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TRAVEL

be there on a Sunday, join school children, 
military, and government officials as they raise 
the state flag — in a happy coincidence, it’s a 
rainbow. It’s not unusual to see women and girls 
in brightly-coloured dress in Cusco, sometimes 
with a llama or lamb by their side. They’re from 
the indigenous communities in the Andes, in 
the city to sell crafts or photographs to tourists. 
Before leaving, make 
time to explore the 
San Pedro market, 
which is open daily.

Although you can 
book your journey to 
Machu Picchu directly 
from Cusco, it makes for 
a very long day trip and 
you’ll miss out on some the most scenic and 
fascinating places in the region. Instead, you might 
want to split the travel and spend some time in an 
Andean village. Ollantaytambo is in the Sacred 
Valley, about an hour and a half’s drive from Cusco 
and easily reachable by taxi or bus. The town is 
picturesque and walkable, and the site of its own 
Incan ruins and terraces. Whether you stay for a few 
days or just overnight, make a point of exploring the 
town on foot. At street level, you’ll see the famed 
Incan stone architecture and waterworks, all of 
which date back to the 15th century. Ollantaytambo 
is at a high altitude — higher even than Machu 
Picchu — so prepare with medication; for some, 
drinking coca tea is sufficient. 

Because it’s an inhabited village, Ollantaytambo 
provides a glimpse into the customs and culture of 
pre-colonial Peru. This is a good place to try cuy 
(guinea pig), which is served roasted or fried, and 
chicha, a type of low alcohol corn beer. For a 
deeper glimpse into the local indigenous cultures, 
you can ask to hire a shaman. 

Peru Rail serves Aguas Calientes, the last stop 
before Machu Picchu. Catch a train at 
Ollantaytambo — there are several journeys daily 
— and, if it’s in your budget, spring for a seat in a 
Vistadrome car. The trip takes about an hour and a 
half, with the tracks shadowing the route of the river. 

Aguas Calientes is the end of line, quite literally. 

It’s where the buses up to Machu Picchu depart 
from, and where the Peru Rail trains turn back. 
The town is small but bustling, full of tourists and 
trekkers, and the main streets are lined with shops 
selling gear, supplies, and souvenirs. 

Many choose to sleep here before they visit 
the citadel, but a better plan is to book a night 
after your trek. That way, you can take 

advantage of the 
town’s eponymous 
hot springs, a 
10-minute walk up 
Pachacutec. Buses 
leave Aguas Calientes 
for Machu Picchu 
every 10 minutes or 
so, and the ascent is 

thrilling in its own right. Though the drivers 
proceed with caution, the steep switchbacks 
offer increasingly dramatic views of the 
mountains and valley below.

Dating back to the 15th century, Machu Picchu 
was an estate built during the height of the Incan 
empire, and then abandoned during the Spanish 
Conquest. It remained unknown to outsiders until 
1911, when American historian Hiram Bingham 
“discovered” it, and spearheaded its restoration. 
Beyond the beauty of its natural setting — which 
should not be underestimated— Machu Picchu is 
that rare tourist attraction that’s worth the trip.

First, the site is enormous, and so well-
preserved that you can see the architectural 
precision and skill of the Quechua people up 
close. A small garden bearing local flora only 
hints at the verdant abundance that once was 
there. Evidence of ancient belief systems can be 
found at ceremonial sites like the Condor Stone, 
or in the repeating motifs showing three steps. 

Machu Picchu is currently the most important 
attraction in Peru, welcoming more than a million 
visitors per year. With increasing tourism comes 
environmental and structural impact. In an effort 
to protect the site and pachamama (a Quechua 
word that translates to world mother, or mother 
earth), the country is looking to implement new 
restrictions in the coming months.

WAy To go
GettinG tHere
British airways (britishairways.com) offers daily 
flights to Lima, with a brief stopover in Madrid. 
there are several flights daily from Lima to 
Cusco with LaN airlines (lan.com), Star Peru 
(starperu.com), or another in-country carrier. 
No visas are required for Uk citizens

HeAltH
Many travellers experience altitude sickness which 
may be prevented with medication. No vaccinations 
are required to travel to Machu Picchu, though 
routine vaccines should be up-to-date. If your 
journey includes other regions —notably, the 
amazon — you may need further protection. do not 
drink the tap water, and take care with unpeeled 
and uncooked fruits and vegetables.

tOUriSt infO
visitperu.com

GAy infO
gayperu.com
lima.gaycities.com

niGHtlife
picas and la trastienda
Bajada de Baños 340 & 343, Barranco, Lima
picas.com.pe
latrastienda.com.pe

ACCOMMOdAtiOn
Hotel B
San Martin 301, Barranco, Lima
hotelb.pe
Mirador San Blas
Calle Chihuampata 515, San Blas, Cusco
miradorsanblas.com
Apu lodge
Lari Calle, Ollantaytambo
apulodge.webs.com

Following the
Inca traIl
INCAN SITE MACHU PICCHU IS PERU’S TOP TOURIST 
DESTINATION BUT KEPH SENETT FOUND THAT THE 
JOURNEY THERE WAS JUST AS BREATHTAKING

It will take you only ten minutes from 
the entryway at Machu Picchu to walk 
to the lookout above the site’s ancient 
Incan ruins (and another five to vamp 

for pictures) but there’s more than the 
mountain money shot to this journey. The 
estate, which is protected by Unesco, tells twin 
stories about an extinct empire and the 
consequences of conquest, and there’s no better 
primer on Peruvian culture. 

Your education begins as soon as you arrive in 
Peru, touching down in Lima, the “City of 

Kings”. Though less-known for LGBT life than 
other South American capitals like Rio or 
Buenos Aires, it’s worth spending a few days 
here, either on your way in or out of the country. 
Miraflores is the most tourist-friendly 
neighbourhood with lots of shopping and wide 
pedestrian streets. It’s also a great home base, 
but don’t be afraid to explore. Nearby Barranco 
is up-and-coming, and it’s where you can find 
Picas—an upscale bar and restaurant— and 
gastro-bar La Trastienda, both owned by newly-
out gay Peruvian congressman Carlos Bruce. 

Museo Larco is a taxi ride away in Pueblo 
Libre but well worth the trip. Surrounded by tidy 
gardens, this museum hosts a superb collection 
of ancient Peruvian pottery, metal works, 
textiles, and artefacts, and is even more 
interesting for its erotic art gallery. An on-site 
café serves excellent food and drinks; enjoy a 
ceviche or causa on their sunny terrace.

Your next destination is Cusco, a small city 
that serves as a stop-off on the way to Machu 
Picchu but has its own interesting sites 
including a lively public plaza. If you happen to 

“In a happy 
coincidence, the state 

flag is a rainbow”

OllAntAytAMBO

MACHU piCCHU
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MUSeO lArCO

flAG Of tHe City Of CUSCO


