ACEER Tour
Orchids of Peru
November 5 - November 14, 2009

 

Day 1-November 5, 2009

 

The group met at the Hotel Ramada Costa del Sol in Lima, Peru.  Some members were there earlier than others.  We were met at the airport by the delightful Monica Chavez.  The group was to consist of Jan Nadeau, Volker Kern, Jennifer Kenderine, Bruce Cronemeyer, Kevin Shea, John Harman, Anne Thompson, and myself, Leon Glicenstein.

 

Day 2 - November 6, 2009

 

We were up early to make our 8:15AM flight to Cusco.  After breakfast, where we learned about Coca Tea, we found out that Jan had been very sick, not because of food eaten on the tour, and so she and Vollker would follow on the following day to meet us at Wayqechas Biological Reserve.  The airplane trip to Cusco was uneventful with some beautiful snowcapped mountain scenery from the windows.  We did pass, on the left side of the plane,  Ausengate Mountain, which is the highest snow capped mountain in the south of Peru [20,900 feet above sea level] and it is an important "apu" or sacred spirit for the indigenous Andean people.  In Cusco we met with our new guide, Karina Davila [whom we were all to fall in love with] and our intrepid bus  driver, Justiniano Zaveleta Roque, better known to us as Justo.  We drove from Cusco to Wayqechas [it is nice to find words with “q” not followed by “u”] making many stops along the road to sight see.  We did see our first Llamas along the road, made a stop to see the “Sacred Valley”, look at a number of plants in the Puna [such as a cactus in flower [probably an Opuntia species], a Bomaria species, some violets, and other.  Later on, still closer to Wayqechas we did see some plants of Halenia [a member of the Gentian family], more violets, some plants of Begonia veitchii [I think], and hummingbirds.  A box lunch was had, not your typical box lunch, in a nice ‘restaurant’ where at least one of our group tried the dried potato soup.  Yum! We saw our first orchid, Odontoglossum mystacinum, on the road down to Wayqechas.  It had deep brown sepals and petals and a bright yellow lip.  Close to the entrance to the Biological Reserve we got out of the bus to walk along the road to the gate.  Many orchids and other plants were growing along the road.  The spectacular rose-pink heads of flowers of 
Oreocallis grandiflora, not an orchid but a member of the Protea family, were everywhere, often being visited by hummingbirds.  Upon our arrival we were shown to our cabins, and then went down for a good dinner.  We were two to a room, but while not heated were very comfortable, with lots of very warm blankets.  Sleeping on a blanket as well as having blankets over one, made the night even warmer.  While we had been told to expect cold showers, there was warm water for bathing.  It was an early night for all of us.

 

Day 3 - November 7, 2009

 

An early start, a typical breakfast with a cooked quinoa grain cereal, kind of like farina, as well as other choices.  Our first orchid tour was conducted by the person who was the main cook for the biological reserve, Francisco Fllamca Pfocco, better known as Panchito, and Karina.  Karina knows more about birds than orchids, but she is learning rapidly.  Her English is great and she is extremely personable.  She was able to translate all that Panchito wanted to tell us and all the questions we had for Panchito.  The tour took about 4 hours of moderate to sort of steep, in one area, hiking, but we did get to see a number of orchids species along the way, many in flower, such as:
Cyrtochilum  [one called minax (not the real Cyrtochilum minax but probably an undescribed natural hybrid) and Cyrtochilum cimiciferum], a number of Telipogon, Ponthieva garayana, Pachyphyllum, Stellis, Odontoglossum [before they all get changed to Oncidium], Epidendrum, Lepanthes, Maxillaria.

 

It was a long but exciting morning.  A number of beautiful birds were observed as well [but I am dealing mainly with the orchids]

 

We returned to the lunchroom and had a great lunch.  Jan and Volker were to meet us after lunch, but she was still too sick to come.  They would meet us the following day in the Sacred Valley.  After lunch we went to the Manu Cloud Forest and the Canopy walk.  Another long hike, but we saw many new orchids and plants. [I.e. more Telipogon species, Liparis species [in bud], Epidendrum species, Gomphichis species [in spike], Pleurothallis species, Oncidium species, Lepanthes species, Neodryas rhodoneura].  The Canopy Walk was shorter than I thought from the plans I saw.  It is not for those with easily upset stomachs or who do not like heights.  I thought that it was going to be more solid than it was.  The floor of the unit moves up and down as you walk on it and it sways in the breeze [so you are moving in two directions at one time].  While perfectly safe it is not for everyone.  The view from the walk is grand, but we did not see too many orchids, most of the trees were too far away.  Dinner was delicious. That evening we had two programs, one on ACEER and the other a presentation by Panchito on miniature orchids of the area.  Approximately 250 species are presently known from the Wayqechas Biological Reserve and Panchito has beautifully photographed about 123 species, so far.  Since there is only electricity at the reserve from 6:00PM to 9:00PM we all went to bed, not together, early to be ready for the next days travels.

 

Day 4 - November 8, 2009

 

An early breakfast, many goodbyes to new friends, and we were on the road again this time to Yucay in the Sacred Valley.  Many treacherous drop offs from the road into the deep valleys, but we all had great confidence in our driver, Justo.  A box lunch by a stream along the way.  Another view of snow covered Ausangate Mountain.  This time from the ground.  Karina, as always was giving us information about where we were and where we were going.  The stop at the central market at Pisac was great but costly for some of us.  There are supposed to be fantastic Inca ruins on the mountain behind and above Pisac.  Unfortunately we did not have the time to see them.  From Pisac we went to Yucay and checked into our hotel there.  A sad separation from our guide Karina.  [We would see her again at the Pueblo hotel where she went to see her partner Renzo who was teaching some of the hotel staff about birds].   A superb dinner was had there.  It was the first time that some of us tasted Alpaca as dinner and not worn as a sweater.  At dinner we were also treated to some live Andean music.  Another early turn in. 

 

Day 5 - November 9, 2009

 

We left the hotel at about 6:15AM to drive to Ollantaytambo where we would catch the train to Aguas Calientes where our next hotel was located.  Incan ruins and terraces were on the mountains around us as we drove the valley.  The train ride along the Urubamba River was fine, at a reasonable rate of speed so one could see the surrounding areas and ruins.   We arrived in Aguas Calientes late morning and went to the Hotel Pueblo [one of the top 10 hotels in South America].  We arrived too early for check in so we wandered around for a bit and had a culinary lunch.  Don’t miss any food here.  Finally we were shown to our luxurious rooms and in the afternoon had an orchid tour of the fabulous gardens.  The hotel is known internationally for its fantastic collection of orchids native to the region growing under natural conditions.  Our guide here was an energetic and well informed woman named Carmen Soto.  I am sure that she has given this tour or similar ones thousands of times, but it was as if we were the first one she was giving.  She was energetic, full of excitement, wanting everyone to enjoy her collection as much as she  enjoyed it.  Not all members of our group were orchid people, but I am sure she excited even the non-orchidophyles.  A free Pisco Sour and another fabulous meal.  The meal was made even better with the addition to our party of Karina and Renzo. The chef of the hotel even shared one of his pasta recipes, eventually, with one of the group.  Back to our rooms for an early turn in.  I do not know about the other members of the group, but for me, it was the first time I found a hot water bottle in my bed to warm it up.  I have to admit to liking it.

 

Day 6 - November 10, 2009

 

This was our earliest day.  Most of us arose about 4:00AM since we wanted to catch the first bus to Machu Picchu and hope to see sunrise on the ruins.  Since the hotel restaurant usually opens at 5:15AM they opened at 4:30AM for us, very accommodating.  It was a huge buffet.  We met at 5:00AM with our new guide, Gabriela Valdez.  As knowledgeable a person that you would want to travel with, and very up to date with her historical and other knowledge.  Aside from this she was also a delight to be with.  The bus ride up to Machu Picchu was not too long with many vistas along the way and no stopping.  Machu Picchu.  First of all it was very cloudy, so no sunrise pictures.  I and other members of the group had seen pictures of Machu Picchu before, but we were not prepared for the first site of the ruined city.  No photographs can do it justice. It was awe inspiring and mind-blowing to use an old term.  Goosebumps producing.  Gabriela first gave us an insightful historical lecture about the Incas and the ruins.  We walked the ruins with Gabriella explaining what we were seeing.  After a few hours of touring around with her, we were given free rein to wander where we wanted and to meet for lunch later at the Sanctuary Lodge at Machu Picchu.  Lunch was a huge buffet with at least 100 choices of well prepared food.  [This trip has been a culinary experience too, and much coca tea was consumed - for medicinal purposes only.]  After lunch some of the group opted to go back to the hotel while others decided to hike the Inca Trail to the Sun Gate, a round trip of three to four hours.  It took the slowest of us, me, three hours.  On the solstice the sun rises behind the Sun Gate and shines it’s first rays through the gate and into the window of the Temple of the Sun. After all these centuries it still does this.  It is not a hard hike, but the rise of the steps, where there are steps, can be higher than most of us are used to.  The views of Machu Picchu along the way are great, as is the view from the gate.  This was the first sight of the city of Machu Picchu that the runners from Cusco saw. [Present day hikers take 5 days from Cusco, in shape runners can do the 75 miles in a few hours].  We returned to the ruins to wonderful late day sunlight which turned the ruins and surrounding mountains into an even more magical vision. While a number of orchids were spotted, only one was in flower. Tired, we took the bus back to Aguas Calientes and walked back [staggered?] to the hotel.  Another great meal.

 

Day 7 - November 11, 2009

 

Some of the group got up early to take advantage of a bird tour [even though it was drizzling] or other tours.  We met with Gabriela at 10:00AM to return to the train station and our trip back to Ollantaytambo thence on to Cusco.  On the train back were treated to a fashion show of Alpaca products.  We were met at the train station by Justo.  We stopped for lunch at a very nice restaurant which had, as a buffet, many foods we would otherwise not have tasted.  All good.  They also had some Llamas, Vicunas, and Alpacas, as well as a handsome Scarlet Macaw.  More Andean music by two men forming the group Jakaru.  Good Andean and Native American Indian Flute players. After lunch we were off to see some native weaving using Alpaca and Vicuna.  Gabriela was full of information along the route to the where we were going, the Galleria Awana Kancha.  The place is a for profit cooperative where a lot of the profit goes back to the people who do the weaving.  I liked that.  Gabriela described the natural dyes that they used here, and how the fibers were dyed and we watched some weavers at their art.   I think a lot of us bought more than we originally intended to.  Unfortunately we were not allowed to take pictures in the sales area where  there were amazingly three dimensional rugs and hangings as well as beautiful clothing and other items.  We left late to get to the ruins of Sacsayhuaman above Cusco.  Another unbelievable building feat.  Stones in the 100s of tons, worked and moved.  Unfortunately, we should have left this for the next day as it was getting dark as we got there.  However, it was well worth seeing.  I should like to explore it during the daylight.  To Cusco and our hotel, Hotel Monesterio.  To many this is considered the finest hotel in South America.  It was a 1590s monastery.  Some of the group felt that their rooms made them feel as if they were in a dungeon [They probably were].  After correcting some room assignments we had dinner in another fantastic restaurant at the hotel.  Place settings must have been graphed, everything in perfect place.  Delicious food, again.

 

Day 8 - November 12, 2009

 

After a sumptuous breakfast buffet at the hotel, Gabriela met us to lead a walking tour of our area of Cusco.  Colonial construction on Inca walls, and Cathedrals, 12 sided Inca stones in walls, the central market.  The main basilica had a fantastic art collection, with gold and silver everywhere.  On the mountain in the distance and over Cusco one could see the ruins of Sacsayhuayman.  Our trip to the  Central Market was enjoyable and we did get to  taste some of the goodies there.  Some people bought coffee and chocolate as souvenirs and gifts.  We also were taken to a location, that sounds ominous, where they made jewelry and objects out of gold, silver and semiprecious stones and were shown the process from the beginning to the end.  Of course, there was the ubiquitous showroom.  And some people bought more than they intended to.  Gabriela brought us back to the hotel, suggested some places at which we might like to eat lunch, and left us to our own devises for the afternoon.  Some rested, others wandered about getting more souvenirs and art works.  In the evening Gabriela returned and we went out to eat at a local restaurant.  The food was, as usual, excellent and many of our group tried Cui [better known as Guinea Pig to the outside world].  To their surprise they found it good.  [Cui was and is an important celebratory staple in Incan and present day Peru.  It even appeared in the center of a painting of the Last Supper in the Basilica instead of the usual western meats.]  It was a festive occasion started off with Pisco drinks, followed by lots of good conversation and comradery 

 

Day 9 - November 13, 2009

 

It was Friday, and the only unlucky thing was that this was the last day with Gabriela.  She took us to the airport and we boarded a plane back to Lima where we were met, once again, by Monica.  She took us out to an orchid nursery run by Alfredo Manrique.  Alfredo does a lot of breeding with the relatively newly discovered Phragmipedium kovachii.  Unfortunately it was the wrong season and he had none of this spectacular plant in flower.   After spending some time there it was time to have our farewell dinner at Rosa Nautica Restaurant on the Pacific Ocean in Lima.  Another good meal and good company.  We were able to watch the sunset over the Pacific Ocean and on our last evening in Peru.  Monica took most of us, Jennifer was staying for one more day, to the airport to get our respective flights from Peru to wherever in the United States we had to go.  

 

Our trip was over but I am sure that friendships and wonderful memories were made.  It was a trip not soon forgotten.

