
When Paul Gains hiked the  
Inca Quarry Trail to Machu  
Picchu, he discovered fi st-hand 
it’s the journey that counts,  
not the destination
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Standing at 5,680 metres, Mount 
Veronica simply dwarfs our campsite.

PhotograPhy • Paul gains

Shor tl y  after 7 a.m. the sun rose high over 

the green mountain peaks that surround 

Machu Picchu and illuminated the entire 

scene before my eyes.

This famed Inca citadel had been “lost” 

for 500 years — even the Spanish conquer-

ors couldn’t locate it — until American 

historian Hiram Bingham arrived in 1911. 

I stood awestruck, gazing at the stone 

structures and fertile terraces that were built 

into these steep cliffs.  

Our support team, two horsemen and a cook, follow us up the Inca Quarry Trail, carrying our tents and duffel bags. We also had our own day packs.



174 GRAND SEPTEMBER | OCTOBER 2015  SEPTEMBER | OCTOBER 2015 GRAND 175

But as incredibly uplifting as I found 

Machu Picchu I must confess it was the 

journey getting there that has proven most 

memorable.

Five days earlier I had flown to Cuzco, the

capital of the 15th-century Inca Empire, 

which had once stretched from Ecuador 

in the north to southern Chile. It is a 

picturesque city with a mixture of tradi-

tional Incan and Spanish architecture. The 

Cathedral of Cuzco on Plaza de Armas is 

but one example.  

This was where I met up with our trek 

guide from Peregrine Adventure Tours and 

my fellow hikers. At an elevation of 3,400 

metres, Cuzco is perfect for acclimatizing 

to the thin air of the Andes Mountains. We 

spent two nights here and a third night 

at the Incan town Ollantaytambo (2,790 

metres), a preferred embarkation point for 

several adventure travel groups.

Our support team took possession of the 

clothing and gear we would need for three 

days in the Andes. I carried a headlamp, 

waterproof jacket, sunscreen, snacks, two 

water bottles and my trusty Nikon DSLR 

in a small backpack. Each of us were 

given a set of walking sticks and, with the 

command “vamos,” our trek guide Elico led 

us up a path to the Inca Quarry Trail.

The first day we we e to hike for roughly 

five hours and cover just nine kilomet es 

along a narrow dirt path where one 

misplaced step would likely result in a 

very long fall down the mountain. I had to 

overcome a fear of heights. A further catch 

was that we would climb more than 1,000 

vertical metres.

My heart thumped whenever we were 

in motion. I could hear myself breathing 

heavily and wondered if my companions 

could too. At times my legs felt as they 

do when riding my bike up a steep climb. 

Elico mercifully stopped us every five

minutes or so to watch for symptoms of 

altitude sickness — headaches, nausea and 

worse.

Our belongings were strapped to some 

horses and donkeys. Two horsemen 

and a cook had gone ahead and set up 

a temporary campsite, which eventually 

came into view above the trail that snaked 

upward toward it. This was where we’d eat 

lunch. Elico told us it would be another 40 

minutes until we arrived.

Just then a small local woman jogged 

down the trail wearing a colourful skirt 

and flip-flops on her feet. The sight of he

amused me. Here I was, struggling, and 

she was effortless in these surroundings. 

When we approached the camp the cook 

was preparing a meal of trout, potatoes and 

vegetables on a gas stove. 

We could see the valley below and approx-

imate the route we had taken to get to this 

point. On the hills, there were criss-crossing 

trails where local farmers grew their crops. 

Six young children rounded the mountain 

with schoolbooks in hand and waved at us 

before disappearing over the next ridge.

Elico called us to the dining tent and we 

ate our meal. It was good to sit down, but 

the respite was brief. The sun goes down 

very early in the Andes, and we had to 

make camp before dark. Besides, Elico had 

important sites to show us. We came upon 

a waterfall and above it the Incan ruins 

of Perolniyoc. At one time this fortress 

would have provided safe haven for Incan 

travellers.

Along one stretch of the trail, a handful of 

bulls were grazing. One blocked the path, 

staring us down. I looked to Elico for help.  

We cautiously approached the animal and, 

though I feared a confrontation, it moved 

aside allowing us to pass. 

We reached the first campsite a ound 5 

p.m., just as the sun was descending in the 

sky. We were now at 3,900 metres. Our 

tents were already set up, and the cook had 

been busy. After a dinner of “lomo saltado” 

— a Peruvian stir-fry with strips of beef, 

onions and peppers — we drank tea and 

shared our thoughts on our adventure. 

My companions were two Australians, a 

young Englishman and his American wife, 

and when the temperature dropped to near 

zero at sundown, they found it uncomfort-

able. After dinner we stood outside in the 

crisp air sipping tea and surveying the star-

filled sky; Elico pointed out the Southe n 

Cross. It wasn’t very late, but everyone 

retired soon after.

At 5:30 the next morning we were greeted 

by “room service” — a choice of coca or 

black tea delivered to our tent. I sat with 

the tent flap wide open, staring at the

peaceful mountains and the valley below. 

It seemed so incredibly surreal to be in the 

Andes. We packed up our gear, and then 

enjoyed a breakfast of scrambled eggs and 

toast before setting out on what would be 

the longest day of hiking. 

Elico pointed to the sky where an Andean 

condor soared, probably heading to the 

coast in search of seal carrion, he said. 

The occasional cloud offered protection 

from the sun, which at this altitude can 

cause sunburn quickly. At many rest stops, 

we would drink water, snap a photo and 

reapply sunscreen.

Three hours after setting out from camp, 

we reached a pass called Chancachuca, 

elevation of 4,400 metres. Breathless and 

with thighs aching, we reached the summit 

where we could look down on the Sacred 

Valley of the Incas. All of us were speechless. 

For a while we laid back, propped up on our 

backpacks while eating cookies and watching 

clouds literally form before our eyes. 

Across the valley we could see Mount 

Veronica, the tallest peak in the Cordillera 
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Urubamba chain at 5,680 metres. Clouds 

moved across the mountains, leaving 

shadows on the green valley, but we were 

spared even a sprinkle of rain. Elico smiled. 

I sensed our reaction pleased him.

Over the next few hours, we hiked across 

a barren plateau surrounded by mountain 

peaks where the only sign of life was a lone 

dog sitting on a rock. We had no idea where 

it came from. An eagle flew ove head. For 

hours we would enjoy this tranquility. 

We reached a second mountain pass called 

Kuychicassa; standing at 4,450 metres, it 

was the highest point in our journey. We 

lingered to catch our breath. The sound of 

a woman’s voice filled the valle . All of us 

tried to pinpoint her. 

There, thousands of feet below, she stood 

next to a traditional mud-brick home. She 

was instructing her children to herd a flock

of sheep from the upper pastures down the 

valley. They soon broke into a trot.

Further along the trail, we reached Inti 

Punku, the “sun gate” of the Sacred Valley 

of the Incas, which had aligned with Mount 

Veronica to celebrate summer and winter 

solstices. The sun was going down and we 

reached for our headlamps. It was pitch-

black as we carefully navigated our way 

down the rocky trail. After 11 hours, we 

were close to the Incan quarry, the origin of 

the rocks used to build Ollantaytambo.

The campsite was at 3,750 metres, 

and once again the cook spoiled us, this 

time with a dinner of chicken, pasta and 

vegetables. The mood was euphoric, but we 

had another early night. I suffer altitude-

induced insomnia, but I was certain I’d 

slept a short while because I remembered a 

dream the next morning.

The third day of hiking was to be merely 

five hours, but Elico wa ned us there was 

one particularly slippery section. First 

he took us up into the quarry where we 

learned the Incan techniques for breaking 

rocks and then sliding them — using a trail 

of smaller stones — down the mountain 

into the town.

When we reached the dangerous section I 

let the others go ahead so I could continue 

at my own pace. Elico brought up the rear, 

and every time I took a drink of water he 

nodded approvingly. It was a great relief to 

get down unscathed.

As we got closer to Ollantaytambo we 

passed tombs where Incan mummies have 

been discovered. We visited caves contain-

ing skulls and bones. Before we knew it we 

were crossing the Urubamba River heading 

for a terraced cafe in the main square. 

Dropping our backpacks on the ground, 

we collapsed into the chairs as one of the 

Aussies bought a round of beers for the 

group. We celebrated for an hour before 

boarding a train for the 90-minute ride to 

Machu Picchu, the climax of a lifetime. 

Above: An Andean condor soaring overhead,  

probably in search of seal carrion, our guide  

Elico told us.

l eft: A cave containing human remains near the 

Incan town of Ollantaytambo.
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