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Forewor

Spanish chronicles of the 16™ century report that
messages in the Inca Empire could be delivered from
Quito to Cusco in a week - a distance of over 1,500
miles! To achieve this, a network of chaskis (messengers)
running in relay must have covered more than 200 miles
per day, carrying khipus (recording devices consisting of
joined knotted cords) along good trails.

The Inca hierarchy understood that they needed a
highly-developed and sophisticated infrastructure to
successfully maintain and enlarge their empire. The
most important part of this was a massive and complex
system of interconnected trails and associated tambos
(rest houses and supply depots) and chaski houses, plus
administrative centers, big and small. The major roads
or Qhapaq Nan (Quechua for “royal roads”) were the
skeleton of this great Andean road system.

My background in project engineering and experience
traveling the world as an overland leader/driver, and
tour guide over the last 40 years, combined with

my participation in many archaeological research
expeditions and scores of solo exploratory expeditions
in the Andes, has given me a good understanding of
how and why the Incas constructed this magnificent
25,000-mile-long trail network to such a high quality, in
such challenging environments.

Many years ago, I met Nick Stanziano, another
passionate trekker who worked in the travel industry.
Over a healthy feed of Andean vegetables in a humble
restaurant away from the plaza in Cusco, we talked
about trekking, adventure travel and tourism. I
mentioned that I had trekked over 2,000 miles of

Inca trails in Peru and other countries, enjoying and
appreciating their majesty, their connected archaeological
sites, and the way in which they blended history,
modern cultures and nature. I voiced my concern and
disappointment about the continuous and widespread

destruction of Inca trails, and their surrounding
environments, and the fact that travel companies were not
interested in operating trips on the well-preserved and
still magnificent sections of these trails.

In 2015, I received a phone call from Nick. He had

been busy with managing his travel company but

had also made time to develop community tourism in
Choquechaca, a community above Ollantaytambo, in the
Cusco region. I detected that his passion for trekking
and adventure was calling - on a massive scale.

He said that he was planning a major project to trek
what he called the Great Inca Trail (Qhapaq Nan)
network... And he wanted me to be a part of it! He said
he would also employ some of the Quechua speaking
campesinos (farmers) he’d gotten to know in the
Choquechaca community.

Over the next 3 years, Nick’s enthusiasm and
commitment, including a major financial investment,
mainly from himself and the company he leads,
made possible the many Great Inca Trail expeditions
successfully carried out between 2016 and 2018.

The logistics have been daunting and the physical

and mental demands have tested the crew to their
limits. But despite it all, Nick faithfully completed the
expedition’s daily dispatch and photos in remote areas
at the end of many long and demanding days. These
dispatches and photos - now compiled into this book -
carefully describe, as it happened, our daily life on the
trail, our experiences (good and bad), our interactions
with the local communities (good and problematic),
and the complex history and culture of the region.
They outline what the trail network means (and meant)
to the Andean world, and what opportunities it can
create for the Andean communities and sustainable
tourism in the future.



They also explain howwe dealt with many challenging and
sometimes dangerous situations, like negotiating the flooded
Huancabamba River and being attacked by two different swarms
of bees. Having been in countless stressful and dangerous
situations in remote areas of the world over the last 30 years has
taught me the hard way that it is best to just get on with the job,
conserve mental energy, focus on what has to be done to solve
the problem and keep moving forward.

The dispatches also detail how we enjoyed and appreciated

the good times, like the spontaneous, beautiful and humbling
receptions by some local communities in remote areas - Chuschi
being a prime example. On our journeys, the special experiences
of being immersed in spectacular and diverse scenery and
nature, along with the display of generosity by so many people,
inspire me and make all the tough times acceptable as a normal
part of the implementation of this worthwhile project.

More than ever, Nick and I appreciate the fragile status of the
Qhapaq Nan network. It has significantly deteriorated in the

15 years since Ricardo Espinosawrote about his numerous Inca
trail expeditions in the important publication La Gran Ruta Inca.
Nick’s dispatches have helped build widespread awareness

of this situation. And, in the last two years, Nick has already
successfully carried out expeditions for tourists on some
spectacular and well-preserved sections of the Qhapaq Nan.

The Great Inca Trail Network and its environment - natural,
cultural and political - is still evolving. Hopefully, this book
and the prospect of further expeditions on other major

Inca trails will assist in some way to ensure a positive and
beneficial evolution for this environment that has been shaped
by one of the greatest engineering feats and monuments of
the pre-Industrial world.

John Leivers
Explorer and Researcher of Andean
History and Cultures
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INTRODUCTION

The Great Inca Trail as it leaves Huanuco Pampa.



A Perfect
Storm

It had been more than a decade since I first grabbed a backpack
and bought a one-way ticket to Peru.

In 2004, as an impressionable twenty-four-year-old in the midst

of a perfect storm of just enough savings, wanderlust and angst,

I plucked myself from the manicured, man-made world of Santa
Barbara, California and landed in the indigenous highlands of the
Andes to explore Inca roads. Nothing has ever been the same since.

That said, I did remove myself from the Inca world for ten years
to do all the things a well-mannered kid from the northern
hemisphere gets told he should do... I got married, had kids,
worked a corporate job, learned to use a spreadsheet, and even
mustered up a master’s degree. I progressed through much of
this normalcy in the context of Peru, eventually becoming a
naturalized citizen of the country in 2012. Everyday life in Lima,
where I eventually settled, is much like any big city in the world -
minus a few Peruvian idiosyncrasies. Through it all, that nagging
urge to explore ancient Inca trails in the forgotten Andean
highlands never left me.

It wasn’t until another perfect storm hit when I was thirty-five,
that that boyhood dream boiled to the top and gripped me again.
The forces of maturity, life and business all converged on one
crazy idea... I decided to walk what remains of the Great Inca
Trail. But I wouldn’t just walk the Inca road - I would be the

first to give a day-by-day account, shared in real time on social
networks, of the Inca road.

This was the very beginning of a series of expeditions that in the
end will last years and cover thousands of miles by foot. The journey
would take us through some of the most remote stretches of the
Andes mountains, tracing the footsteps of the Inca kings of the 14"
and 15™ centuries who united an empire through this monumental
transportation and communication network.



A 25,000-mile road network

At their peak, the Incas were the largest and most
advanced indigenous civilization in the Americas.

The Great Inca Trail, aka the Qhapaq Nan, spans 25,000
miles and six countries, making it the largest UNESCO
World Heritage site on the planet. Comprising two main
North-South arteries, and myriad smaller roads, it was
built and maintained by Inca subjects as part of the
mit’a communal tax system. Encompassing sturdy stone
staircases, intricate rope bridges, boulevards up to

60 feet wide, the road network was used by the chaskis
(relay runners) who carried messages throughout

the empire, by the caravans of llamas and alpacas
responsible for getting goods from A to B, by Inca
armies, and for religious pilgrimages. Not to mention
by regular Inca subjects.

When the Spanish conquistadors first saw the Inca
road in 1532, they remarked that it was as impressive
as anything in Europe. Later, at the end of the 19"
century, explorer and scientist Alexander von Humboldt
hypothesized that the Great Inca Trail was one of

the largest public works of mankind. In the mid-20%
century, explorer and archeological historian, Victor H.
Von Hagen made great strides in the road’s awareness
with his book Highway of the Sun. John Hyslop’s
foundational studies in the 1970s and 1980s led to

the publication of The Inka Road System, the seminal
archeological work on the topic.

More recently, “El Caminante”, Ricardo Espinosa Reyes,
brought the wonders of the Qhapaq Nan to a wider
audience with his landmark expedition and book, La
Gran Ruta Inca - a book that was often our expedition’s
bible, containing the most detailed and comprehensive
map of the Inca road from Cuenca to Cusco. And Felipe
Varela continues to dedicate decades to exploring the
road network on foot, attempting to revive its heritage
from the threats of modernization.

This project sits on the shoulders of all who have gone
before us - big and small; forgotten and known.

Our chance to make
a difference

At their core, our expeditions are about awareness

and conservation of South America’s largest and most
important historical asset. Sadly, the road’s destruction
continues despite the efforts of UNESCO and the
governments of the six Andean countries who are
valiantly working to create a cohesive plan to protect it.
The handful of us who have actually walked its path for
thousands of miles understand that it will take far more
than any one government, industry or person to protect
it... What’s needed is a multi-generational, global effort
to reconstruct and reconceptualize what the Inca road is
and can become. We hope that this travelogue and our
ancillary efforts in creating tourism along the route are
a positive force towards this goal.

Attempting such a feat after the idealism and impatience
of youth had passed their climax meant that I could

draw on reserves of patience and resources that don’t
come naturally to 24-year-olds. My boyhood dream had
hatched alongside that of the travel company I had spent
seven years building. SA Expeditions, the company I
co-founded, had given me the organizational insights
and resources required for such an endeavor. It also
allowed me to step away for months on end and establish
the administrative nucleus required for our work.

I know that the cultural patrimony of the Inca road can
be instrumental in creating a new and brighter future for
contemporary Andean communities. A future of dignified
development and self-reliance that creates economic
value through modern tourism. Me, my company, and
our partners at international, regional and local levels
are working to develop sustainable, community-based
tourism along the Qhapaq Nan. Our efforts come at

an important crux in history; a time when multiple
opposing forces are intersecting. On the one hand

Inca roads are being abandoned by rural communities
and bulldozed over by modern development, while on
the other contemporary society is finally beginning to
awaken to their inherent value.



An aerial view of the remains of an Inca causeway that still functions today.
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The Inca road as it approaches the high pass at Choquetecarpo.

A modern expedition

The travelogue you’re about to read is the culmination
of our efforts to use contemporary technologies to
create a daily story of a more than 500-year-old road
that traverses the most remote swathes of the Andes
mountains. It’s as rough around the edges as it is
audacious and spontaneous; we believe it’s the only
real-time, day-by-day account of walking the Inca road
system ever to be published.

The project has required much economic and human
capital to get to this point. We’ve had to move a team of
five to ten people and an equivalent number of llamas
and horses across more than 3,000 miles over 200 days,
through some of the most rugged terrain on the planet.

We spent our days walking, and entire evenings packed
in the cook tent, sending trip correspondence and
images to a daily audience, whose engagements on
social media ran into the millions. Our expedition
relied on three languages, each of which was vital to

its success. We used Quechua to communicate with
many of the inhabitants along the route, and every daily
post was published in both Spanish - to build awareness
of the road’s plight across the Andes and western South
America - and English, to convey our message to a
global audience.

Our technology kit includes an Apple iPad to register
daily stories (and our daily expenses), digital cameras to
take pictures, GPS to map the route, and satellite internet
to send our dispatches as we go. With chargers, batteries
and other accessories, the total kit weighs just under ten
pounds and is sturdy enough to keep going through the
extreme weather and frequent tumbles of the trek.

Executing the project has required hundreds of thousands
of dollars, not to mention man hours. The expedition is
fueled by the economic engines of modern tourism in South
America, where profits are recycled into the local economy
to foster conservation and hopefully a more thoughtful and
sustainable tourism industry of the future. It started as a
boyhood dream, but it’s morphed into so much more.



The Great Inca Trail follows the Taparaco River as it approaches Huanuco Pampa.

WHERE WE GO FROM HERE

To date, we’ve spent nearly 200 days in the mountains, covering more than
3,000 miles on foot. I've written more than 60,000 words, and collectively
we’ve taken thousands of photos - the best and most important of which you
will see in this publication.

Our expeditions continue on an annual basis with our goal being to walk every
last inch of primary Inca road that remains. When we’re done, we will have
covered more than 6,000 miles across five Andean countries: Ecuador, Peru,
Bolivia, Chile and Argentina. The living record that you see in the following
pages will eventually crisscross more than half a continent and reach all four
corners of the Tawantinsuyu or Inca Empire.

11



A high altitude section of the Great Inca Trail at Huamanin.Pampa. ;&
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14 DAYS

Huanuco
Pampa to

Casma

The day had come... All the planning, talking and hype
about exploring the Great Inca Road had finally resulted
in the day when our feet would hit the trail! It was also the
day that [ would start my long journey with John, a young,
sixty-five-year-old Australian, who was really the first true
explorer I had ever met in my life. In fact, John was the
main reason we were in Huanuco Pampa in the first place.
As chief consultant on navigation and someone who first
opened my mind to the immensity of the Qhapaq Nan, it
was his guidance that brought us here.

[t was also the day when we met Rolando the cook, the
llameros (llama handlers) and their majestic llamas. They
all came from Canrey Chica, a small Andean town in the
Cordillera Blanca, and they would carry and support our
expedition for the fourteen days it took the Pacific coast at
Casma, approximately 300 miles away.

The expedition would be a rehearsal of sorts to prepare for
longer and more challenging expeditions to come. We were
beginning the arduous process of learning how to walk and
live with a ragtag team of llamas and humans in the name of
exploration. This was the only way we could truly know and
share one of humanity’s largest and greatest public works,
the incredible road network that snaked across the Andes and
most of western South America.

This idea of a preparatory expedition to flush out the logistical
and interpersonal challenges that gowith such an endeavor
would serve uswell. John and Iworked through some
important understandings, Rolando realized that he would
need towalk a lot faster to keep up, and I realized that you can’t
treat a llama like a pack mule. And, oh yeah, I also embarked on
my first serious effort towrite an adventure story, while at the
same time trying to take the longest walk of my life.

Itwas the start of a
beautiful journey!
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TRANSVERSAL EXPEDITION 1

TOP - The team prepares for departure.
BOTTOM LEFT - A statue that celebrates the tradition of llamas as pack animals in the Andes with Huaraz in the background.
BOTTOM RIGHT - The Incawasi sector of ruins at Huanuco Pampa.
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Llama drama

During its heyday, the Qhapaq Nan spanned from
southern Colombia to Northern Chile and Argentina,
connecting the entire west coast of South America and
covering approximately 25,000 miles.

We’ll be starting our adventure in Northern Peru at one of
the largest and most important Inca cities along the Qhapaq
Nan: Huanuco Pampa in the region of Ancash. At its height,
Huanuco Pampa played a central role in controlling the
northern reaches of the empire, although today it’s been
relatively forgotten besides a handful of local tourists and
archeologists that specialize in the study of the Incas.

Located at 12,000 feet on a high clearing along the
Andean altiplano, the citadel is at a strategic position from
which our team can begin our explorations towards the
Pacific Ocean, eventually ending at the modern-day town
of Casma, 200 miles and 18 days later on August 24%...
should everything go to plan. If you imagine Huanuco
Pampa is at an important crossroads where the Qhapaq
Nan runs north to south from Quito to Cusco and then
east to west from the Amazon jungle to the Pacific Ocean...
We’ll be taking the road west towards the coast.

We’ve been joined today at our camp outside the ruins
by our team of five llamas: Blanquito, Maleado, Condor,
Macho and Mascarone who will carry our camp for

the duration, as well our llamero Alejandro (the llama
handler). We’ll introduce the rest of the team further
down the trail. Tomorrow we’ll be up at first sun, making
our way to the community of Isko by tomorrow night,
approximately 13 miles away.

DAY 3

Huanuco Pampa to Casma

A change of plan

Today’s walk brought us to our first intact section of
the Inca Road, which exceeded 30 feet in width and
boasted stunning Inca stone steps; the same that had
so impressed the Spanish conquistadors when they
first laid their eyes on them in the 16™ century. It was
one of those incredible days in the Andes where the
blue skies and equatorial sun mix with the golden
grasses and high peaks of the Andean Cordillera.
Again, the Andes have captured my imagination and
reverence as they never fail to do.

What’s more, the Andes also never fails to challenge
the idea of a set plan. Through a series of new
information, misunderstood plans and other
unexpected circumstances which are too long to
explain, we’ve decided we will need to change our
route. Essentially, we realized three things today...
One, the llamas have proven to walk too slowly
considering the time it takes to break down camp
every morning. Two, the route that was pre-planned
turns out to not be the route we need to take to
Chavin de Huantar. Instead of trekking through
Pomachaca we will need to shift our route by about
100 kilometers through Tamyacocha. Three of

our llamas need additional support with carrying
cargo, so they can walk at a speed that allows all
five of us on the expedition to stay together in

one group as opposed to splitting the group with
llamas and llameros behind and explorers ahead

as we did today. This causes too much confusion
on camp selection, among other important details
that could become an issue later in the expedition.
Nonetheless, after some minor persuading of our
team, we have a plan in place until the next time we
need to change it.

19
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Speaking of our assistants, this would be an opportune
time to introduce our cook Rolando, a man we can’t live
without who has proven to be very good at what he does.
In fact, Rolando accompanied “El Caminante” Ricardo
Espinosa Reyes during his famous six-month expedition
between Quito and Cusco in 2001 - the last expedition
on the Qhapaq Nan of the scale we plan to undertake
when we trek 2,000 miles from Cuenca to Cusco
between April and September next year. It’s extremely
important that the cook is as flexible as those doing the
exploring, even if some convincing is necessary to get
the team in the right direction.

An ancient Inca bath

By noon we had made it to Taparaco where we had lunch
and visited the nearby Inca ruins, which has a preserved
Inca bath among other Inca structures. From Taparaco,
we took a transversal Qhapaq Nan that heads west to
Chavin de Huantar that eventually will end at the pacific
coast at Casma. This route still had remnants of The
Great Inca Road, although it is tougher than the central
grand Qhapaq Nan that goes north to south along the
Central Cordillera. It is the ancient route from Huanuco
Pampa, one of the great Inca cities in the 15" century, to
Chavin de Huantar, which was arguably the first large-
scale civilization in the Andes, preceding the Incas

by 2,000 years. Many indigenous population centers
remained inhabited for millennia and remain connected
by roads that were later integrated into the Qhapaq Nan.

The afternoon found us summiting a path at 14,000 feet
before dropping down to look for a place to set up camp,
which took longer than expected. It turned out to be
drier than anticipated and we eventually found a spring
where we set up camp just before nightfall. By the end
of the day, we had covered 20 miles and were en route to
Chavin de Huantar on a lost Qhapaq Nan, camped in a

i B i . sharp canyon of Ichu grass next to a fresh spring.

TOP - Nick climbs a staircase from the Colpa Bridge crossing the Rio , .
Vizarra, just north of Huanuco Pampa. We’ll be up an hour before sunlight tomorrow to have

BOTTOM - Rolando and Antonio pack up the llamas for the day's walk. breakfast, break down camp and cross another series

20 DAY 3



of 16,000-foot summits that happen to go through
Antamina, which will be our first encounter with one of
the many mines in the region. I'm cold and tired and just
want to retire to my tent saving any thought of tomorrow
for when I wake.

A close shave at Antamina

Quite an eventful day having set out again following

the lost Qhapaq Nan towards Chavin, which leads right
through the Antamina mine. The mine’s property is a
massive area covering hundreds of miles, meaning our
only option was to continue our course if we were to prove
that the Qhapaq Nan does connect Huanuco Pampa and
Chavin de Huantar.

After our experience of searching for water for most

of the previous afternoon, we decided to play it
conservatively and set up camp next to what was the only
lake between Chavin and the spring from yesterday. It
wasn’t long until two security officials from Antamina
mine came upon us by horseback explaining that we
were on their property and had to move. The situation
became precarious very quickly with the security
personnel communicating on their radios about our
activities to some unknown superior. If we were made

to move on, we would have lost two hours of the day
repacking camp and taking a chance that there would be
another water source before nightfall. We quickly shifted
to diplomacy and began to explain the reason for our
passing, pulling out literally every card we had.

We were fortunate that our local guide Antonio happens
to also be the dean of the association of guides in
Huaraz, an institution that often has dealings in mining
as tourism is increasingly overlapping with mining.
John Leivers, the expedition’s main guide, and I each
presented a letter of introduction and business card,
explaining our investigations along the Qhapaq Nan
which had brought us to the lake. Eventually, two more
security officials arrived on horseback and we went
through the routine all over again.

DAY 5

Huanuco Pampa to Casma

Finally, after an hour of wrangling, the mood turned, and
they allowed us to stay for the evening. In fact, not only
did they give us permission to camp, but they also stayed
for a round of hot tea and discussions of the importance
of Peru’s pre-Columbian heritage that eventually
culminated with them wanting to take pictures with the
expedition team. It was an incredible shift in spirits for
everyone involved. Antamina mine, and especially its
security officials, get a thumbs up this time!

The day ended with our telecommunications
connection being blocked within the property of the
mine (hence the delay in my latest communication)
and a snowstorm at our camp which sits at 15,000 feet
elevation. Overall, it was a good day though.

The remains of the Inca stairway descending from Hudnuco Pampa.

Quite an eventful day
having set out again
following the lost Qhapaq
Nan towards Chavin,
which leads right through
the Antamina mine.
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Snow!

The morning began with a blanket of frozen snow over
the entire camp. Icicles hung from the tips of the llamas’
ears as they sat resting in the snow in the early morning
hours while Rolando fired up the tea kettle. After a hot
meal of pancakes and coca tea, we broke camp and
descended the Qhapaq Nan to Chavin, 15 miles and
5,000 feet down to the Challhuayaco River Valley below.

Upon arrival, our luck continued as we were allowed to
set up camp within the archaeological park of Chavin de
Huantar which is within the small town of Chavin and
has plentiful grass for the llamas. Tomorrow we will tour
this pre-Columbian complex.

Dating back 2,500 years, it was the first large-scale
civilization in the Andean mountains, as populations
along the fertile coast of northern Peru began a
civilizational march inland to more extreme ecosystems.
Understanding the Qhapaq Nan is to understand how
societies evolved and intermingled over 5,000 years
through the movement of people and ideas amongst
western South America.

There are very few people in the world today who have
walked as many miles of these roads as John Leivers,
our expedition guide. Australian by birth, John has
been exploring the Qhapaq Nan and other Andean roads
continually since 1991. By his calculation he’s walked
and recorded about 2,000 miles of them. As testament
to this, we’ve already observed random campesinos, in
regions so remote they appear to not have received an
outsider for a century, recognize John and comment on
their surprise to see him pass through again. Therefore,
to have John along for our expeditions is crucial and
provides a level of expertise and intuition in the field
that cannot be replaced.

Icicles hung from the tips
of the llamas’ ears as they
sat resting in the snow.

When the hindsight of history takes its course, and
hopefully when John takes a moment to synthesize his

25 years of explorations for others to read, the information
and work that he has compiled over his lifetime about
Andean roads and associated archaeological sites

will be recognized as one of the great contemporary
contributions to its awareness and understanding. We
hope our expeditions over the next year will begin this
process to share and disseminate John’s knowledge of this
important transportation network to the world.

Thousands of years before
the Incas

Chavin de Huantar was the first large-scale civilization
in the Andes, going back more than 2,500 years. Before
Cusco became the center of western South America when
the Inca Empire established its capital there in the 15th
century, Chavin held this title. Smaller fiefdoms from
the coast to the jungle would give their allegiance to the
Chavin cult and its high priests. Chavin culture would
exert power over populations by their ability to construct
massive stone edifices and complex systems of canals.
The canals served for the control of water, but also as

a tool to control their people. This was done by having
visiting chiefs take a powerful mescaline substance
from a cactus called Huachuma, and depriving them of
light and sound until eventually they would come into
contact with the cult’s principal deity, Sefior de Lanzon,
made from carved stone and with light exacted perfectly
on its face. When we experienced this today, in the
underground canals thousands of years later (without
the cactus unfortunately), it’s no wonder how such
chiefs would return home and share the message of the
powerful Chavin cult to their people.

No one in the world knows more about the Chavin
culture than Stanford professor John Rick. John has been
leading the excavations at Chavin for the past 22 years
and we were lucky enough to run into him. This meant
we got to spend a morning understanding Chavin culture
and learning about the exciting discoveries John and his
international team are undertaking. In just one morning,

DAY 6



Huanuco Pampa to Casma

LEFT - John and Nick pause at a shrine (apacheta) marking the high pass at Cerro Castillo. | TOP RIGHT - Our guide Antonio walks the subterranean galleries at
Chavin de Huantar. | BOTTOM RIGHT - A well preserved section of Inca road leaving Chavin.

we witnessed the discovery of a human skull, crawled
through newly uncovered water canals five meters
underground, and listened to John’s comprehensive
theories about how Chavin culture most likely went back
a thousand years farther than previously thought.

Beyond John’s archeological work at Chavin, he has
been involved in Peruvian society for most of the second
half of his life and has a keen interest in how tourism
can help local communities and fund critical research.
Specifically, we shared our belief that bringing travelers
in comfort to engage with leading archeologists and
explorers to places like Chavin de Huantar and the
Qhapagq Nan is a thoughtful and impactful experience
for visitors and communities alike.

We leave Chavin at first light tomorrow, more
enlightened about early Andean societies and more
encouraged than ever about the potential for tourism
along the Qhapaq Nan with allies like John Rick.

DAY 8

A new team of llamas

With the addition of a new member to the team, Ivan, a
loyal assistant to help with the llamas and setting up and
breaking down camp, we began the ascent from Chavin,
5,000 feet over a western summit called Cerro Castillo
(Castle Mountain). After a day of light walking exploring
Chavin the day before, it was a reminder of how
challenging the Qhapaq Nan is to trek when ascending
such long distances at elevations that reach 16,000 feet.
Still though, the one major benefit of hiking along the
Inca roads at this height is that few hooved animals like
horses and cows traverse them and thus the stone roads
tend to be better preserved.

We ascended for six straight hours in stunning
scenery that officially brought us into Huascaran
National Park. Words can’t describe how nature at a
place like this evokes such humbleness, spirituality
and exhaustion all at the same time. The Qhapaq Nan
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curved perfectly as it ascended through the valley,
with retaining walls that were, in parts, 15 feet high
and seemed to almost superhumanly overcome the
vertical geography of the Andes.

Upon summiting, we paid tribute to the mountain deities
(called Apus in local tongue) at an altar with a ceremony
of coca leaves and Pisco, the Peruvian liquor made from
grapes. [ was happy to give thanks to anything that
welcomed the end of my muscle pain and Pisco was a
welcome swig of something besides water and tea.

Descending down the other side, we met two horsemen
who were there to intercept us with fresh llamas for the
next week. I think we surprised our local llameros (llama
handlers) with the distances we can cover daily (around
20 miles). The plan from here is to change our llamas
for the remaining 100 miles of our trek and increase
the total number to six. While we won’t miss Maleado’s
orneriness and Blanquito’s tendency to sit down in the
middle of the road, it will be a melancholic goodbye to a
few majestic spirits that have been as critical as any of us
during our explorations thus far.

Old meets new

We’ve made it to the community of Olleros after a long
march down from our camp near Cerro Castillo pass.
Olleros is the home of our cook and llameros, which has
provided a bit more certainty on the route as they enter
more familiar territory. We’ll be replenishing supplies
for a day and a half and living the life of luxury... at least
when compared to the colder accommodations we’ve had
in tents during the past week.

In a stroke of luck, Olleros has a tambo which is
essentially a waystation for rural Peruvian communities,
where a roof, running water, kitchen and satellite
internet are provided for the local community and
people passing through on the Qhapaq Nan. It’s part

of a government program that was created by the last
Peruvian president Ollanta Humala, which plans to

build nearly 500 of these rambos throughout the rural
countryside. This idea mimics an organizational concept

of the Incas in which they would build stations with
shelter and food along the Qhapaq Nan for passing
military, migrations of people, and the chaskis. Chaskis
were the runners of the Inca Empire that could deliver
messages and light products by traveling more than

180 miles per day. They would communicate essential
information and bring important products between the
coast, the Andes and the jungle. This allowed the empire
to communicate efficiently and to bring things like fresh
fish from the Pacific to be served to Inca nobility in
Cusco, hundreds of miles away in the high Andes,

in a matter of days.

While there is no chaski relay running across the Qhapaq
Nan today, the modern conveniences and shelter of

this present-day tambo are a welcome respite from the
extreme geography and weather of the high Andes.

An unexpected farewell

Today we spent the whole day at the tambo in Olleros,
having a pachamanca lunch (traditional Andean meal)
and preparing for days ahead. From here, we begin

the great descent down the Andes into the deserts of
Northern Peru and eventually the Pacific Ocean. Some
of the expedition team leave us in Olleros, with Rolando
and I being the only two that will walk the entire route
between Huanuco Pampa and Casma. Not only have we
replenished fresh personnel, but we have new llamas
and even a dog from Olleros named Maynus, who will
serve as protection from other aggressive dogs en route.

Antonio our local guide during the first portion of

the trek has left and we now have a new local guide
named Leo. Also, Alejandro our llamero is being
replaced by his son Eder who should prove a welcome
addition of youth and energy to the team. The most
significant change in the expedition is the departure

of John Leivers. For many reasons longer than can be
explained in this post, he’s decided to return to Huaraz
and let the expedition run without him until the coast.
John has always been a strong influence in my pursuit
of exploring the Qhapaq Nan, and it’s quite surreal now
that I lead the expedition without his presence.
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Nick sets up for work at a chilly campsite in Huascaran National Park.
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SA Expeditions, David. It’s a moment which is part
terrifying and part exhilarating, a time when one has to
assume a new reality in which failure or success of the
venture depends wholly on your own ability to learn and
be flexible in the challenges that lie ahead.

In order to walk from Cuenca, Ecuador to Cusco, Peru,
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nearly 2,000 miles by foot in under five months, across Wlde alld gently
the unforgiving terrain of the Andes, the team will need °
to cover more than 20 miles a day. A physical feat that CllI'VlIlg I'O&d
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LEFT - The Inca road to Tinko. | RIGHT - The children of Tinko marvel at the llamas.

Into the Cordillera Negra

We departed Olleros down the main, and only, road,

in town to the valley floor at the Rio Negro. This road
was the same Qhapaq Nan that came from Chavin

and eventually to the Pacific, which essentially makes
Olleros an Inca highway town of sorts - just 500 years
past its prime. From the river, we climbed 3,000 feet
going through small villages where the Qhapaq Nan
disappeared into hillsides. Continuing in the direction
that it should be, we finally caught sight of it on a high
pampa, after speaking with a local who confirmed the
direction of the Camino Real (Royal Road), which is
how they would have called this part of the Qhapaq Nan
during colonial times.

The second half of the morning and early afternoon we
skipped along with the llamas and the dog Maynus on a
wide and gently curving road towards Piruyoc, the next
goal marker for tomorrow. We have now moved out of the
Cordillera Blanca across to the Cordillera Negra which

is much drier, with softer more rounded hills. There is
much less water though, so we’ve set up camp right at

a bridge that has a foundation made of Inca Stones with
wood and mud on top. It’s a path over the only decent
stream within what seems to be a five-mile radius.

The team in general was a bit slower the first half of
the day, recovering from the pachamanca the previous
day... Yet relocating the Qhapaq Nan made us forget
about all the pain. By the time Rolando’s pork and
fresh veggies were hot and ready to eat for a late
lunch, all recollections of the exhausting, and at a few
particular moments miserable climb up from the Rio
Negro, had completely vanished. We contently ate our
plates with traditional Huayno music coming from
Ivan’s battery powered radio.

Avisit to a local primary school

We began the long descent down from the path at

Callan Punta above Piruyoc in the mid-morning, saying
goodbye to our views of the Cordillera Blanca. As we
walked down and lost sight of Huascaran, Peru’s highest
peak at just over 22,000 feet, we quickly got a sense of
changing weather and the local culture that was very
different in the higher Andes above 11,000 feet. The drop
was more than 7,000 feet in elevation after a high of
14,000 feet at the pass.

Halfway down, in a small village calle<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>