PERU

MOUNTAIN
Once a year, beneath an Andean glacier, the biggest celebration
in the Americas takes place. Mark Johanson becomes the
whipping boy at Peru’s awe-inspiring Qoyllur Rit’i.
Photography by Mark Johanson

Revellers wait for their
turn to parade through
the makeshift village.
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et me introduce you to Peru’s Qoyllur
Rit’i festival with a few numbers. And
let me begin with 5000: that’s the
altitude, in metres, I’m at right now.
The air here is so thin it feels more like
standing on the moon than earth. My head
is a veritable balloon ready to explode;
it’s so filled with pressure that even the
mouthful of altitude-busting coca leaves
stewing in my chipmunk cheeks can’t cut
the tension.

Masks are an integral part
of Qoyllur Rit’i rituals.

A ‘nation’ parades through the
festival in lavish costumes.
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I’m up against a mountain spirit – really the edge of a toothy peak sacred
to the people of the high Andean plateau. These Aymara and Quechua
farmers make a 13-kilometre pilgrimage here into the Sinakara Valley
once a year on the full moon before the winter solstice. What begins
as a trickle to this remote Andean sanctuary from the small village of
Mahuayani, three hours west of Cusco and the Machu Picchu crowds,
quickly becomes a flood.
100,000: that is, approximately, the number of people standing
alongside me on this mountain making up our ethereal city in the sky.
I guess they’re not really standing; they’re mostly dancing. Or marching.
Some of them are dancing and marching, and they’re headed up the
mountainside to form a human cross. The rest are either duelling with
ropes in the makeshift plazas below the lone Catholic church or lining up
in elaborate costumes for a parade that won’t end for another 48 hours.
Minus 10: that’s how low the temperatures can go. When your only
shelter is a thin snap-together tent, it’s the kind of cold you feel deep down
in your bones. You probably feel it even more when you’re sleeping under a
blue plastic tarp, as most of the festival-goers do. Then again, people don’t
come to this event, also known as the Snow Star Festival, to sleep. With
the overnight pyrotechnics and 24-hour parades who could sleep anyways?
Two: that’s how many times I’ve been whipped since I got here. The
punishments are for infractions I didn’t know I was committing, such
as wearing a beanie in front of the ukukus. These disciplinarians who,
according to Quechua mythology, are half-man, half-bear, talk in falsetto
voices to disguise their identities. Their whippings are fairly gentle, but
the other three whippings – the ones I don’t know about yet on this first
night at Qoyllur Rit’i – those are full-on.
I never expected to get the strap at Qoyllur Rit’i (pronounced KOL-yer
REE-chee). I guess I didn’t really know what to expect, even though I
set off for the festival with more preamble than any other trip in my
life. Long-time Cusco resident and Melbourne native Katy Shorthouse,
director of travel outfit Aspiring Adventures, met with me on the morning
before I left for Mahuayani. Qoyllur Rit’i, she tells me, “is the most full-on
festival in Peru”. Religious scholars have called it the largest and most
important religious pilgrimage in the Americas, while historians have
dubbed it the original Burning Man.
“It takes me a few days to mentally prepare for a visit,” Shorthouse
told me over breakfast at Jack’s Cafe in Cusco. “It’s unimaginably
overstimulating.” And here I am, a few hours later and a gazillion degrees
colder – on account of an unexpected hailstorm on the walk up – right in
the thick of it all.
The full moon peeks its head over the scraggly peak of Qolque Punku as
we settle in for our first night in the bowels of this Andean amphitheatre.

Young and old alike
trek to the festival.

Panpipes echo off the crowded valley walls and the air smells of fried
trout and gunpowder. To my right are dancers who’ve fashioned dead
baby llamas into belts, their limp carcasses bobbing up and down like rag
dolls as the revellers twirl past. To my left is a man dressed beak to claw
as a human condor. And next to me, in a black tracksuit, dragging her pet
gringo around like a lost puppy on a leash, is Betty.
Everyone who comes to Qoyllur Rit’i arrives as part of a ‘nation’,
representing anything from a single church to an entire town. Each
nation carves out its own patch of the Andean plateau to call home,
and I just happen to plop my tent down with Los Hijos de Los Angeles
Cordilleranos, a church group from the southern Peruvian city of
Ayacucho. Betty (pronounced ber-tee) welcomes me into her nation
with open arms and big plans. I don’t know quite what that means at
the time, but I find out good and well the following morning when Los
Hijos wake me at sunrise from a fitful night for a stirring morning mass.
The official Catholic version of Qoyllur Rit’i talks of a miraculous
vision of the Christ Child by local shepherds here in 1780. When
clergymen came to find the boy they instead discovered a boulder
marked with the image of Christ.
It may come as little surprise that this apparition, which placed Catholicism
right in the heart of a festival with pre-Incan roots, occurred during the same
year as a massive indigenous uprising against the Spanish Viceroyalty of
Peru. It may shock you even less to learn Vatican records show a payment
made to a prominent artist of the time for his work on the boulder, which
pilgrims now line up to see within the church it helped inspire.
Although a few thousand people join me at the morning mass,
there are tens of thousands more who are off beating drums,
shooting fireworks and twirling technicolour shawls in the distance.

Receiving a whipping beneath the
Qolque Punku glacier.
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Two women seek respite from
the festival high atop a hill.

That’s because beneath the thin veneer of
Christianity is the true celebration in honour
of the Andean goddess Pachamama, the
mother of earth, marking the return of the
Pleiades star cluster to the night sky. Many
Andean villages aligned their temples with the
Pleiades, and its brightness is said to foretell
whether the farming season will be wet or dry.
After mass, Betty and I set off with Los Hijos
on the five-kilometre walk to the sacred glacier of
Qolque Punku, but not before placing a few bets
on our future. Just above the church, en route to
the hilltop is a rocky patch of land reserved for
alasitas: essentially, miniature replicas of your
every hope and dream for the coming year.
The whole process of procuring alasitas is
kind of like an elaborate mash-up of the board
games Life and Monopoly. Money-changers swap
Peruvian soles for bundles of fake US$1000 bills
and, in her husky voice, Betty urges me to buy

I’ve completely lost my appetite and haven’t
eaten a thing since I arrived. Betty suggests we
stop for some cheese and canchita (unpopped
corn) on the hillside next to a cross. The rest
of our nation joins us and, before I can say no,
we’re all swigging shots of something they call
Peruvian Johnnie Walker and singing hymns.
There are 13 crosses from Mahuayani to the
face of the glacier. They not only mark each
kilometre but also symbolise the stops Jesus is
said to have made while carrying a cross to his
crucifixion. We stop at each of the four crosses
left on our trip to the glacier to sing more
hymns. It’s not until we get to the final cross,
just below the blue-white ripples of the glacier,
that I see the man with the whip.
We’ve reached the end of our pilgrimage,
I’m told, and this final cross represents the
resurrection. One by one the members of Los
Hijos line up for three crackling whacks to the

Religious scholars have called it the largest and most
important religious pilgrimage in the Americas, while
historians have dubbed it the original Burning Man.
$100,000. With this fake money I then find a
retailer who sells me a small plot of land to build
my house. For that land I buy a two-storey house
for $40,000 and get a notarised document as
proof of my purchase. After placing my home on
the hill and adding a plastic truck, Betty tells me
I need to celebrate. So we use more fake money
to buy a fake bottle of champagne, crack it open,
then set off real firecrackers. I also purchase a
doctorate degree from Harvard University and
get married in a mock ceremony to a Peruvian
girl who won’t take no for an answer. If all goes
according to plan, Betty tells me, I’ll have a new
degree, truck and home, as well as a wife to
enjoy it all with, by the year’s end. Shame
I’m not so sure I want any of those things.
What I really want at this point is for my head
to stop spinning. I can’t tell if it’s the altitude
or the bitter coca leaves frothing in my gob, but
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back. It’s a sacrificial offering to the spirits and
a symbol of regeneration and renewal. Betty is
adamant that, as the newest member of her
nation, I take part.
After the leather whip strikes my stinging
back for the third time I’m smothered in
a round of hugs. We then light candles
and huddle together below the ice cap for
a moment of reflection. Sitting in silence
beneath this disappearing glacier, which
scientists believe only has a few years left on
earth, I take a moment to contemplate this
complex world of austere sacrifices, riotous
revelry and scaled-down dream play. Far from
the madding crowds below, high up in the
Andean sky, I no longer feel the need to make
sense of it all. The pressure billowing in my
head has been whipped out of me, and in
its release I’ve found a momentary peace.

GET PLANNING
get THere
LATAM Airlines flies from Sydney to
Cusco via Santiago and Lima. A return fare
during late May or early June for the Qoyllur Rit’i
celebrations costs about AU$1600.
latam.com

TOUR There
There are regular public buses (about
AU$5) travelling the three hours from Cusco
to Mahuayani during the festival, but unless
you speak Spanish and are backpacking
with camping gear, a guided tour is easier.
Cusco-based Aspiring Adventures is run by an
Aussie and a Kiwi, and specialises in off-thebeaten-path custom tours throughout Peru.
Its knowledgeable local guides explain the ins
and outs of the festival and its importance
to Andean societies as part of a 12-day tour,
departing Cusco on 3 June and travelling
through the Sacred Valley to Machu Picchu
before heading to the festival. The AU$4600
price tag includes most meals, comfortable
hotel accommodation and luxury camping.
aspiringadventures.com

STAY THERE
After camping you begin to crave a bit
of comfort. Fallen Angel in Cusco is a boutique
guesthouse offering personal attention and just
five lavish rooms full of local art. Expect to pay
about AU$275 for a double room.
fallenangelincusco.com

GET INFORMED
For more information on Peru, visit
the country’s official website.
peru.travel

get in the know Removing a block of ice from the glacier, although technically illegal, is said to bring good luck to your community.

