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INVITATION T O  T H E  ANDES
BY JOHN C. OBERLIN

(Names of mountains printed in italic are unofficial.)

T H E  Scottish Himalayan Expedition and other similar small parties
have stimulated the hopes and aroused the ambitions of young
mountaineers, not only of Great Britain, but also of North

America. I t  demonstrated that the right sort of amateur party with
limited funds could nevertheless explore and climb in a remote region
with eminent satisfaction and success. Many are eager to follow
the example. I  suggest that the Andes of Peru may offer what they
seek.

Peru is a magnificent country, bounded by the Pacific Ocean to the
west but largely draining into the Atlantic. This apparent anomaly is
due to the extensive series of mountain ranges relatively near the coast
which rise above 20,000 ft. and separate the strip of dry coastal plain
from the luxuriant forests of the Amazon basin. Most of the higher
peaks are sheathed in snow and ice and many remain unclimbed despite
the ready accessibility of their bases, for the simple reason that they are
both difficult and dangerous. Other very large peaks, such as the
volcano Coropuna (6,613 m.), offer no real problem other than their
size. I f  the proper time of year is selected the weather is both com-
fortable and reliable, despite proximity to the equator, due to the effect
of the cold Humboldt Current along the coast and to the altitude of the
valleys from which the peaks are reached.

The Peruvians are friendly and most hospitable, and living and travel
expenses are low. A s  the centre of the great Inca Empire and later of
the most magnificent of the,Spanish colonial domains, Peru abounds in
gigantic ruined cities and temples, marvellous terraced hillsides, lovely
churches and handsome towns. L ima well deserves her proud title,
' Queen City of the Pacific.' Great Indian fairs and fiestas are of
frequent occurrence, all sorts of striking artifacts are for sale, and trains
of llamas still troop along the trails and through the streets of the hill
towns with loads upon their backs, guided by Indians wrapped in
handwoven ponchos and wearing tasselled caps. Indeed, a  major
expense to any visitor is the amount of colour film exposed. '  Balsas'
(boats of reeds, not balsa wood) ride Lake Titicaca where the Rainbow
trout approach thirty pounds in weight and the smallest I saw taken was
fifteen pounds.

Any mountaineering expedition to a distant land calls for careful
advance planning, and Peru is no exception. I f  time is at a premium,
the party will have to fly. Supplies and equipment will go by ship to
Callao, the port of Lima, and arrangements should be made for them
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to arrive at least one month before the climbers. F u l l  particulars con-
cerning the expedition should also be sent to the Embassy in Lima several
months before arrival and an export-import company or customs broker
retained to process the shipment through customs and have it ready for
the climbers when they appear on the scene. T h e  noted import firm
of A. y F. Wiese, S.A., Edificio Wiese, Lima, was very helpful to our
party, being reasonable in its charges and efficient in handling the
involved paper-work necessary to apply for duty-free entry of supplies
into the country. T h e  Embassy must be in a position to assure the
authorities that the expedition is bona fide and that the supplies are not
for commercial purposes. Duties can be so high that the necessary
effort to obtain a duty-free permit is well worth while.

There is excellent air service throughout Peru supplied by Cia. de
Aviacion Faucett, S.A., and this is the best way to reach Cuzco or
Arequipa, for example. Good and cheap trucking service is available
in one day from Lima to the Cordillera Blanca and the party may
sometimes also ride the truck or may obtain transportation by automo-
bile or station-wagon (camionetta). T o  the extent possible, reservations
should be made in advance. One may also drive from Lima to Cuzco
in about three days but this has the drawback that mountain climbing
may thereafter seem relatively tame. I f  Huagoruncho or neighbouring
peaks are the objective one may leave Lima by full gauge railroad in the
morning and by early afternoon be travelling at 15,800 ft. before
reaching Oroya and transferring to the Cerro de Pasco line.

A far from complete but selected bibliography is appended and I
strongly urge that anyone interested do as much reading as possible.
A thorough grounding in  the history, topography and flora o f  the
region will be of practical use as well as adding much to the interest of
the trip. I t  is difficult to obtain much information on the spot.
Similarly, some knowledge of Spanish is almost essential and a few
words of Quechua Indian are useful.

The Peruvian government has constructed a tourist hotel in each of
the principal cities except Lima. These are pleasant and comfortable
and quite inexpensive. T h e  principal hotels in Lima are the 'Crillon'
and the Gran Hotel Bolivar but there are a number of less expensive
hotels and pensions. Near  Huaras is the Hotel Monterrey with its
exceedingly hot spring and pools (and safe iced drinks, the ice being
brought down from a glacier high above) and there is also a good new
hotel in Huaras. I n  Yungay the Hotel Comercio is probably the best
but is definitely not a tourist hotel.

In a few places, notably the Cordillera Blanca, there are Indian porters
with a certain amount of alpine training. T h e  best of them carry simply
prodigious loads at high speed up all sorts of rough terrain including
snow and ice and are eager for the success of the climbing party. T h e y
earn about 30 soles per day ( iz shillings) where an ordinary porter
suitable for trail and valley trips earns half as much. Burros are used
in the Cordillera Blanca to pack in to base camp (at 20 to 50 soles per
day) but mules and horses are generally used elsewhere. Good riding
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horses and mules are also obtainable and probably desirable for the
unacclimatised climber en route to base camp which may be at 13,000-
15,000 ft. S r .  Cesar Morales Arnao of Huaras, active in the Gmpo
Andinista Cordillera Blanca, speaks English and has been very friendly
and helpful in arranging for porters and burros in the Cordillera Blanca.
Since there is no large tourist business, however, all such arrangements
are special and it is difficult to keep to schedule unless a Spanish-speaking
member of the party arrives ahead of time and carefully confirms all
details. Tw o  burro packers of Yungay are Pablo Vasquez and Alfredo
Blanco, the latter being especially efficient. Our  four excellent moun-
tain porters were Eliseo Vargas, Miguel Flores, Eugenio Angeles, and
Felipe Mautino, all engaged with the aid of Sr. Morales. Other moun-
tain porters of this region having expedition experience are Macario
Angeles and Fortunato Mautino.

Encourage the porters to bring their bamboo flutes with them as their
strange and lovely melodies are particularly pleasant when whiling away
the long dark tropical evenings. A n d  have them take you to a purveyor
of native fireworks to lay in a small stock so that you may have an
occasional fiesta in the mountains to celebrate some new ascent or
holiday. They  are especially delighted with bamboo sky-rockets which
you should let them ignite (they are tossed from the hand) while you
peer from behind a nearby boulder.

It is convenient to have the Embassy forward mail to a hotel or care
of the Guardia Civil at the town nearest base camp where a porter may
be sent down occasionally to pick it up. Funds are best taken in the
form of traveller's cheques of fairly small denomination and even these
should be converted into soles in Lima or some other major city or
difficulty may be encountered.

Staples such as sugar, salt, noodles, and kancha (maize) are readily
procurable but you should bring most of your supplies with you.
Although almost anything can be purchased in Lima, imported foods
are expensive. There is little firewood in the mountains so a consider-
able amount of petrol will be consumed. This is obtainable in Lima
and should be asked for as gasolina Manna. Bring your own containers.

While the weather is generally reliable, one large tent for cooking and
storage at base is very desirable as well as a tent for the porters. A t
13,000 ft. the temperature may drop to about 250 F. at night. T h e
porters will stand considerable crowding. Several large light-weight
tarpaulins should also be brought. A  good arrangement is to provide
one porter for two climbers. Duffel bags are excellent for packing in
to base camp and U.S. Army surplus plywood packboards with duffel
bags lashed to them seem best for the porters who will also require a
complete clothing outfit, goggles, ice-axes, boots (European sizes 41
and 42), crampons, and climbing rope. F o r  the ordinary garden
variety of porter who is not expected to go high or cross glaciers, on
the other hand very little is required. I  have seen them remove their
sandals when clearing trail over a snow-covered pass, apparently feeling
more comfortable in their bare feet.



72 I N V I T A T I O N  TO  T H E  ANDES

They should be given money to purchase their own food, maize, rice,
potatoes, sugar, and salt but in some cases a little attention may be
desirable to see that it is not spent on alcohol. A  large stock of
cigarettes and candy should be taken to be rationed out at the end of a
hard day or on the trail. A  little aguardiente (alcohol from sugar cane)
may also be doled out occasionally. T h e  really good porters do not
chew coca leaves and look down on those who do.

Not being very far south of the equator, the nights last from 6 P.M.
to 6 A.M. and they are cold. I n  fact, the moment the sun drops behind
a ridge (perhaps 4.30 P.M. at base camp) a down jacket is the only real
comfort and things soon freeze solid. Curiously enough, various
plants are in full bloom and do not seem to mind being heated by day
and frozen by night. T h e  sun shines principally on the north sides of
the peaks and routes should be chosen up such sides for both comfort
and safety. T h e  snow on the south side is usually deep, granular, and
loose. A l l  cornices are dangerous here and the greatest of care should
be taken to avoid them. They are often huge and have been the source
of several serious accidents. Snow and ice avalanches are also of quite
large dimensions. T h e  months of June, July and• August are most
suitable for mountaineering, the weather usually being quite settled and
reliable except in the case of those peaks very near the Amazon basin.

I have yet to see a snake in the mountains of Peru and there are few
flies and mosquitoes. While there is an occasional story of a marauding
puma, the chief danger seems to be sunburn.

From four to eight members would seem to be best for a climbing
party and it is a good idea to include a doctor if possible, particularly if
going into more remote country. I n  addition to the possibility of
accident there is a likelihood of various internal disorders which may be
minimised if due precautions are taken. A  good supply of paregoric
and of an antibiotic should be on hand. T h e  water is generally not
safe to drink until base camp is reached but bottled mineral water and
soft drinks, good beer and wines are available everywhere. Uncooked
vegetables, salads, dairy products, and the like should be avoided.

A Logan tent, sleeping four, and procurable from Woods Manufac-
turing Company, Limited, 200 Laurier Hill, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada
(cost $72.00) is excellent and greatly facilitates cooking on the mountain
as well as serving as an evening clubhouse. I t  weighs about fifteen
pounds and eight persons can crowd into it in the long dark evenings.
The other tents should be rugged two-man high-altitude tents which
may weigh from about four to seven pounds, complete. Boots should
be large and warm but suitable for crampons and gaiters of the Tricouni
type are desirable for deep snow. A  supply of marker wands is well
worth while to serve as a guide in case of storm but more especially to
mark a safe route for porters. Tw o  or three camps will be needed on
most of the larger peaks and in some cases it is an advantage to have an
advance party explore and mark the way one day before the remainder of
the party follows. While there is plenty of snow and ice on the higher
peaks, there are few true valley glaciers and these are receding rapidly.
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Photo, Andrew J. Kauffman, 2nd.laHUAGORUNCHO, NEAR CERRO DE PASCO. THIS PEAK OF 5,748 M. HAS NOT BEEN CLIMBED.
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