
IMAGES OF AREQUIPA, PERU 

 

Plaza de Armas on a Sunday – the best time to drive in Arequipa 

’ve noticed in many South American towns how there is a surge of traffic between 

eleven in the morning and two in the afternoon. We arrived on the southern limits of 

Arequipa at twelve-thirty – it was total chaos! The taxis here are made by Daewoo, and 

there are a phenomenal number of them. I can only describe them as being like a small box 

on castors…and they are entirely lethal. If these taxis had teeth they would savage your 

toes. In Arequipa the taxis make navigating the streets all the more perilous. Negotiating the 

suburbs in an ever decreasing circle I was forced to snatch up my Garmin 60, in the hope of 

putting us on the right track. Normally, I will go to great lengths in order to navigate with a 

map (in Santiago I resorted to tearing the map from the back of the Yellow Pages), which is 

why we carry no fancy GPS mapping programs, though in times of absolute necessity I’ve 

come to rely on the Garmin 60, a thing that works on straight-line navigation only, and so is 

of most use to mariners, airline pilots and desert nomads. However, in a city laid out on a 

grid system it works a treat. It once found us the gas depot in Trelew, Argentina, and the 

other day it brought us right to the door of Hostel Las Mercedes. Las Mercedes is a favourite 

overlanders haunt in the centre of Arequipa, and a place where they allow you to set up 

camp in the garden. 

                 

Hostel Las Mercedes 
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Arequipa, known as the Cuidad Blanca due to the off-white volcanic rocks many of the 

buildings are made from, is Peru’s second-largest city, boasting a population of 800,000 

residents. It is a wonderful city, full of stunning colonial buildings, a lot of very friendly 

people, some great food, so-so beer and a disconcerting tendency to shake itself to bits. The 

city is surrounded by volcanoes that all too often burb and shudder, the resulting seismic 

pulses inciting a good of havoc. In 2001 an earthquake caused one of the cathedral’s towers 

to fall off, the other to cant at a drunken angle. It is a problem the Arequipeños have 

become accustomed to. By the end of the following year the cathedral had been completely 

restored.

   

The cathedral, Plaza de Armas 

It is amazing how the Inca hold centre stage as ‘the’ pre-Columbian civilisation. We learn at 

the museum Chiribaya how many other significant civilisations existed prior to, and 

alongside, the Inca: the Chiribaya, the Waru, the Moche and the Chimú, to name a few. 

During the late fifteenth century, and up to the early sixteenth century, the Inca Empire 

stretched from as far as Columbia all the way to central Chile. When Hiram Bingham 

‘discovered’ Machu Pichu in 1911 he wrote a book about his adventures, promoting it (and 

the Incas) with extraordinary success. Much of Peru’s tourism is built on the back of the Inca 

legend. At the Museo Santuarios Andinos we meet ‘Juanita’…so to speak. Juanita is in a glass 

box. Her head pokes from a bed of ice and she’s been dead for about 500 years. It’s believed 

Juanita was around fourteen when she was taken to the summit of Ampato volcano, an 

altitude of over 6000 metres, and offered as a sacrifice to the Inca gods. Display cases show 

the exquisite figurines, the finely-woven cloth and the various ceramic cups and jars 

recovered from her tomb.  



       

On Friday night a strong wind blew down a tree in the Hostel Las Mercedes garden, which 

fell on our neighbour’s caravan, and El Misti volcano belched a cloud of ash, which covered 

our bonnet. On the Saturday morning a cross-eyed, wizened fellow who looked more than 

120 years old attacked the tree with a panga. I scoffed, expecting the man to be at it for 

days. By lunchtime he’d finished. So, there you go – humble pie time. In the evening we 

crossed the Quirones Bridge with our neighbours, to a dodgy district called La Recoleta. In a 

bar where our shoes stuck to the floor we listened to a band play music of the Ayacucho 

region. It was a mix of folk and rock. When the pan pipes appeared in various shapes and 

sizes I had a horrific vision of pushing a trolley round a supermarket, the sound of El Condor 

Pasa moaning between the shelves of baked beans. I needn’t have worried – the band was 

brilliant. I quite like the pan pipes now…only joking. But they were brilliant. 

     

Potatoes for sale in the Central Market                            Peruvian potatoes 



For some reason we thought the food wouldn’t be up to much after we left Chile. How 

wrong we were. In Argentina, if you don’t like beef you’re stuffed. Entering a vegetarian 

restaurant in Argentina is like joining a secret society: the patron gives you a knowing wink 

and a crafty handshake. In Chile they don’t seem to care much about what they eat, so long 

as it glows in the dark. There’s only one decent supermarket in Chile and it’s in Pucon. So 

Peru has been a revelation on the food front, particularly for lovers of potatoes. Not only do 

Peru and Chile argue about borders and who invented pisco, they harangue each other as to 

who grew the first potato. Peru says they came from Lake Titicaca yonks ago. Chile’s Austral 

University says that’s a load of old papas and that humans crouching around a fire in 

Southern Chile, a club in one hand, a baked potato in the other, date back as far as 14,000 

years ago. Supposedly, there are 3,800 different types of potatoes in Peru. We made a start 

on them last night, three different varieties on the same plate. They were a queer shape, 

but they tasted wonderful. Next stop: Lake Titicaca. 

               

 


