
LAKE TITCACA, BOLIVIA 

oday we must cross the Tiquina Strait, a narrow strip of water at the southern end of 

Lake Titicaca, if we are to reach Sorata, a renowned trekking centre in the Yungas. All 

morning the wind has been strengthening. From the road above the lake white 

horses are visible out in the straits. The troughs appear to be getting deeper by the minute: 

as we descend into San Pedro de Tiquina I notice, rather alarmingly, that the bottom half of 

a bus has just disappeared into one of them. Like San Pablo de Tiquina, on the opposite side 

of the straits, San Pedro is a village where the occupants’ sole focus is the passage of cargo 

across this strait. They love their wooden barges driven by small outboard motors and 

refuse any suggestion of a bridge. Nothing else matters here…apart from flogging T-shirts of 

Che Guevara smoking a Cuban cigar…and the odd stuffed llama. 

We stop the car at the top of the concrete ramp. Three barges are moored side by side 

awaiting the next customer. Half the timber decking is missing and they wobble like slabs of 

jelly. When we ask the policeman, a spotty-faced youth, if it’s safe to cross in this weather 

he merely shrugs his shoulders at the strange foreigners and their bizarre questions. I gaze 

from the side window. It’s the winter solstice: hippies and would-be druids loiter by the 

open door of a bus. They are weighed down by rucksacks, bottles of water, guitars, thick 

beards and tattoos that snake from out of their collars. When I look back through the 

windscreen a crewman on one of the barges waves an impatient hand. 

So, here’s the question: would you trust your car/house to this man and his barge? 
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A bus pushes in front of us and the barge sinks that bit lower in the water. Now it’s our turn. 

We nudge up behind the bus and before we know it we’re committed. We’re not far from 

the shore and the waves are already sploshing over the side. As the tiny outboard putters 

through the waves the barge adopts a curious corkscrew motion and it’s soon evident the 

bus has no working parking brake. I snatch some of the loose wooden decking and thrust it 

under his wheels, before the lot of us are swept off the back.  

 

Early inhabitants of the Altiplano held that the sun, the moon and a bearded god-king called 

Viracocha all rose from Lake Titcaca. So if we are to slip beneath the waves I guess we are in 

good company. Of course we do nothing of the sort and twenty minutes after driving on to 

this collection of heaving planks we are back on terra firma.  

The Yungas are where the Andes drop down to the Amazon Basin and the village of Sorata 

sits at an elevation of 2670 metres. In colonial days Sorata made its money from the 

goldfields and rubber plantations. More recently it has been tourism that has boosted the 

village’s coffers. Sorata is said to be the trekking centre of Bolivia, though as we rock-and-

roll through its potholed, dirt streets there is not another foreigner in sight. Following a riot 

in Sorata during 2003, and the killing of a campesino by Bolivian troops, apparently tourism 

has not recovered. 

Here are some of the inhabitants of Sorata: 

 

 



 

The shoeshine boy 

 

The fruit seller 

 

The cheese seller 



 

The butcher 

 

Street life 

 

  


