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Orient-Express has opened a new hotel at one of Peru's 
leading tourist attractions, the skyscraping Colca Canyon 
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Make the most of your time - fly smoothly and comfortably to 
Copenhagen. By the way. "Opdage" means discover in Danish. 
Book your return flights now and receive afree Copenhagen Card 
(CPHCAROr to discover the beauty of Copenhagen. For more 
information and to book your flights go to flysas.co.uk. 
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Free CPHCARD included (worth (27): 
Always with SAS 
Free 20 kg baggage 
Free online seat reservation 
EuroBonus points 

big star needs a big stage 
and theatres don't come 
much bigger than Peru's 
Colea Canyon. The walls 
rise vert iginously to the 

snowfields of the Cordillera Chila, 
frum where the Amazon begins its 
cross-continental drift to the Atlantic. 
It is the second deepest canyon in Peru 
- and the world. More than 1O,OOOft 
separate the valley Hoor from the h.igh­
est point on the rim. It is all Alice in 
Wonderland kind of place. Normal 
m~asllres of size and proportion are 
absent. Everything is colossal and, 
maybe because the thin air is also play­
ing tricks, colours seem more vivid, 
smells and sounds sharper. The sky 
seems to swirl. 

The stage is set - and when the first 
condor appears, silent, motionless on 
the thermal, 10ft from sptayed wing 
tip to wing tip, I anl tempted to hreak 
into appla\lse. 

The raggle-taggle of tourists who 
have lined up atthe viewpoint ofCruz 
del Condor greet the entrance of this 
star tum with an assortment ofgasps, 
stage whispers and a Mexican wave 
ofclicking shutters. I try to focus my 
camera but the damn bird is either 
hogging the entire frame - or out of 
it altogether. I am left to rue my choice 
of lens. Like a hippo or a polar bear, 
the bird is simply too big for its close­
up. Itglides past ,md disappear' around 
a cr .Minutes later, I see three specks 
silhouetted high against the sun. The 
condor and friends are still motion­
less. The world turns around them. 

My guide, Angelica. explains that 
condors held' deep significance 
for the Incas and, given the quasi­
mystical power the bird has just ex­
erted on this tribe ofsightseers from 
across the world, this is no surprise. 
A little more unexpectedly, she tells 
me that condors are still used in local 
rituals, one ofwhich involves captur­
ing the vast bird byhand, subduing it 
and tying it to the back ofa bull. If the 
condor survives the ensuing thrash­
ing, it is released back to nature. Re­
spect to those Incas, but it seems to 
be the kind ofritual you come up with 
during the blurry hours after chew­
ing one coca leaf too many. 

There is, however, plenty of evi­
dence in the valley that the Incas 
and pre-Incas had better ideas. The 
sheer scale and gradient of most of 
the terrain seem to defy domestic­
ity, but the tw peoples who lived 
here, the Collaguas and the 
Cabanas, were masters of ex­
treme agri ulture. On the road 
betweenPinchollo and Maca, the 
stepped terraces are carved into 
every available contour. This is 
landsc pe gardening on a colo 
sal scale. And, with no suitable 
animals available to do the cart­
ing and lifting, the CoIca Valley 
Ii a tamed essentially by hand. 
The pre-Inca farmers also devel­
oped an elaborate system of aque­
ducts and c;mals to bring meltwa­
ter from ahove to their nops - alfa1­
fa, quinoa, potatoes and com -each 

paca 

l 
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grown at th altitude that offered the 
be -t micro-climate. 

It worked and it still docs - the land 
sculptcd by the pre-Incas a thousand­
odd years ago has barely changed. On 
the way back to the hotel, though, my 
whistling admiration is tempered a 
bit as I learn more about the Incas' 
blood rituals. Hum.ill sacrifice is no 

longer acceptable, but it seems al­
are not so lucky. Angelica 

describes a ceremony that is still 
practised today; first take your best 
alpaca, lay it down, cut open its stom­

ach, then remove its liver, which 
you packwith coca leaves and tie 

up in a sack. "Then," says An­
gelica with a sweet smile, 
"they kill the animal." Any­
one for lunch? 

The menu at the restau­
rant ofLasCasitas del Colca 

does include alpaca, and for 
the record it is a delicious, low­
chale tcrol meat. Lunchon the 

terrace is a sedate affair after 
the Grand Guignol ofAngelica's 

stories. Two varieties of hum­r mingbird - induding th giant 
hummingbird (the largest in the 
world, naturally) - play hide and 

, seek around the bush next to the 
, table. Not to be outdone, anoth­
er pretty bird, a blue and yellow 
tanager, repeatedly bangs its 
head agaiJlSt the glass door to 
therestaurant. It does this every 

1 day, apparently, displaying a 
heroic refu' al to learn from 
experience. 

At an altitude of almost 




