shoe shine boys made their way through the crowd offering their services.  Not long ago I read Sammy 
Sosa‘s autobiography, where he tells of being a shoe shine boy while growing up in San Pedro de Macorís in the Dominican Republic.  
The little boys in Puno would more likely dream of being soccer stars than baseball players, but I‘m sure their life is much like the young 
Sosa‘s was.  [While I’ve seen them in many places, I really wonder just how many tourists in the Third World require the 
services of a shoe shine boy.  It’s not like many business people go to Los Uros.  The people who do visit there are likely to 
be wearing sneakers or hiking boots—not the sort of shoes that require a shine.  I would think that would be true in most 
tourist locations, but shoe shine boys still tend to congregate where there are wealthy visitors.] 

 



 
Black market – Puno, Peru 

 A feature of Puno I 
couldn‘t help but notice were 
the city sewers.  In the 
downtown area they have 
grates covering what look to be 
storm sewers (at one point we 
saw a pedicab get its wheels 
stuck in one of the grates), 
while in the slums there are just 
open ditches next to the road.  I 
say the structures ―looked like‖ 
storm sewers, because if they 
actually were storm drains, they 
should have been dry this time 
of year, with no rain in the area 
in three months.  Something 
was flowing rather freely in the 
sewers, though, and I seriously 
doubt it was clean water. 
 

 The bus drove took a 
circuitous route through 
downtown, passing a place 
Boris told us was Puno‘s open 
air black market.  We parked 
next to a Bata shoe store just 
around   the   corner   from   our  

hotel and returned there for lunch.  Again we had a buffet, though this was definitely the least inspired of those we‘d sampled.  It 
included steamed vegetables, French fries, rice, and pasta, with a single kind of unidentified stir fry, extremely undercooked meatballs 
[I’m not a fan of rare meat generally, but in meatballs it’s just disgusting], fruit salad, and jell-o.  We also were each served a 
glass of Tang, which hopefully was made from sterilized water.  (I didn‘t ask, but I will say I never got sick in Peru either.)  [I wouldn’t 
have even thought about it, except one of the women from California did bring it up—after most of us had already drunk the 
stuff.] 

 
 I finished lunch quite quickly and headed out again to explore downtown Puno.  The place wasn‘t any more interesting now 
than it had been earlier.  I went back to the hotel, but we still had a fairly long wait as we retrieved our bags from storage and Boris 
finished his lunch.  Eventually we made our way to the Teatro Municipal (about three blocks away), where our bus was waiting. 
 
 Our driver was wearing a brightly printed T-shirt that proclaimed ―¡YO ESTOY POR ENCIMA LAS DROGAS!‖  I think the 
implication was supposed to be ―I‘m above using drugs‖ [equivalent to a DARE shirt you might see in the States], but it literally 

means ―I‘m on top of drugs,‖ with the implication (at least in English) that he was an expert in that field.  He seemed a good driver, so 
whatever the meaning of the shirt may have been, he certainly didn‘t seem to be under the influence of anything today. 

 
Typical dirt street – Juliaca, Peru 

 
 We made our way straight uphill, 
past open sewers and buildings that seemed 
to be constructed with more mortar than 
bricks.  At the end of the pueblos jóvenes we 
came to a sign that provlaimed ―EL MEJOR 
CAMINO ES LA NUTRICIÓN INFANTIL.  
BUEN VIAJE.‖  (The best road is child 
nutrition.  Have a good trip.)  For the sixty 
kilometers from there to Juliaca we played tag 
with a bus from the Flores company.  
Alternately that bus would pass us, and then 
a little ways farther on we‘d pass it.  All the 
time both buses bumped their way along the 
dreadful highway. 
 
 I‘m sorry to say that Juliaca had not 
morphed overnight from a frog to a prince.  I 
got a laugh as we wound through the city to 
see several buses from the Madre de Dios 
bus company.  The name means ―Mother of 
God‖, and I could picture people using Mary‘s  

name in vain to describe Juliaca.  Religious names are fairly common for businesses in Peru.  For instance, also in Juliaca we saw a 
hardware store called ―Our Lady of the Candelabra‖. 



 [A few years later my niece Rachel would spend a few weeks on a mission trip at a school in Jalingo, a remote city in 
eastern Nigeria.  Her pictures from that trip reminded me a lot of Juliaca, though if anything the African city seemed more 
attractive.  Both were far removed from what we think of as typical life in the 21

st
 Century.] 

 
 We stopped briefly in the town of Pucara which is apparently famous for ―toritos‖, those ceramic bulls they place atop house in 
the poor areas around here.  Our guide advised us that bulls were the thing to buy in Pucara, but I don‘t think anyone actual ly did.  I 
broke down and got a finger puppet shaped like a llama, probably the ultimate souvenir of Peru.  Of all the things I bought, that S/ 1 
hunk of yarn is just about my favorite, too.  [Like many souvenirs I’ve bought over the years, the llama took its place among my 
Christmas decorations.] 

 
An adobe church with a snow-capped mountain behind it 

San Isidro, Peru 

 It‘s interesting that the toll on the roads around 
here is only payable southbound.  We had to slow down 
for the rumble strips and speed bumps northbound, but 
we never actually stopped at the tollbooths.  There was 
quite a bit more traffic today, including a surprising 
number of private vehicles.  Sunday may well be the day 
that people from the city are able to return to the villages 
where they grew up to visit family and friends.  [I’d bet 
that’s exactly the case.  While I hadn’t thought about 
it, it’s also possible the reason we didn’t pay toll 
northbound was that the tollbooths were closed on 
Sunday.  I don’t recall seeing people in them, but I 
don’t know that I really looked, either.] 

 
 It was amusing that the Puno region gave 
impossibly accurate distances on its signs.  We saw one 
that said it was 130.6km to Santa Rosa and 362.4 to 
Cuzco.  Even measuring the distance to the nearest mile 
is a rough estimate, since it‘s anybody‘s guess where 
they‘re measuring to.  Going to the nearest tenth of a 
kilometer (about the length of a football field) is just plain 
ridiculous—especially when the city you‘re headed to 
has half a million people. 
 
 As a teacher I couldn‘t help but notice the 
schools in the towns we passed through on our drive.  
They‘re very primitive.  Most are cement block buildings 
without sealed windows or doors, just open to the 
elements.  Some are thatch-roofed adobe buildings, 
much like the houses from which the students come.  
These schools make those trailers they‘re using after 
Hurricane Katrina look luxurious. 
 
 We made far fewer stops on our way 
northward.  We paused briefly at La Raya to see if we 
could help out another bus that had a flat tire.  They 
seemed to have things under control, so we kept on 
going.   We tried to have a  mid-afternoon toilet break at  

an internet café in the town of Solaris, but it was closed.  We stopped a little ways further north at a place called ―Restaurante Turistico 
Feliphon‖.  The restaurant was closed, but its toilets were located in a separate building that was open.  They were spotless, and since 
no one was around, they were even free. 
 

Around 3:15pm trees started appearing again, and I knew we were getting closer to Cuzco.  Then about 4:30 we came to a 
dead stop in what appeared to be a rural traffic jam.  I assumed there had been an accident, but we eventually found out the town of 
Rachqui (ROCH-key) was holding an enormous fair to celebrate Father‘s Day, and that‘s what all the traffic was for.  They had a full 
midway set up, plus an entire field full of beer tents.  I have no idea how big Rochqui is, but there were easily thousands of people there 
for the fiesta. 

 
It gets dark in around 5:00 in Peru in winter, but the bus driver didn‘t turn on his headlights until 5:40.  Other people swi tched 

theirs on even later, which was just one of the many hazards of driving at night here.  All the hazards that exist in the daytime are still 
there at night; they‘re just harder to see.  I can‘t imagine driving here at all, but if I did, I‘d never set out after dark. 
 

Something that was fascinating to see as we drove along at night was that almost every home we passed had TV.  They may 
have been built of crude adobe, but they were all electrified and in the evening they were bathed in the blue glow of the screen.  These 
people almost certainly don‘t have Cable Mágico (which apparently costs more per month than I pay for cable back home), but even the 
poorest Peruvians receive broadcast stations.  [I recently read that Peru, like most of the rest of the world, is making a transition 
to digital TV.  The process there is about five years behind the United States (which itself was well behind Europe and Asia).  



Peru began moving toward digital TV in 2010, and the transition should be complete by 2020.  The change has to be causing 
even more problems there than it is in the States.  First, the need to buy either new TV equipment or signal converters is a 
large and needless expense for people who are already struggling to get by.  The U.S. government offered vouchers to help 
people buy digital converters, but it’s unlikely the Peruvians could afford that assistance.  Secondly, the remoteness and 
rugged terrain in the Andes would make digital reception poor at best.  Digital reception is all or nothing; you don’t get a poor, 
snowy signal like we used to see all the time on old TVs.  My sister found this out after she was forced to switch to digital.  
While the stations she gets are clearer than they used to be, she can no longer receive some of her favorite stations at all.  I 
do wonder how the change will affect all the people whose homes we passed this evening.]  

 
For the last leg of our trip Boris played a videotape that gave a really dull look at the scenic attraction so Puno.  Even after 

having seen much of what was in the film, it was still boring.  Puno is not exactly the world‘s most exciting place to begin with, and this 
was one of those slow-moving documentaries that really lulled me to sleep. 
 

As we made our way in to suburban Cuzco, we passed a religious procession in San Jerónimo.  It was really strange to see a 
medieval-looking procession walking with candles down very modern suburban streets.  Beyond there a string of lights stretched across 
the horizon.  Cuzco really looks its best at night, when the grungy pueblos jóvenes turn into an electrically lit fairyland.   
 

Eventually we got to the Repsol where all the taxis gassed up, and just a couple minutes later our bus journey was finished.  
Purely by chance we happened to get a big cab to take us back to Magisterio.  The driver even had a big ―maletero‖ (mah-late-AIR-oh, 
a hatch to put luggage) that could accommodate all our bags.  He stopped by Margaret and Marlene‘s place, and I saw the Southern 
Cross one last time as I made my way across the park to my house. 

 
No one was on the lower floor when I got to the house.  I hesitantly said ―¿Hola?‖ and made my way upstairs.  It turned out 

that Frantz and Isabel were both up in the attic area, busy converting the sitting room into another bedroom.  I was leaving tomorrow 
morning, and by noon they would be hosting two girls from Sweden who would be studying in Cuzco for a month.  The girls were 
apparently sisters, but they insisted on separate bedrooms.  Frantz and Isabel had bought another bed, and I‘d love to know just how 
they hauled it up the narrow spiral staircase to the attic.  They also bought yet another TV (at least the sixth in their house) so the girls 
could watch two separate programs at the same time.  I assume they must make pretty good money hosting foreigners, since they 
certainly put plenty of money into it. 
 

Dinner tonight was Chinese food, which Isabel told me was the kids‘ favorite.  We had egg drop soup, followed by a dish that 
is probably best described as sweet and sour beef.  I‘ve had that sort of flavoring with chicken and pork, but it was a bit unusual with a 
darker meat.  Not bad, though.  We had a nice conversation over dinner; and I was pleased to find that Frantz‘s mother, while still in 
bad shape, was improving. 
 

I watched The Simpsons as I re-packed my bags.  There were lots of commercials for men‘s cologne, probably trying to get rid 

of leftovers from Father‘s Day.  At one point the TV went off, as if I‘d blown a fuse.  I unplugged it (and, by the way, Peruvian appliances 
use two round plugs that look like the AV inputs on a DVD player than electrical plugs), and the plug sparked when I plugged it back in.  
Given that Peru‘s electricity runs at twice the voltage we use back home, I didn‘t really want to mess with it.  I left the TV off for the rest 
of the night.  I‘d forgotten about the problem by the next morning, though, and thankfully when I turned the TV on again then  it seemed 
to be working fine. 
 

MONDAY, June 19 
Cuzco to Lima, Peru 
 
 Frantz and Isabel were up before 6:30, and they were busy putting some finishing touches on the new bedroom.  They left the 
area by my room by 7:00, and I used the privacy to go shower and then finish packing.  As I got everything together I watched a bit of 
Plaza Sésamo (Sesame Street) as well as a Mexican morning show that mostly seemed preoccupied with how terrible the traffic was in 
Mexico City. 
 
 I made my way downstairs and just barely caught Frantz before he headed out the door.  He was going to the hospital to have 
a blood sample taken and would head from there to work.  I wished him goodbye and thanked him for his hospitality.  Then I had a light 
breakfast with Isabel. 
 
 I brought my stuff downstairs but still had quite a bit of time to kill before.  I spent some of it wandering through the ―office‖ (the 
computer room) and admiring the many awards Frantz had received for electrifying the small towns and rural areas I had just passed 
through in the last couple of days.  He‘s now working on bringing power to the Amazon jungle, which I‘m sure is an even bigger 
challenge. 
 
 As I looked at Frantz‘s awards I couldn‘t help but think of one of the members of the Hispanic congregation where my brother 
Paul preaches each Sunday.  He‘s also from Peru, and he‘s also trained as an engineer.  Unfortunately he couldn‘t find work in Peru, 
nor was there any demand for a South American engineer in this country.  So, he‘s doing what lots of Hispanic immigrants do, working 
as a meat packer, even though he‘s trained for far more than that job demands.  It reminded me of those old commercials about how ―a 
mind is a terrible thing to waste‖.    



 I complimented Isabel once again on her lovely home, and she had me sit down to read in the living room.  She brought in 
some tea (which was, of course, overly sweetened) that I sipped while I waited.  When the time came for the bus to arrive, she and Ale 
accompanied me to the street and we said a rather formal last farewell.  While they obviously put up lots of guests (as evidenced by 
setting up for the Swedes), the Olazabal family were genuinely nice and made me feel most welcome.  It‘s awkward staying with people 
you don‘t know, particularly on your own, but this family made it easy for me. 
 
 The bus was nearly full when I boarded.  Shortly after I got on, the driver realized he‘d forgotten to pick up a group of girls who 
were staying in the Segunda Etapa (the newer part of Magisterio).  We backtracked to get them, but we still managed to make it to the 
airport well ahead of schedule. 
 
 Check-in was about as inefficient as it had been at the Lima airport.  I‘ve complained in my travelogues about how American 
airports suggest you arrive far too early, given that it rarely takes more than half an hour to check in, go through security, and find the 
gate.  In Third World airports, though, passengers would be well advised to arrive at least a couple hours before departure.  Each of the 
forty people in the group was slowly processed, one at a time.  We checked our bags, and then we waited forever while Julian paid the 
airport tax.  Security, though, was very easy, and we still had about forty-five minutes to kill before our plane would board. 
 
 Margaret gave me money to buy coffee for myself and for her.  I bought what was probably the most expensive coffee in Peru, 
served in the tiniest plastic cups imaginable.  I had an espresso, which had even less coffee than a ―shot‖ of that drink normally has at 
home.  Margaret had a ―cortado‖ (cor-TOW), where the thimble of espresso was mixed with about half again as much milk.  My drink 
was S/ 5 ($1.65), while hers was S/ 5.50 ($1.85). 
 
 They had a very pleasant little mall by the departure gates, much like the set-up at ―Northstar Crossing‖ in the Minneapolis 
Airport.  I was excited to see real stores with real prices marked on the goods and without salespeople who were constantly hounding 
me.  I made my biggest purchase of the trip here, a lovely alpaca sweater with a muted striped design.  I had noticed the sweaters 
elsewhere, but most of them were loud prints that just screamed ―THIRD WORLD HANDICRAFT!‖  This was the sort of sweater I might 
have picked up at Sears, the sort of thing I‘ll actually wear as opposed to thinking of as a souvenir.  Boris poo-pooed my buy, noting I 
could have gotten it for far less than S/ 211 ($70) on the street or in a market.  I‘m sure that‘s true, but I never saw one I really liked on 
the street, plus here I was willing to pay a premium for the luxury of not having to bargain.  I also bought some Peruvian chocolate and 
a delightful snack called ―Andean mix‖ that combined various nuts, grains, and vegetables—all freeze dried and salted. 
 
 [I wore that sweater frequently for about two years after buying it.  It was the perfect item for occasions when I 
wanted to look a bit dressy without being formal.  Unfortunately, after wearing it repeatedly I made the mistake of washing it.  
While I should have known better, having never owned a ―real‖ wool sweater before, it didn’t occur to me that it wouldn’t be 
washable by traditional methods.  The sweater shrank to nearly half its size, and while I still have it in my closet, I couldn’t 
begin to fit into it.] 

 
 Our itinerary said we‘d have a ―morning‖ flight, but in fact the plane was scheduled to leave at noon.  They began boarding at 
11:25.  Again we didn‘t use the jetway, but instead made our way out to the tarmac and up the steps.  As I boarded I was intrigued to 
pass an elderly woman seated in Row 1 wearing traditional Andean clothes.  They closed the doors promptly at 11:50, and we were in 
the air just slightly before noon—I guess it was a morning flight after all. 

 
Website view from somebody else’s Cuzco—Lima flight 

 It‘s almost scary to fly over the 
Andes.  We left Cuzco (as the pressure 
increased in the aircraft) through a tiny 

crack in the peaks and flew just barely 
above the mountains most of the way to 
Lima.  It‘s a fascinating view, though it‘s 
hard to call the Andes ―beautiful‖.  They‘re 
so dry that to my eye they‘re just not that 
pretty. 
 
 They turned off the seatbelt sign 
at 12:07, and immediately four very 
European flight attendants (three women 
and a man) started served drinks and 
those same sandwiches and chocolates 
we‘d had a week ago.  They showed the 
same documentary about Peru they had 
on the inbound flight, though it was more 
interesting to watch after having seen 
many of the sights.  They also showed 
that same gag film,  about  which  I  made 
the note ―Why is destroying cars funny?‖  
Several of the sketches involved causing 
severe  damage   to   people‘s  cars,   and 

while I‘m sure they were reimbursed for it, I just don‘t find wrecking a car very amusing.  [Just last night I was flipping through TV 
channels and came across World’s Dumbest Pranksters, which was a very similar show.  Once again I failed to see the humor 



in allegedly hilarious pranks.  Cruelty to me just isn’t funny.  I don’t care to watch people hurting other people or their things, 
and I really don’t see how others find that entertaining.]   

 
 We began our descent at 12:40 and landed smoothly, again right next to the ocean.  There was a long walk to baggage claim, 
and it was after 1:30 by the time we finally left Lima airport. 
 
 We followed roughly the same route we had on the first night as we made our way by bus to Miraflores.  We stopped on the 
street there, unloaded the bus, and made our way underground to the Larco Mar Mall, one of Peru‘s finest shopping centers.  I ‘d love to 
have shopped there, and apparently they did when Margaret took kids here seven years ago.  Unfortunately this time our only purpose 
for being here was to have another buffet lunch.  We had lunch at a place called Mango‘s that looked out right at the ocean.  It was a 
nice restaurant, but far from my favorite on the trip.  Their buffet was extremely heavy on seafood, and the waiter got my drink order 
wrong—serving me bitter ―chichi morada‖ (a purple beverage made from corn) rather than the lemonade I‘d ordered. 
 
 I was also in a bad mood because we‘d been told in no uncertain terms we were just to eat; we couldn‘t go exploring the mall.  
I‘d have far preferred they just gave us an hour of free time (which is about what lunch at Mango‘s took) and had us buy our own lunch 
in the food court.  I got the feeling, though, both now and often of the trip that they didn‘t really want us to experience anything modern 
in Peru.  If it wasn‘t traditional and Andean, then tourists weren‘t supposed to partake of it.  [It was almost as if they wanted to 
reinforce people’s stereotypes and make them see a ―backwards‖ country.] 

 
 After lunch we were joined by two very attractive young ladies who served as our guides for a city tour of Lima.  They began 
by telling us that about half of Lima‘s nine million residents live in shantytowns on the edge.  That was fascinating, because while we 
saw poor neighborhoods, we never saw ―pueblos jóvenes‖ in Lima.  There‘s a good reason for that.  The city is shrouded for about eight 
months of the year in a thick mist that completely obscures the surrounding mountains.  While in Cuzco we couldn‘t avoid seeing 
shantytowns, here in Lima they were literally shrouded in fog. 
 
 Our first stop was at 
the Parque del Amor (Love 
Park), which is one of the 
―must see‖ attractions in 
Miraflores.  A charming and 
immaculate park overlooking 
the ocean, Parque del Amor 
features an enormous statue 
of two lovers ―locked in an 
intimate embrace‖.  There‘s 
apparently some debate as 
to whether they‘re actually 
―doing it‖ or merely making 
out.  There are also 
gorgeous tile benches in 
interesting shapes, which 
actual lovers use to express 
their intimacy with one 
another.  As our group made 
our way through the park to 
snap pictures of the Pacific, 
the boy from California 
noticed one such couple and 
I overheard him say to a boy 
from Wisconsin, ―Dude, 
we‘re really ruining the 

moment.‖  The local couples 
seemed not to care at all 
about the tourists, though.  
They went about their 
business,       oblivious       to  

 
Tourists spoiling the moment for a couple at Parque del Amor, Miraflores—Lima 

anyone but their sweethearts. 
 
 It took me about thirty seconds to snap the requisite pictures of Parque del Amor and make my way back to the bus.  Indeed 
some people were still exiting the bus while I waited to step back on board (and it took them more like twenty minutes to see the place).  
Boris thought I didn‘t like it and asked me what was wrong.  Nothing was, but I really didn‘t see much reason to dawdle here.   It‘s just a 
city park overlooking the Pacific Ocean.  I‘ve seen the same thing in San Diego, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Anchorage.  I‘ve also 
seen similar parks on both sides of the Atlantic and by the Mediterranean.  Lima‘s version was nice, but nothing to go ga-ga over.   [I’d 
actually like to go back to Lima and see it on my own terms and at my own pace.  That’s not likely to happen though, and I am 
thankful to that the city tour showed me the ―must see‖ highlights.‖ 

 



 

 

ABOVE:  Pacific Ocean in Miraflores – Lima, Peru 
LEFT:  Statue of Lovers at Parque del Amor – Lima, Peru 

 

 As the bus made its way around Lima our guides gave us 
quite a lot of interesting information.  We found out that there are 
forty-three districts in the city, each of which technically has its own 
mayor.  There‘s also a central metropolitan mayor, pretty much the 
same set-up they have in London.  [The metropolitan government 
functions at a level equivalent to the Cuzco or Puno regions we 
were in earlier in the week, similar to a U.S. state.]  The guides 

discussed the recent elections, and I was intrigued to find out that it‘s 
mandatory to vote in Peru.  Failing to vote is punishable by a fine of 
S/ 200 (about $60, which would be steep for most Peruvians).  
[Unfortunately during all of this the adults—and sometimes just 
Margaret and I—were the only people who actually seemed to be 
paying attention to the guides.  The guides were difficult to 
understand, a problem compounded by a bad sound system on 
the bus.  The kids didn’t seem to want to put any effort into 
listening, so they just tuned them out.] 

 
We passed a pre-Inca ruin right in the heart of Miraflores, the Pucllana (pook-YAH-nah) Temple.  It‘s still undergoing 

excavation and isn‘t formally open to the public.  Margaret noted, though, that the excavation had come a long way from where  it was 
on her previous trip. 
 
 As we made our way through the ritzy districts of Miraflores and San Isidro, the bus kept hitting low hanging branches.  Lima is 
full of trees and richly filled with vegetation in general.  Seeing that, it was intriguing to hear the guides tell us that technically the place 
is a desert.  They get less than an inch of actual rain in any given year.  What keeps everything lush and green (much greener than it 

was inland) is the garúa (ga-ROO-ah), the sea mist that covers the city most of the year.  Lima is located where the cold Humboldt 
Current meets warm El Niño water, and the result is a climate much like Newfoundland.  The fog is such a part of the city that the name 
of the new expressway they‘re building to bypass downtown is ―Autopista Garúa‖. 
 
 We passed Parque de Oliva, the remnants of a grove of olive trees planted by the colonial Spaniards.  Nearby were palatial 
private homes, which the guides told us would sell for around $300,000 each.  An American would find such homes a steal at that price, 
but it would be a fortune in Peru. 
 
 Next we entered the district of Lince (LEEN-say) and Jesús María districts, which the guides said were ―middle class‖, without 
explaining in any way what that meant.  [I’ve come to realize that—both in this country and abroad—―middle class‖ typically 



means people who make the same amount of money as the speaker.  Everyone thinks that they are middle class, but that 
most other people are either rich or poor.]  Both districts were mostly apartments, something we didn‘t see much of in Cuzco.  North 

of there was Parque de la Reserva, a city park that was used as an Army training ground during a 19
th

 Century war with Bolivia and 
Chile.  (You‘ll pardon my lack of knowledge about South American history, but I have no clue exactly what war that was.  [I did a bit of 
research and found it was most likely the War of the Pacific, a conflict that extended from 1879 – 1883 and fixed the modern 
day boundaries of the countries of western South America.])  As we neared downtown we came to Exhibition Park, an extremely 

Victorian that could have been in either London or Paris.  It was built for a world trade show back in the late 19
th
 Century, and its main 

building is now Lima‘s primary art museum. 
 
 We didn‘t see inside that museum, nor any other museum in Lima—many of which are supposed to be fascinating.  Our 
itinerary called for us to see the Museo del Oro (Museum of Gold), which contains treasures maid of that metal dating back to pre-Inca 
times.  The museum apparently had limited hours due to a renovation.  It was open while we were here, but not at the time the guides 
wanted to go there.  So, with a single exception, our tour of Lima just consisted of exteriors. 
 
 We passed a number of parking lots in Lima.  These are called ―playas‖, which happens to be the same as the Spanish word 
for ―beaches‖.  The guides said that occasionally causes some confusion for tourists.  While there are beaches in Lima, it is not exactly 
known as a seaside resort.  The water is cold (and also likely polluted), and there‘s a lot more cliff than sand.  Parking, by the way, 
costs S/1 (35¢) an hour in central Lima, and there‘s a shortage of it.  There are lots of private cars in Lima.  Not only are there just 

more people, but I‘m pretty sure the percentage that drives is higher here than it is inland. 
 
 As we neared downtown the guides gave us a bit of Peruvian history.  The country has been settled for 20,000 years, and 
even today it is one of the few places in the Americas where the native influence is more important than the European influence.  The 
country had two liberators:  José de San Martín (who liberated the southern half of South America) and Simon Bolivar (who liberated 
the north).  Peru proclaimed its independence from Spain on July 28, 1821, and July 28 remains the national patriotic holiday.  Lima 
was named after a mis-pronunciation of the Rimac (REE-mahc) River on which it is located.  The Quechua name apparently means 
―talkative‖ because of the noise the rushing water makes.  Lima is the second oldest city in the Americas, after Mexico City. 

 
Cathedral and Plaza de Armas – Lima 

A string of guide books had led me to believe I would not like Lima, and Margaret implied that when she was here before with 
kids she had found the place dull and unsafe.  That was not at all my impression.  Lima was just about my favorite place in Peru, and I‘d 
love to go back there.  It‘s most definitely not a traditional Andean place, but it doesn‘t pretend to be.  It‘s a modern city with a diverse 
population, and it really is quite beautiful.  The central core is full of gorgeous 17

th
 and 18

th
 Century buildings.  It looks a lot like Mexico 

City, but Lima is less polluted and its buildings seem to be better cared for.  We rushed through Lima very quickly, and I would have 
loved to have spent more time here. 



 
Pigeon-filled plaza of San Francisco Monastery 

 Our first stop in central Lima was another shopping opportunity, and a 
rather disappointing one at that.  While the streets of downtown Lima are lined 
with scores of interesting stores, we walked through a glass-covered shopping 
arcade in the central post office building that had little to offer but postcards.  I 
still don‘t follow what the point of that detour was. 
 

 We walked quickly down some of Lima‘s sidewalks and made our way 
to our only stop downtown, the San Francisco Monastery.  We had a very nice 
guided tour of the place, focusing on the catacombs beneath the church.  While 
more than a bit claustrophobic for a tall guy like me, the catacombs were 
fascinating.  The burial ground for thousands of people (many of whom 
apparently died in a cholera epidemic early in the city‘s history), the area was lost 
for centuries and only recently dug up again.  The bones have now been sorted 
by type (all the femurs together, all the radii together, all the skulls together, etc.), 
rather than being left as complete bodies. 
 

 When we finished our tour of the catacombs they were having mass in 
the church.  Many people, including me, took a peek inside, trying to look around 
without disturbing the service.  It intrigued me that at the consecration they sang 
Spanish words to a ―Holy‖ identical to one we have sung many times in English 
at Garrigan.   
 
 [Both the English and Spanish words to the mass have changed 
significantly in the past year, at the insistence of the current Pope, who is 
much more conservative than his predecessor.  While officially the 
changes bring all languages closer to the original Latin, in reality most of 
the changes serve to create a further distinction between the priest and the 
congregation.  One of the most noteworthy examples of this is changing 
the traditional people’s response to ―the Lord be with you‖ from ―and also 
with you‖ (the words used since Vatican II) to ―and with your spirit‖.  We 
celebrated mass in Spanish  at school recently (an annual tradition we have 

that I suppose helps teach the kids to appreciate diversity), and I made the mistake of saying ―y tambien contigo‖ instead of 
―y con tu espiritu‖ for that response.  Because of all the picky changes, the most of the liturgical music churches had been 
using had to be abandoned, so the bilingual ―Holy‖ I refer to here could not be sung today.] 
 

 It was dark by the time we were done at San Francisco, and Boris then posed the question of where we should go next.  The 
choices basically boiled down to heading back to Larco Mar (which pretty much everyone from Iowa wanted to do) or going to the 
Mercado Indio, an artesian market the California women were lobbying for.  It never really went to a vote, but the Californians got their 
way.   The market we went to might have been interesting, if it were the first such place we had gone.  As it was, though, it  had pretty 
much the same stuff we had seen endlessly before.  The selection was good and the quality was high, but I for one found the place 
incredibly boring.  Margaret bought a bunch of finger puppets she‘ll be using while teaching Spanish to kindergartners next year, so I 
guess at least one person used the time productively.  I know, though, that she‘d have preferred to go to the mall. 
 
 I spent about ten minutes of the allotted hour exploring Mercado Indio and then set out to explore the neighborhood.  
Unfortunately the place was not located in an especially friendly area, and the only thing nearby that looked particularly inviting was a 
Repsol convenience store.  I bought some drinks and snacks there (with a black woman at the counter, something that caught me by 
surprise in Peru), and Margaret, Marlene, and I had them for dinner as we waited for the group to finish buying more handicrafts. 

 
Boarding pass with airport tax stamp 

 
 We went back to the airport, and Boris dumped the group at the 
door of ―CONTROL DE PRE-EMBARQUE‖.  Apparently he was not 
allowed to even enter the terminal without a ticket.  Check-in was awkward 
as ever, but we managed.  Julian had given Margaret money to pay the 
airport tax (about $35 per person on international flights [actually $30.25, 
as shown in the picture here]), and she managed to get that done fairly 

easily.  We cleared exit customs and security without incident, and we 
easily found the gate, with more than two hours to go before our flight was 
scheduled to leave. 
 
 [The concept of airport tax is strange—particularly when 
such tax is not included in the ticket price and isn’t even payable in 
local currency.  Margaret ran into problems on another trip she 
made.  When taking students to Honduras, she arrived at the airport 
without having been given money for the tax.  She tried to get money 

from an ATM, but there was not a working machine in the terminal.  Eventually all the people in her group pooled their cash, 
and they just barely came up with enough.  A black marketer changed the funds to the dollars they needed to pay the tax, and 
only then were they able to exit the country.  To me it would make more sense if they either included the tax in the ticket price 



(which is what pretty much all the developed countries do) or alternately charged the tax on entering the country rather than 
on leaving it.] 
 

 Near exit customs Sharon noticed a couple of interesting signs at the airport, which show the sort of problems poverty-stricken 
nations face.  One showed an embarrassed looking man telling a police officer ―No sabía que era menor de edad‖.  (I didn‘t know she 
was underage), suggesting the type of sex crimes you hear about in places like Thailand.  [It struck me as odd that this sign was in 
Spanish; I’d imagine most people who might be in a position to say something like that while traveling in Peru wouldn’t speak 
Spanish natively.]  Another advised travelers to help stop the trafficking in children.  I‘d read before that Peruvian children are often 

sold by questionable suppliers to agencies accommodating American parents who want to adopt.  This seemed to confirm that. 
 
 Had we realized how quickly the formalities would go, we might have opted to spend more time on the non-secure side of the 
airport.  They have a nice mall and food court there, and that would have been a good place to kill time.  On the other hand,  the only 
thing vaguely near our gate was ―The Peru Store‖,  a last-chance to buy any souvenirs we might have missed.  I think everyone from 
our group went there at least once, but it wasn‘t exactly the most thrilling place to kill time. 
 
 Some people with ―Lima Airport Partners‖ jackets (the company, by the way, is apparently German—despite its English name) 
came through the gate about an hour before flight time and checked everybody‘s passports, making an orange mark on the boarding 
passes of people they had checked.  From that point on, they required that people leave their boarding pass with the gate attendant any 
time they wanted to leave the immediate gate area.  To get the pass back, you had to show your passport. 
 
 The flight from Houston was late arriving, which was not a good omen for our departure.  We were scheduled to take off at 
11:55, but they didn‘t even start boarding until 11:45.  We finally left the ground at 12:30am.  The captain said we‘d make up some time 
in flight and should arrive around 6:35, about ten minutes late.  Given that original itinerary allowed us only an hour to clear customs 
and make our connection to Minneapolis, that was not a comforting thought. 
 
 The stewardesses passed out U.S. Customs forms (to my mind much easier to fill out than their Peruvian equivalent).  Then 
around 1:30am they served ―dinner‖.  We had a choice of beef and rice or chicken with pasta (my choice), each of which was 
accompanied by a small salad, a dinner roll, and rice pudding with chicha morada (blue corn) sauce.  I ate quickly and then attempted 
to get some rest.  Unfortunately, with a movie flickering in front of me, that was easier said than done. 
 

TUESDAY, June 20 
Lima, Peru to Mendota Heights, Minnesota 
 
 They turned on the lights and declared it ―morning‖ on the plane at 5am.  This was a very warm flight, with hot air coming 
through the vents most of the night.  It was uncomfortable trying to sleep, and I was still too hot when I was ―officially‖ awake. 
 
 ―Breakfast‖ consisted of a single muffin with no identifiable flavor.  It was accompanied by our choice of drinks.  I chose both 
coffee and orange juice.  The stewardess rolled her eyes, but I got both. 
 
 At 6:15 the pilot announced that weather had delayed our landing a bit more, and we were now expected to arrive about half 
an hour late.  We actually landed right at 7am.  Even if the flight had been on time, I seriously doubt we‘d have made our connection.  
One hour just isn‘t long enough to claim luggage, clear customs, and make it across a large airport.  In some ways it was a good thing 
we arrived late, because now our problem was the airline‘s problem.  They‘d have to find some other way to get us to Minneapolis.   
 

[The airline computers really seem to like tight connections, which is something I really don’t understand.  If I travel 
out of Mason City, the default choice almost always includes a connection in Minneapolis lasting less than an hour.  They 
close the doors to the jetway fifteen minutes before departure, so the ―real‖ connection time is often half an hour or less.  In a 
large airport, making such a connection is virtually impossible.  The computer should know that and require a longer time 
between allowable fights.  When I book things myself, I always try to leave at least two hours for connections.  I’d rather have 
time to kill than miss my flight.  The airline computers are notorious for not wanting to book layovers, though.  If you arrive at 
a hub in the morning, for instance, they often won’t even show afternoon flights out as an option.] 

 
 We made it through U.S. immigration with no problems; they barely asked any questions at all.  There was a long wait for 
baggage claim, enough to ensure there was no possible way we could make the connection.  Customs was even easier than 
immigration.  We had warned the kids they should not attempt to bring back things like coca tea, but in fact they could have brought real 
cocaine if they wanted to.  The officers just collected the forms and waved our whole group through.  It was much harder to get into 
Peru than it was to return from there.  [In recent years this has been the case pretty much everywhere I’ve traveled.  While it can 
be difficult for foreign visitors to enter the U.S.A., if you have a blue passport, you can get back home with pretty much no 
problems at all.] 

 
 We were among many people who had missed connections due to the late flight.  That surprised me; because most times I‘ve 
flown recently the computers have forced me to have a lengthy layover that would have avoided any problem.  [I did write that line at 
the time, but as I said two paragraphs ago, my experience in recent years has been the opposite.  Particularly since the 
Delta—Northwest merger, the connections the computers want to book have been very tight.]  Pretty much everyone on the 



Interact tour had tight connections, though, and so did many other passengers on the plane.  (The number of people making 
connections made me wonder if Houston was the final destination for anyone on that flight.) 
 
 Just past customs Continental has a re-booking desk to handle problems like ours.  No other airline is represented there, and 
while Continental dominates the Houston airport, I did wonder what would happen if any other international flights were delayed.  [It 
may be that Continental (and possibly its codeshare partners) has a monopoly on international flights out of Houston.  The 
Latin American flag carriers (like LAN) mostly fly out of places like Miami, New York, and Los Angeles.  Other U.S.-based 
airlines fly overseas out of their own hubs (Atlanta, Dallas, and Chicago), so it could well be that only Continental flies abroad 
from the Houston hub.]  Margaret explained the problem, and they said they‘d do their best to get us re-booked.  At first the plan was 
to send a few people at a time on various flights throughout the day.  [Last summer a group from Garrigan had a similar delay 
while returning from Spain.  They ended up returning to the Midwest on five different flights, and our Spanish teacher had to 
wait around to make sure everybody got back safely.]  Then they found that there was a Northwest flight at 12:45 that had enough 

seats available to hold our entire group.  They were able to issue boarding passes for most of the group, but three of us (including me) 
couldn‘t be re-booked by their computer.  Apparently if the first three letters of the name duplicates with someone else who is booked 
on the flight, Continental‘s computer can‘t issue a Northwest boarding pass.  That meant we had to go to the Northwest ticketing area 
so the three of us rejects could check in. 
 
 They were able to re-check everyone‘s bags (including those of the people they couldn‘t issue boarding passes to) at the 
Continental counter.  They called each of us up individually to check the bags.  When they called Sharon, her bag fell over.  As she 
rushed to grab it she fell over too and injured herself.  I told the woman at the desk to call a wheelchair, and within minutes an attendant 
was there to help her. 
 
 We finished the baggage check process and then made our way as a group to the underground train that connects 
international arrivals with the other terminals.  A train arrived shortly, and we rode to Terminal B, where Northwest is located.  Ticketing 
at Northwest these days is entirely designed for e-tickets.  They don‘t really have a check-in desk anymore; you just go to a machine 
and check yourself in.  There was a woman monitoring the machines, and while she wasn‘t particularly helpful, she was eventually able 
to issue us the boarding passes we needed. 
 
 Next on the agenda was for all the kids to call home to let their parents know we‘d be arriving on a different flight.  I was  glad 
to have brought along my cell phone.  It was still charged up, and I was able to lend it to the kids to make their calls.  They used up 
quite a few minutes, but it‘s time I‘d probably have never used myself.  I pretty mostly have my cell phone as a security blanket in 
emergencies and have never understood those people who can‘t live without the things.  [I typically buy annual cards for my 
Tracfone, which provide a variety of bonuses.  Because of that I invariably end up with more minutes than I’ll ever use.  The 
minutes don’t expire, so each time I renew the balance is higher than it was the previous year.]  

 
Houston‘s Terminal B had one of the longest line I‘ve ever seen at a security checkpoint.  The real problem was they had just 

one checkpoint with four X-ray machines to handle traffic for ninety gates.  It reminded me a lot of the line we went through at Gatwick 
on New Year‘s Day.  The line moved right along, but it takes a while to process hundreds of people. 
 

My boarding pass had been marked with the letter ―S‖ prominently displayed in several locations, tagging me as the one of the 
random people required to go through additional security inspection.  I didn‘t set off the machine, nor did the X-ray show anything, and 
after passing the security wand over my body and swabbing my bag for explosives, they quickly determined I was not a terrorist.  It‘s a 
bit annoying to be ―number whatever‖, but in general I‘d rather security be tight than lax.  Indeed, I can‘t understand the concept of the 
―trusted traveler‖ program.  To me that just invites security lapses, and I can‘t see what real benefit it supplies.  Even with the long line 
here, it took no more than twenty minutes for us to pass through the checkpoint.  If someone can‘t spare that much time for safety, 
they‘ve got a problem. 
 

We made our way to the gate, which was clear at the far end of the far concourse.  I went back to McDonalds to get breakfast 
for myself and coffee for the other adults in the group.  After the problems I‘d had at Burger King on the trip down, I was a  bit hesitant to 
use a gift card at McDonalds, but it went through with no problem at all.  I‘ve never had a problem at McDonalds (where you swipe your 
own card, so the employees never deal with it), and I don‘t see why other places can‘t do things the same way.   [I gather the places 
that places where I’ve had issues typically handle their gift cards by an in-house electronic network, rather than having them 
processed by credit card companies.  That saves the company the processing fee, but it also requires them to have every 
cash register equipped with the appropriate hardware and software.  At ―real‖ locations of the company (like the Burger King 
you’d stop at on a highway) they do this, but the franchisees at ―special locations‖ like airports, mall food courts, amusement 
parks, and college campuses often don’t bother installing the machinery for that.  Sometimes they literally can’t, because the 
same cash register is shared used for transactions from multiple companies.  If they do install the equipment and software, 
the managers of these ―special‖ locations (who often operate franchises for several companies in the same airport, mall, or 
whatever) don’t train their employees for the specifics of how each company’s transactions work.  At least in America 
McDonalds processes all electronic transactions at all its locations like credit cards, so their gift cards are never a problem.] 

 
Marlene joked that she liked the travelogues I write and that I could ―make waiting at an airport sound interesting‖.  I doub t 

that‘s true, and I definitely doubt there‘s much I could write that would make our long layover in Houston seem exciting.  In the notes I 
jotted down, the most interesting thing I noted was a young boy whose legs were tanned darker than his face or arms.  That struck me 
as really strange, since on most people‘s legs are lighter than the rest of their body.  His mother had an obviously fake tan on her 
slightly chubby body. 



Besides them the most interesting people at the gate were a group in orange T-shirts that had also been on our flight from 
Lima.  They were a church group from Fargo, North Dakota who were working at a mission six hours north of Lima.  I think they ‘d been 
scheduled on the same Continental flight we were supposed to be on, and we‘d all been bumped onto Northwest.  At least for Margaret 
and me, the Twin Cities would be our final destination today.  Everyone else had a long drive after that. 

 
When lunchtime [came,] Margaret and I headed back to McDonalds and brought back lunch for the group.  Most had burgers, 

but I had their crispy bacon ranch salad.  It‘s one of the most expensive things on their menu (which is silly for salad), but it was yummy.  
[Fast food salads are invariably overpriced.  I suppose they think people will pay a premium for healthy food; unfortunately I 
often do.]  When we got back to the gate we found out that the flight to Memphis that was scheduled to leave before our flight had 

been delayed because of a flat tire on the plane.  We got our bad news at 12:25, when they announced that our departure would be 
delayed until 2:15 do to problems with the incoming flight.  According to the people at the gate, our ETA in Minneapolis would now be 
5pm, six and a half hours after we‘d originally planned to arrive. 
 

Margaret called Paul while we waited, and we had a nice conversation with him.  After we hung up I went over to the flight 
information TVs and was a bit disturbed to find neither our flight nor the flight to Memphis was even on the schedule anymore .  What‘s 
more they had no arrival information for the flight from Minneapolis whose plane we would be flying back on.  The Northwest people 
seemed confident everything would be landing and taking off eventually, though. 

 
The plane from Minneapolis arrived at the gate about 2:15, two hours and fifteen minutes after it was originally due.  We 

boarded at 2:45 and left the gate at 3pm.  The pilot apologized for the lengthy delay, saying it was the latest he‘d ever been in ten years 
of flying.  He explained that the problem was that the Airbus 319 we were flying was an all-electronic ―fly by wire‖ jet.  Everything is 
controlled by onboard computers (much like most new cars), but to run those computers have to agree with each other.  There was a 
computer problem before they left Minneapolis, and they had to replace the entire computer system.  It‘s probably convenient 
Minneapolis is Northwest‘s headquarters; who knows if they‘d have even had the spare computers on hand at another airport? 

 
I was amazed at just how empty this plane was.  They had re-booked our entire group of fourteen, plus at least four people 

from North Dakota, all from the late flight from Lima.  We knew of at least three other people who had been shifted onto this flight from 
other Northwest flights.  Even so, there were a lot of empty seats.  Almost every middle seat was empty, and there was an entire exit 
row right in front of me with no one in any of the seats.  (I didn‘t even know that was legal.)  I hate to think how empty the plane would 
have been if all they had were the original reservations.  [The lack of passengers is particularly strange for a daytime flight that 
both originated and ended at Northwest’s main hub.  When I’ve been on empty planes before, it was almost always a 
repositioning flight, one that flew at an odd time from a remote airport to a hub where it would then become a full flight to 
another airport—like an Anchorage to Minneapolis overnight flight that continued on to Boston at breakfast time.  If the 
passenger load we saw was typical, my bet is that this Northwest flight was likely down-scaled to a smaller aircraft within a 
year or so, and Delta may have eliminated it all together.] 

 
I wrote as we flew over Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Nebraska, ―we live in a very geometric country‖.  That‘s definitely true 

compared with Peru.  The rigid boundaries of townships and sections live on well over a century after the Homestead Act.  Ours is also 
a beautiful country from the air, tidy and green and about as different as could be from the brown mountains of South America.  Peru 
was also pretty in its own way, but I‘ll pretty much always prefer somewhere well watered over an arid place.  America‘s Central Time 
Zone is definitely well watered, and it looked gorgeous from the air today. 
 

The pilot had warned us we could experience turbulence, particularly toward the end of the flight when we might encounter 
storms in Iowa or Minnesota.  This turned out to be an incredibly smooth flight, though, with only a couple of bumps on landing.  We 
landed quickly, but then all but completely circled the airport to arrive at Gate C-13.  [That’s a very typical traffic pattern at MSP.  
The runways are all on the west side of the terminal, and the C-concourse faces west.  They don’t let planes cut across to get 
to that concourse, though; they have to go all the way north and then circle around the east side of the terminal before pulling 
up to the gate.] 

 
Margaret was toward the front of the plane, but she wasn‘t there when we got to the end of the jetway.  I correctly assumed 

she‘d gone ahead toward baggage claim, and I directed the rest of the kids in that direction.  We found her waiting for a tram to take her 
to the main part of the terminal. 

 
The kids all met up with their parents when we got to baggage [claim], and everyone was all smiles.  It took a long time for our 

bags to arrive.  Indeed, they unloaded another flight‘s bags on our carousel before our luggage arrived.  Eventually we got everything, 
though, and the kids all went on their way.  I called the hotel to send the shuttle, but they said I should call again once I‘d gotten to the 
shuttle pick-up area.  We followed signs to there and had about a five-minute walk before ending up somewhere in the middle of the 
parking ramp, above the light rail station.  I called again, and then we waited about ten minutes for the van to arrive.  As we boarded 
another man came up to the van and almost boarded.  It turned out, though, that he was headed for a different Fairfield Inn—the one by 
Mall of America rather than the one in Mendota Heights.  He‘d probably find it quicker to just take the light rail to his hotel; the 28

th
 

Avenue station I‘d been at when I started this trip is about two blocks away.  [The Mall of America station is actually closer to that 
Fairfield Inn than 28

th
 Avenue, but you have to know where you’re going to get from that station to the hotel.] 

 
The van took the long way around getting back to the hotel.  We first stopped at the V.A. Medical Center in Minneapolis (also a 

light rail stop), where we picked up a woman and her two sons who were visiting a patient there.  Then we went back to the hotel via a 
back entrance.  We dropped most of our bags in the cars, and Marlene and Sharon left for Cresco.  I moved my car from the long-term 



area in the back to the main lot closer to the hotel, pleased to find that the car started right up without incident.  [At the time I’d had a 
lot of issues with my car starting, mostly related to moisture.  Fortunately those have since been resolved.] 

 
Check-iin was needlessly complicated.  I wrote in my notes ―Sam is not exactly the brightest person on the planet.‖  Sam was 

the south Asian gentleman who checked us in.  He both greeted us and answered the phone by rattling off, ―It‘s a great day at  the 
Fairfield Inn and Suites.  I‘m Sam.  How may I serve you?‖  [It appears to be required that employees of Fairfield Inns answer the 
phone this way.  I’ve seen it elsewhere, and once in Kansas City when I called for directions to a hotel I couldn’t find, that was 
how I was greeted.]  He managed to find the record of my reservation and then asked if I planned to pay with the same credit card I 

had used to book it.  I didn‘t even know what credit card I had used to book things and said I wanted to pay part of the bill with a gift 
card and the balance with a credit card I had with me (which apparently wasn‘t the one I‘d used to guarantee the reservation).  That 
was more than a little challenge for Sam, and he never did get any of it right.  He never scanned my credit card at all, and when I got 
the bill the next day it said the same room had been billed twice at two different rates.  I probably should have just kept my mouth shut 
when I did get the bill, because since Sam had never scanned the credit card, the double billing was actually placed on the gift card that 
had far too little of a balance to cover it.  I think I got things straightened out, but you can bet I‘ll be checking the credit card statements 
when they come in.  [I’ve stayed in several Marriott properties (which is what Fairfield Inns are), and the vast majority of the 
time they handle gift cards without any problem.  What Sam needed to do in this instance was to select partial payment, scan 
the gift card, and then scan the credit card for the balance.  Most Marriott employees know that and could handle this 
transaction in their sleep, but it was obviously a big challenge for Sam.] 

 
We called Paul again and again had a nice conversation.  Since we‘d been up for thirty-six hours at this point, neither Margaret 

nor I felt like going out for dinner.  Because of that I did something I‘ve done only one other time since I was in college:  I ordered pizza.  
That was harder than I might have imagined.  The first place we called had a phone number that was disconnected.  The second, 
Dominos, was located nearby but wouldn‘t deliver to Mendota Heights.  We went to ask Sam for a suggestion, and th is time he was 
helpful.  He gave us a menu from a place that would deliver.  We called them, and they said our pepperoni pie would be there in about 
forty-five minutes.  In the meantime I drove over to a SuperAmerica station about a mile away where I got money from an ATM (with a 
hefty $3 service charge for withdrawing $50) and bought some pop.  [It’s almost always expensive to use ATMs in Minnesota.  In 
Iowa, the bulk of ATMs are part of the Shazam network and honor each other’s cards.  Except at Kwik Trip convenience 
stores, though, there’s almost always a fee in Minnesota.]  The pizza arrived, and it was outstanding.  It the sort of tangy sauce I‘d 

hoped for on the Italian food I found too bland in Peru.   
 
We read through some travel books but were still in bed by 9pm.  It was a very long day, and we were glad to be nearly back 

home. 
   

WEDNESDAY, June 21 
Mendota Heights, Minnesota To Algona, Iowa 
 
 I was up sometime in the 7:00 hour.  I had a slow shower and then found out that the hotel had screwed up the bill.  Fixing it 
was slow, but I was in no special hurry today.  Margaret and I had breakfast (mostly coffee) and were on our way southward around 
8:30.  I headed down I-35E, stopping at a Kwik Trip in Burnsville for gas and more coffee.  [I’ve stopped at that same Kwik Trip 
numerous times.  Whenever I go up north to visit my brother Steve, I’ll usually stop there both coming and going.]  Then I 

headed south to Iowa Highway 9, which I took west to Forest City.  I got to Algona around 11:00, and I popped into the Iowa Lakes 
center to pick up a number of Statistics tests that had been giving in my absence.  I went home, unpacked, and then spent most of the 
day grading those tests.  It was back to the routine and the reality of summer, after a fascinating getaway in Peru. 
 

THE F.A.Q. 
 
We‘ll finish this up with the same questions I often put at the end of travelogues, pretending they are actually asked often enough to be 
―frequent‖. 
 

Did you like Peru?  
This will be more qualified than is often true in my travels, but yes.  I won‘t pretend for a minute Peru is my favorite place on 

earth.  It‘s not.  The landscape is much dryer than my general preference, and it‘s not an especially easy place to visit.  I t‘s also not a 
place I have a huge desire to go back to—unlike, say Alaska or Spain.  (If someone gave me a free trip, I‘d go in a minute, but if I have 
to pay to return to the Southern Hemisphere, my first choice would be New Zealand.)  While it may not be my favorite place on earth, 
there‘s no question that Peru is a fascinating country, and I did indeed like it a lot. The history is interesting, the scenery is incredibly 
varied, and the people are by and large quite friendly.  So, yes I liked it.  I just wouldn‘t rank it #1 (or probably even in  the top ten) 
among the places I‘ve been.  [Looking back six years later, I’d make no changes to that paragraph—still a qualified yes.] 

 

What did you like the most?  
While I liked Lima a lot [though we weren’t there long enough to really get to know the place], that honor would have to 

go to Machu Picchu.  There‘s a reason the place is one of the biggest tourist attractions in the world.  Strangely, though, I  can‘t really 
say I liked Machu Picchu for the reasons I was led to believe I would.  The history of the place seemed almost incidental to me 



[absolutely true].  What put me truly in awe was the grandeur of the surrounding mountains.  The Andes are simply incredible.  In 

many places they were dryer than what I prefer, but at Machu Picchu they not only soar to the clouds, but they are also lush with 
tropical vegetation.  It‘s a truly gorgeous place. 

 

What did you like the least?  
When I first started writing an answer to this question, I put Juliaca, the dreadful city on the way to Puno.  Then I got rid of that 

answer and changed it to the annoying vendors I was constantly fighting off.  Then I realized the real answer, which combines both of 
those and just about anything else I didn‘t like:  being forced to encounter the poverty of a Third World country up close.  It‘s that 
poverty that makes Juliaca look like it does, creates the pueblos jóvenes that crawl up the mountainside, keeps the national parks from 
having good visitor facilities, keeps highways from being adopted for litter removal, keeps antiquated sewage and transportation 
infrastructure from being updated, and encourages handicraft vendors to aggressively stalk the tourists.  A lot of the things I didn‘t like 
can be explained by the relative economy of the country.  That still doesn‘t mean I liked them, though.   

 
[Not only is Peru the poorest country I’ve ever visited, it’s also the country where I spent the most time in 

comparatively remote places.  My opinion might have been different if we’d spent the bulk of our stay in Lima, with just a 
quick trip to Cuzco and Machu Picchu.  The place we spent the most time—Cuaco—is a poor city dominated by the tourist 
trade, and the other places we went were almost indescribably remote.]   

 

What are the Peruvian people like?  
My general impression of Peruvians is that they are pleasant and friendly.  However, I must temper that with the fact that even 

this trip involved staying in a home, I can‘t say I got to know Peruvian people as well as I‘ve gotten to know people in other places I 
traveled.  That‘s because our tour was rigidly scheduled, and the free time was rarely at times or places that allowed us to go out 
exploring.  It fact, staying in a home actually limited the amount of exploring I might have otherwise done.  If all I needed to do was 
leave a hotel room, I‘d have likely gone out quite a bit more.  Having to go through the house and out the ―maximum security‖ entrance 
encouraged me to stay in my room and watch TV. 
 

[Actually I did learn a lot from the homestay, and combined with the taxi rides accompanied by various members of 
the household, I found out quite a bit about how Peruvians at various economic levels live.  I really would have liked more free 
time, though.  In particular I would have liked to explore stores that weren’t tourist-oriented.  One of my favorite things to do 
anywhere is to look through the local supermarkets and department stores, and I’d have loved to seen made a trip to Super 
Hiper Mega to see how ―real‖ Peruvians shopped.   It would also have been fun to go to lunch at Norky’s or one of the other 
local variations on fast food.  As I’ve said several times, though, this tour seemed to avoid the modern world like the plague.  
It almost seemed like they were treating Peru as a theme park full of costumed colorful characters, rather than a place where 
real people lived.  I know part of that is because it was a tour designed for high school kids.  If we’d had more free time, the 
kids would likely have been bored and/or gotten into trouble.  Since I was going along cheaply, I couldn’t really expect to have 
the tour designed around my personal taste.] 

 

Are Peruvians rich or poor? 
 While there certainly are some very wealthy Peruvians (and those our group lived with on the whole lived better than us), 
there‘s no question that for the most part Peru is a very poor country.  While it is wealthier than most of Africa and some of Asia, Peru 

is one of the poorest places in the Americas.  In South America it ranks right behind Paraguay and is wealthier than only Bolivia and 
Guyana. 
 
 The thing I noticed most in terms of income in Peru was the lack of any real middle class, regardless of what the families we 
stayed with may have called themselves.  That‘s different than almost anywhere else I‘ve ever been.  Even quite poor countries like 
Mexico and (at the time I was there) Portugal had a substantial middle class, and we take it for granted back home that the vast 
majority of people are middle class [though by almost every measure, that’s getting to be less true].  That‘s definitely not the case 

in Peru. 
 
 While poverty is a serious problem in Peru, I must point out that I saw almost no one begging.  I think in the entire country I 
only saw two beggars:  a boy at the airport and a woman in the entry to a church.  You couldn‘t walk down the street in a major 
American city without seeing beggars these days.  I may not have liked the assault of vendors everywhere, but at least they were trying 
to support themselves in a respectable way.  
 

What was the home stay like? 
 This was the aspect of the trip that I was the most apprehensive about ahead of time.  Being far from the world‘s most 
gregarious person, I was very nervous about having to get to know a family of strangers.  Fortunately Frantz and Isabel, their children, 
and their service staff couldn‘t have been nicer.  They definitely helped me to fit in and made my stay a pleasant one.  Staying with a 
family also forced me to use my Spanish, which had definitely gotten rusty.  I can‘t say everything about the home stay was wonderful, 
though.  As I already mentioned, there was a feeling that it was hard to leave and do things on my own.  That‘s probably good for the 
kids on the group, but I didn‘t care for it.  Also, while I was living in a Peruvian home, I kept wondering how ―real‖ people lived.  It was so 
obvious that the families we were staying with were so much better off than most Peruvians, and I couldn‘t help but wonder exactly 
what the differences were.  [Of course, it’s not like I’d have seen inside the homes in the pueblos jóvenes if I’d been traveling on 



my own.  I might, however, have found the ―real‖ market and I certainly would have gone to ―real‖ stores.  I would have found  
out whether most Peruvians bought the products I saw advertised on TV, or if they were only for the rich.   I also would likely 
have ventured into residential neighborhoods that were less fortress-like than Magisterio, where I could have seen a wider 
range of people going about their business.] 

 

How was your Spanish?  
This was really the first time in my life that I was in the situation of carrying on numerous sustained conversations with native 

speakers of Spanish.  Even as a Spanish minor in college I did very little speaking and listening.  Because of that, it‘s no surprise that 
when I taught Spanish I stressed reading and writing over oral and aural skills.  (I would still say they‘re more important, despite what 
modern books say.)  When I‘ve traveled to Spain, Mexico, and Spanish-speaking areas of the United States, most of the 
―communication‖ I‘ve done has consisted of rather predictable questions and answers or of overhearing conversations without really 
participating myself.  In Peru, though, I had to keep up my end of the conversation and talk about a wide range of relatively random 
topics. 
 

There‘s no question that my Spanish was rusty.  Not only was I speaking more than I‘d ever done before, but in recent years 
about all the contact I‘ve had with Spanish is reading signs and newspapers in Mexican neighborhoods of Los Angeles or Chicago.  I‘m 
pleased to say, though, that I managed pretty well.  With few exceptions I was able to understand what was said to me and to make 
myself understood as well.  It helps that Peruvian Spanish is spoken very distinctly and slower than the dialect of many other countries.  
In particular, it‘s much easier to follow than the Spanish they speak in Spain.  I don‘t know that I‘d like to follow in my brother‘s 

footsteps and conduct a weekly worship service, complete with sermon, in Spanish.  I was pleased to have adequate skills, though. 
 
[Peruvians were remarkably easy to understand.  That surprised me, because when I’ve encountered people from 

elsewhere in South America (Argentina and Venezuela in particular), I’ve found their speech essentially unintelligible.  I would 
still say reading and writing are the most important foreign language skills, and it bothers me that language classes barely 
stress them at all these days.  Reading in particular seems to get way too little emphasis from today’s foreign language 
teachers.  They teach kids to have fake and stilted conversations, but it’s things like understanding signs and schedules that 
are the keys to safe and enjoyable travel.] 

 

What will you remember most from the trip?  
 In recent years I‘ve printed out a lot of my old travelogues.  When I look back on them, this question is always one of the most 
fascinating.  Often my prediction of what will be memorable is very different from what happens in reality.  At present, though, the image 
that is most vivid in my mind from the utter devastation that was Juliaca.  I‘d seen pictures from places in Nigeria and Afghanistan that 
looked vaguely like Juliaca.  I never imagined, though, that such a God-forsaken place could exist in the Western Hemisphere.  It 
makes Tangier and Mexico City look very wealthy indeed.  I wondered when we went through if a disaster had struck Juliaca, though in 
many ways I wonder if an earthquake or tornado might not be an improvement.  I was absolutely appalled by the place. 
 

People wonder why immigrants will risk everything to come to America, where they often end up in bad neighborhoods with 
menial jobs.  Seeing Juliaca makes that instantly clear.  Pretty much anything immigrants would find in L.A. or Denver or Iowa would be 
better than what they left behind.  We can try to keep out immigrants by tightening our borders, but that really won‘t solve the problem.  
The issue that needs to be dealt with is poverty, the vast difference in wealth between the places migrants come from and the places 
they go to.   If we can work to develop real,  sustainable  industry  in places like Juliaca,  we‘ll solve the  immigration problem.   In  the  
process we‘ll likely improve the image of our nation around the world.  If our 
nation modeled Christian values like compassion, we wouldn‘t give people a 
reason to hate the rich bullies so many see us as today.  [While other things 
from this trip are certainly memorable, I’m sorry to say that Juliaca 
probably still comes out on top.  Our nation is less hated abroad under 
the Obama administration than it was under President Bush, but we still 
have along ways to go in living the Christian values we say we embrace.]  

 
 … And that brings us full circle.  The day after I returned home I went 
up to that ballgame in Mankato, and on the way back I pondered just how 
different the U.S. and Peru are.  I‘m finishing this on the 4

th
 of July, a day when 

it‘s appropriate to think of just how good life is for us here in America.  We do 
take so many things for granted here.  While there are a lot of things I don‘t 
care for in this country, I can‘t imagine living anywhere else.  I just wish that 
instead of being greedy we‘d agree to spread our vast wealth around.  Bill 
Gates is a wonderful role model with his record-setting philanthropy, directed 
mostly at the Third World.  I only hope other people and corporations will 
follow that lead. 

 
Ben Geelan, catcher for the Mankato Moondogs 

(and the University of Iowa Hawkeyes) 

 


