A TRIP TO PERU
By Catriona and Susie Brown
After many months of fundraising, we travelled to Peru on 22nd July with 13 other students from school, one of our school teachers and a Camps International Leader.  This was the start of an amazing 4 week expedition to Peru’s vast mountain range, completing community projects and expeditions along the way.  It was an adventure that we will never forget….
After a flight to Bogota and then to Cusco, we were glad to arrive and have a couple days to rest and acclimatise to the time difference and altitude. Our hostel accommodation was well equipped, with hot showers, running water and comfortable warm beds, all of which was going to be very short supply over the next few weeks! We had the opportunity to explore the bustling city of Cusco including the markets and a guided tour of a museum (Qorikancha), which from the outside looked like a cathedral.   The architecture reflected a Spanish influence with its grand spires. However, once we entered it told the story of the Inca’s with lots of smaller temples and ruins.
Our 1st camping adventure was 6 days in Camp Moray, situated in the mountain valleys of Moray, a whopping 3600m above sea level.  After acclimatising to the altitude, we quicky settled into Peruvian lifestyle and began our project work. The work focused on building out-buildings that would be used for bathrooms. The community only had three working bathrooms before the start of the project season. By the time we had left Camp Moray we had helped to build 3 more. We also plastered the walls of the community building – due to a lack of tools we used our hands to apply and smooth the plaster (a very messy but fun job!).   We also had to carry many buckets of sand up the hill ready to be used for the flooring of the building.     During this week we learnt a huge amount about Peruvian life including how to build and cook food in mud ovens and how to speak the local language of Quechua.  We also explored an ancient Inca ruin, where over 3600 different varieties of potatoes have been grown in their own micro-climate. Whilst we were enjoying our time in camp Moray, we were able to experience their Independence Day (28th July) and watch the Peruvian style of dance performed by the local workers of the camp. We were even able to share some of our own childhood games by teaching the local children ‘Duck Duck Goose’ (or rather ‘Dog Dog Cat’ due the extent of our team’s Spanish language!). Along with other teams at the camp we also had lots of opportunities for different sporting events with the locals (although no time to teach them any Scottish dancing unfortunately).
As we waved goodbye to Camp Moray, we began our second week by moving down to 2000m in Camp Sacred Valley. Sacred Valley was a much warmer and more western community and our project work involved creating a community garden where the locals could plant, grow and sell crops to the local market. We got to try some of the local produce, including some freshly picked strawberries, which were some of the best we had ever eaten! The team helped to dig and plant over 200 avocado trees, which will help support the local economy. Due to the more modernised community, we were able to have a few home comforts, sleeping in a dorm and visiting a coffee shop for some homemade cakes. Later in the week a short 3 hour walk up the mountains of Sacred Valley took us to within touching distance of a natural waterfall, where there were some stunning views of the Sacred Valley.  The night skies were amazingly clear and full of bright stars in all the camps, but Sacred Valley was truly magical. Many evenings were spent around a camp fire, chatting and playing card games, although it was early to bed most nights as we were so tired!
In week 3 we climbed back up through the mountains to Camp Maras. Camp Maras is situated in the very small community of Maras, 3900m above sea level. Here there was both a change in temperature (night time was around -7 degrees) and the higher altitude.  As we were sleeping in tents we were very glad of our 4 season sleeping bags and silk liner, although we still had to sleep in hats and clothes to keep warm enough!  
In this camp we worked in a local school, which had a nursery, primary and secondary sections. The cost of attending the school is 75 Sols (approximately £15) per term.  Unfortunately, many families in the local community cannot afford this, or need the help of their children on the farm. With farming being one of the most common sources of income, many de-value education in this area and often only the eldest male have the opportunity to go to school. This made us realise how lucky we are with education in the UK.  Our project work for this week was to improve the nursery’s play area. When we arrived, it was very run down and unsafe for the pupils to play in. So, after many hours of digging, raking, mending and painting, the new playpark was re-opened after a week.  The students were ecstatic with their new play area and it was really rewarding to know we had helped make them a safe area to play.
Our final camp before our trek was Camp Tarawasi. This camp allowed us to, again, work in a school at the heart of a very small valley community.  At this school, the students washed up their dishes after lunch and even helped to clean the toilets! Some of the parents volunteered their time to cook the school lunches and the strong sense of community was really clear to see. The project work here allowed us to work in a classroom teaching English.  We also dug a huge area for a new irrigation system, as well as sewed a large section of fabric together to create a shelter for crops. 
Week 4 was our hardest challenge of all as it was time for our trek. The Salkantay trek to Machu Picchu consisted of 5 days of walking, of up to 7 hours a day. Luckily, we only had to carry our day packs as Sherpas (on foot and with donkeys/mules) carried all our other kit, including bags, food and tents.  Unbelievably, when we arrived after our days walking, our tents were up and dinner nearly ready.  There was always plenty of food and drink to keep our energy levels up!  We climbed the highest elevation (4630M) on day 1 and passed the Salkantay glacier (the Salkantay Pass).  This was the toughest mountain we had scaled so far, so was quite a challenge.   On the final day, soon after sun rise, we had to climb 1776 large stone steps to reach the summit of Machu Picchu. It felt like, after 4 weeks of working, walking and camping, it all culminated in seeing Machu Picchu for the first time – a real-life changing experience. 
Finally, we had another couple of nights back in Cusco before making our return journey back to Heathrow, to meet Mum and Dad and share our many stories.  Being back in our own beds, having a hot shower and a homemade meal (which didn’t involve rice!) was very welcome.  However, we both realise how lucky we were to experience this amazing opportunity.  Thank you so much to everyone that has supported and encouraged us with all the fundraising and allow us to go on this amazing expedition.
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