
 EXPLORING PERU'S ICY ANDEAN TEETH  

The story of my late arrival and early departure (due to limited vacation time from my job as 

mountaineering instructor at the North Carolina Outward Bound School) June-July 1968 on the New 

Zealand Expedition to Cordillera Vilcabamba, Peru. Expedition members  were Dick Cowan, Paul Green, 

Bob McKerrow, Peter Goodwin, Mac Riding, Allen Higgins and Ken McNatty  as  leader, all of New 

Zealand. 

1. Joining the expedition: 

As an itinerant Brit, after climbing Mt Cook in New Zealand with Ken McNatty,  I learned to respect his 

amazing rangey strength and cool capacity for getting organized,  and knew I wanted to climb further 

with these amazing kiwi mountaineers. Tough as teak, modest, funny, and hugely energetic, it was to 

me unsurprising that New Zealand's  very own beekeeper had strode on ahead  of all others along with 

the inimitable Tensing to the summit of Everest. 

On May 5th, 1967, Ken wrote me from Wellington,  telling me about an explosion that had unsettled 

him, along with wisdom teeth removal,  but inviting me to join his 1968 Andean Expedition to the 

remote Vilcabamba region of Peru. On 26th September, he wrote again regretting he had seen me on 

NZ TV playing Bach to a weddell seal in  Antarctica, but repeating the offer.  There was no difficulty in 

replying to this amazing opportunity. Ken was representing another sample of the world's best climbing 

companions (as I had learned in the NZ Alps and Victory Mountains of the TransAntarctic Range,) and 

dangling in front of me a then entirely new area of unclimbed 17-20,000 foot peaks deep in unmapped 

Andean Peru.  No contest. 

So I obtained leave from my job at the North Carolina Outward Bound School, through gracious 

acceptance and support from the Board. The letter of April 8 1968 from the Board Chairman of the 

Operations Committee, Lloyd Borstelmann, said the following:  

This is simply to confirm approval  for your annual leave from May 28 to July 9. We wish you good 

fortune and success on your venture with the NZ Andean Expedition. We look forward to having you back 

with us for the June course and many more. 

These folks on the OB Board were terrific. They had come together under the amazing leadership of a 

small crew of visionaries, including Marjorie Calloway, Dick Borden, Watts Hill Jr, Tony Mulvihill, Dave 

Mashburn and others who saw the  promise of TableRock and the Linville Gorge as a resource for the 

nation's young people.  As a result, the NCOBS had become a reality, as a bellweather  for OB progress in 

America, and I was lucky enough to be a part of its construction and operation. I carry the scars to this 

day. 

I took off on the first day of my leave, with well-wishes from Outward Bound, a few instructions from 

Ken and friends, an equipment list, and  a vague itinerary. Jack Shirey drove me down to Charlotte, and 

Roddey Dowd, a Board member  and strong supporter saw me off from the airport, giving me at the last 

moment an engraved stainless steel US Marine pocket knife which I still have. Delta promised Atlanta-



Miami, and thence via Equitoriana to Lima. On arrival in Lima I was supposed to follow scribbled back-of 

-the-envelope notes to contacts via the Hotel Claridge thus learning how to go on via Cuzco.  

On arrival at the Charlotte airport in May in North Carolina, Roddey Dowd , scion of Charlotte Pipe & 

Foundry, refused to be embarrassed by association with the intense-looking englishman clad in high 

altitude boots, long socks and woollen pants,  in early North Carolinian summer, but clad for the 

Peruvian winter. He waved me goodbye. I made my way confidently to the counter, and when excess 

baggage charges appeared imminent, karabiner necklaces and an additional climbing rope were added 

under my jacket. All of this became more brutally intrusive on arrival in Miami (85°), when the 

Equitoriana agent informed me, after interminable shrugs and sighs, that I had no reservation, and the 

next flight would be tomorrow, via Panama, and Ecuador. So I wandered around clinking audibly, but 

slept fitfully in the airport, and stumbled onto the Electra 2 aside a tired and bad-tempered flight 

attendant who brought a swath of paper cups on board, opened a filthy-looking locker and rammed the 

long tube of cups in with his foot and a curse in spanish. 

We bounced through Panama, Cali and landed in Quito, when I deplaned to take an airport meal, again 

clinking noisly with all my climbing hardware (would never have made this post-911),  and didn't hear an 

announcement in Spanish as to my flight, and thus missed the plane. Next flight two days hence.  But 

Equitoriana paid the bills for my hotel, since they seemed distressed that they hadn't found me. At last I 

felt accepted, and anyway this hiatus presented a chance for a little acclimatization. Quito is at almost 

10,000 feet, and Rocco Pichincha stands 15,000' plus above the city. So I ran up, via quite serious ridge 

climbing, made the summit, and came back down in pouring rain, with a spectacular headache from the 

altitude.  On arrival back at the hotel  reeling  from effort, and in  soaking wollen clothes, I succumbed to 

the sweet  folks who undressed me, taking my clothes to dry them, bringing me  underclothes and 

pajamies, and I climbed shivering into bed. A Pilsener lager assuaged my headache, and let me sleep, 

The morning brought hastily dried vetsments, and a big burn-mark on my trousers evident in all 

subsequent photos. I smelled like a walking forest fire which resulted in wide berths around the airport, 

and an empty seat beside me on the plane to Lima. On arrival, through the usual difficulties with 

baggage, it became a sort of clue-driven game of pursuit of the expedition.  I followed previously mailed 

written directions from the team, and somehow made it to Hotel Claridge at US $3 per night, where I 

found Don Whillan's name in the guest book as he was on his way to Huandoy, and I met the scotsman 

Brian Robertson of the same expedition. I called the UK Embassy as a precaution to notify them this 

smelly brit was now part of their responsibility in Peru, and went to bed. 

In the morning, following directions,  I took a bus for 3 soles to Miraflores and the home of Salvador 

Gandolfo. An amazing, beautiful  apartment, two ice-axes crossed on an immaculate white wall. 

Churchill and naval history books on the bookshelf.  He  handed me mail, told me of his previous 

engagement with NZ expeditions and gave me instructions for the hard days ahead to catch up (now 

several days behind) with the others. Went out that afternoon for more beers with Robertson and his 

Australian girlfriend, and then back, and slept gratefully, with the prospect of an early morning start for 

Cuzco.  



So, June 1, and heading down to meet a beaming Cesar Falcon with a cross above his rear view mirror to 

see us through Lima traffic to the airport for my flight to Cuzco,  a brand new 727 with no marks on the 

seats, and the most alluring flight attendants yet. Cuzco is surrounded by high escarpments, and I 

remember the acceleration, as if the plane might  flip over onto its back as it climbed so sharply.  My 

former, magnificent and beloved Vincent Black Shadow however was more than precedent  for a 

Peruvian takeoff, even for this awesome flight.  It seemed we were in bad mountain weather as we 

emerged like a wet squeezed soap out of clouds into sunlight. Flight attendants suddenly appeared to 

lean towards me and breathe heady requests into my beard. Coca Cola? Is that all? The cotton sea 

below still obscured  the Andes I had worked hard to gain a window seat to observe. 

Finally it cleared. Huge gorges below, ending inevitably in spectacular spires. Vast, knife-edged and 

scary. What a miraculous  vista.. cómo increíble.  Almost as appealing as those lovely  flight attendants . 

   

trouser burns on the Cuzco                                   sad goodbyes                                          many backward glances 

Landed in Cuzco with all my stuff, said a reluctant farewell  to the crew, grinded over to the local train, 

bought the last seat, and took off again, everyone, of course,  shouting V̀amos'.  As we climbed on our 

six hour journey out of the valley, when we got to the `Z' section up the slope,  the train driver hopped 

out of the cab, changed the points as we slid backwards, and jumped back in, to collect tickets in 

between jumps. We passed someone having a haircut on the side of the rail line. People are passing out 

beer, but the large charming señora beside me who has taken total responsibility for me and all my 

straggly mountaineering baggage says `No' , pointing to her head and rolling her eyes. She gleams for 

me, intoning that I'm no ordinary gringo.. no esta tourista, es  alpinista... none of which I understand. 

The Vilcanota river appeared, big and green, with deep side valleys.  All of a sudden, the terrain changes 

to jungly green, foresty, with all the peaks steep, damp and heavily tree-covered.  My respect for the 

mountain folks, following my experience with Nepalese sherpa families grows and grows, and I 

determine one day to do them justice with bringing their livelihood styles and strategies into more 

prominence. This especially in recognition of the ones that are not so fortunate, healthy enough to 

withstand the rigours of the high Andes .  



                                                      

 

I stop at Machu Picchu, with amazement at the strategic placement of observation posts above the 

valley below. No wonder this place has survived. The Urubamba gorge is truly a wonder. Beyond, the 

hint of ice beckons. I know I should resist local seductions, my purpose is the mountains beyond. Little 

did I realize what alluring prospects the valley had to offer further down. 

So, finally the train arrives in Santa Maria. I have names, but no addresses. My señora helps me, since 

noone speaks English, and I have little spanish, but her kind energy works for me.  Halfway along the 

empty tracks after the train leaves, the police pick me up, calling my name and hauling my bags. 

Mañana der is a beeg party para ti señor! Apparently Ken and the boys left word that they had a bloody 

englishman in their wake. After signing in at the local police station, I was ceremoniously ushered into a 

cell, and a bed, certainly not my first time in jail, but by far the most kindly reception.  In a while, the 

arrival at my cell door of someone with limited english but lots of enthusiasm established quite clearly 

that this evening was far from over.  

We went out along the tracks to another house,  where a huge dinner was waiting. Halting conversation 

ensued during which I unwittingly disturbed the equilibrium by suggesting that Luis, my guide, was very 

handsome, and thus a big hit with the señoritas, which led him to explain tortuously that he was 

married. He was the most gentle and kind host, even swapping his full glass with my empty one (he 

thought without my knowing) when he knew I was thirsty and there was no more soft drink. Coming 

from North Carolina, I began to fear the town was dry, but the coffee made up for it.  

I presumed bed before a strenuous mañana, but should have known better. On the way back to the jail 

from dinner, remembering my geography, I stopped to look for the Southern Cross, a true favourite of 

mine. Luis interpreted my stopping as reluctance to close the evening, and innocently enquired if his 

guest would like to spend  minutos ̀ looking round the town'?  So we made our way along the railroad 



tracks along a cobbled path, past sleeping bodies, and men pissing (Luis made disapproving clucking 

noises over that) until we went up some steps, and came out onto a sort of village green, where some 

kind of religious gathering was going on. There was an altar, with many big candles, and a tall cross 

draped with some shiny material, and surmounted by a crude, reverent  picture of Christ. Women were 

praying in a  large circle, and it sounded as though rockets were going off intermittently in the 

background.  

A voice made announcements, and then music started, and all of a sudden, the party  - that was 

supposed to be tomorrow - started happening. People dragged handkerchiefs out of their pockets, and 

began an elaborate, if not brilliantly executed series of sinuous movements to the music, at least 

reasonably easy to follow for a brit clad in singed pants and high altitude boots. Beer flowed extremely 

freely, brought round in wobbly glasses on a tray, and it was with a sense of premonition (I was 

unaccountably but continually flanked by two quite proper young policemen in uniform) that I was 

expected to perform alone. A curious, deprecating, bearded guy appeared from nowhere, with excellent 

english.  He worked with a local cultural institute, and amid whispered explanations as to what was 

going on, started to introduce me to the prettiest of all the young girls in the crowd. As I noted in my log, 

`the band held its breath , and I sweated., but there was no mistaking the moment. The gringo was up 

before the multitude. Moths even suspended their suicidal wallops into the candles'. But I did an 

englishman's best, which my latina wife today will tell you is awful. I first asked permission of mami, 

then papi, then persuaded the shy but gorgeous girl formally into the center of the circle, waved the 

hanky thrust into my hand by my guide, andΧΦ off to the races. We commenced a beery twist, with me 

clumping in size nine-and a half Cassins, to kindly polite but definitely not energetic handclapping. I 

gained in confidence with repetitive replacements of my beer glass, and it was not until a man came up 

and asked to dance with me that I felt it was time for bed, alone.  A celebratory piss  into the Urubamba 

on the way back, and I lurched to the first night under a Peruvian poncho in a free prison bed. I have 

never topped that since. 

Woken at 6.20 am, I read the scrawls on the walls in the early morning sunlight. Èl trabajo significa - la 

ociosidad denigra' . So inspired, I forcefully grabbed my gear, and went to the local truckstop to hitch a 

ride down the valley to Chaullay, making yet another mistake by leaving passport and return ticket with 

the Santa Maria police asking them to keep it safely for me!  After boomeranging back on a second truck 

to pick them up and identify myself in Chaullay to rather impatient local officials, I found myself in the 

shade under a tree by the dusty roadside contemplating my stupidity, studying Ken's  rudimentary 

maps, waiting for another camion to haul me to Coquipata.  You should have learned this by 

now....always keep your passport close by you, said a clickety recording in my inner ear.  



                

                            local jail                                                           my friendly señora arranging transport 

 

 

I obviously had far too much baggage to head off into the high country without  either at least four 

wheels or four legs. These mountain communities  were infested with the fear, if not the actuality, of 

bandits, and military presence was everywhere. I had a little reserve food, but needed to keep it for 

emergencies, and thus would rely on eating locally and risking the `squits'.  Now, it was domingo,  so no 

wonder there was not the usual number of trucks, and the few I saw were all going the other way. As far 

as I could tell, once I made the 7 km to Coquipata, I had another 13 km to Paltaybamba, then 20km to 

Huancacalle, where the big country started. Maybe I could get mules and some company, but I was not 

sure where the vehicle road ends. I thought at that time I was only a day behind my companions. How 

wrong I was. At this point my log deteriorates into a bunch of inebriated rants, out of which  I deduce 

......... not much.  But my recall of those events  are  clear at this moment.   

I woke up, dizzy as I assured myself, from altitude,  in a puesto de guardia in Paltaybamba, some hours 

later, after drinking way too much with a superbly hospitable  local police chief and his wife and friends 

(and their dog called Fisher which smelled heavily of shampoo, but which thankfully drank a significant 

proportion of my booze surreptitiously dropped floorwards ).  Actually, when the dog subsided, I clearly 

remember emptying a glass or two into the potted plant beside me, while my new good friend Chief 

Bauer tried valiantly to fight off incipient coma, and soon disappeared.  



                       

             daily ablutions                                                                                                 Ŝƭ ƧŜŦŜ {ŜƷƻǊ .ŀǳŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ΧΦ 

                                                            

                                                                                           his wife 

  

 arriving at Bauer's puesto guardia                                                    view from the hacienda balcony 



 I apparently found a mule, since my log's wobbly handwriting rhapsodizes about entering through a 

hacienda  with  a donkey.  Yet I had also at least one horse, and my memory (and photos)  suggest  that I 

rode the horse and tried to strap my mountaineering sacks onto the donkey. I also record with notable 

pride getting up only once in the night after this drunken episode, on the eve of my thirtieth birthday, an 

otherwise irrelevant event which I may have, in a moment of weakness, communicated too freely.  

                  

                                    the trail up the gorge                                                                 steeper and steeper 

I took off at around 9.00 am on June 3rd with a police escort provided by the jefe del puesto de guardia, 

no doubt on the alerted recommendation of my Kiwi companions. The citizens  of course had advance 

knowledge of the threat to Peruvian communities  of me and my borrowed mule.  This highly intelligent 

beast burdened unwillingly with my baggage continually diverted down side paths to former feeding 

posts, always cleverly losing its load on the way. Unlike me, she was familiar with the territory. My 

persistence prevailed eventually, my horse was strong and good natured, and understood quietly but 

efficiently how to manage the mule by turning when the mule turned. They both gained respect for me 

hauling her back up the trail with bags intact.  As it got darker, my ear attuned to the sound of her trot, 

and I could track the clink and clank of my gear.  It was an interesting  symbiosis. We arrived at Pucyura 

late in the evening. Six bottles of champagne emerged from local cellars as tribute to my now widely 

broadcast achievement of thirty years. We drank ourselves to sleep. 

The morning was a lot less promising. Bitter frustration resulted from having to turn in the mule, and a 

total  lack of any others. I had a brutal hangover, and was  angry at myself for losing another day in 

catching up with the team.  I had no map, just notes and sketches, and had little idea really where I was.  

I had been promised a police escort by Bauer, since bandits and guerillas were apparently active in these 

valleys, and the police  puestos were all chock full of arms. But neither policemen nor mules  were 

available until the indispensable  mañana. To improve my general state, I walked out into the village, 

and immediately saw a horse with a huge ulcerous saddle sore all the way down its spine, red raw and 



steaming. Its owner had just taken a filthy paper and hide dressing off it, and then picked up dirt from 

the street, and sprinkled it all over to form a powder covering.  Further down, a guitarist strummed 

quietly, using a plastic ballpoint held down with a rubber band as a fret. I bought some food, and 

contemplated how much precious time I was wasting.  On the way back, I watched as a heifer was 

slaughtered on a rickety bridge, its entrails swept off into the river below, and the meat taken to the 

local market.  

        

           the professional butcher                                                                                local meat market 

 

 

At last the next day dawned, my new mule arrived, and I was again introduced to the intricacies of mule-

packing. Many layers  of blanket and skins, and then a soft sort of rope ladder arrangement which goes 

on longitudinally, forming shelf-like steps on each side of the back to support the upside down V-frame. 

Fore and aft ropes stop the load from shifting that way, but also help to strap the girth well forward of 

the belly to stop it slipping backwards. After losing the load the first twenty times, I fooled myself into 

thinking I was a bit of an expert, and stuff hung in there pretty well. So off we went, on horseback, me 

and my two young police escorts, up the narrow valley path, trying to keep the mule away from the 

rocky sides which might snag and unsettle the load.  

 



      

                               the binding sorgasΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ                                                                        

                                                    

                                                                                              and eventual success 

 

 

 

At every dwelling, we would ask `los gringos passan alli?' and the nods would keep us going, every now 

and then passing those before that had not made it. 



 

 

                 

                  the leading cop                                                                                mini-monuments 

 

 

Both the police had rifles, and from the way they held them,  it didn't take long to realize they were 

increasingly uneasy about coming this far up the valley, since they were strangers in a new territory.  We 

reached a pueblo, left the horses, and set off for the high ground with a lot of confidence, just us and 

the mule.  The result was, once we started up the very steep incline out of the valley head, we got truly 

lost, and the enormity of the country became awesomely evident the higher we got.  

We travelled up beside tilled ground even at this altitude, illustrating the harsh but rewarding 

livelihoods for those dwelling  in these  highlands. The tools were primitive, arguing for injury at every 

turn. The swing of an axe, or dig of a spade threatened even the youngest backs, and sharp hoe-blades 

thrust in repeated movements within inches of planting fingers. Children were exposed early to the 

heights, and to the nurturing blessings of a working mother. 


