Ain’t Dead Yet: A Group of Forty-Somethings Bicycles From Huaraz to Huanuco,
Peru

| was starting to think thiswas areally BAD ideathe second time Victor had to stop to
have his radiator attended to. The four of us— Andy, Ed, Ana Lucia, and myself — were
on our way to meet the other half of our group of would-be lunatics for what one friend in
colloquia Spanish had termed “The bicycle suicide.” Because we were anxious, typical
yuppie-types, we had hired a car and driver to get to Huaraz rather than take the
conventional, supposedly slower bus.

Apparently, Victor was banking on his charm and luck to overcome the effects of a bad
cooling system on the steep climb from the coast, and neither was sufficient. We coasted
back downhill to the town of Chaguitambo, where Ana Lucia, using all the skills of her
Colombian heritage, negotiated us a substitute ride. We finally arrived, beating the
overnight bus by a good two hours, and checked into a pleasant, reasonably-priced hotel
in the center of Huaraz.

Our unpleasant motor trip behind us, we spent the day getting used to Huaraz’s altitude
(3000 plus meters, about 10,000 feet) and enjoying the spectacular backdrop of the
snowcapped peaks of the CordilleraBlanca. Our itinerary called for usto meet at
Blanca’s, afriendly rooming house that caters to the hordes of adventure travelers who
flock to Huaraz to hike and climb.

The other half of our contingent, meanwhile, had arrived several days earlier and had
already participated in a short hike to visit several mountain lakes and aglacier. Joel,
Ernie, Ann, and Jim had already settled into the Huaraz version of cool.

Who were these people, so willing to throw caution to the wind and breathe thin air on a
bicycle? It started about six months ago when the author began to sing the praises of
Andean bicycling to a select group of friendsin various places. Andy, a development
banker who regularly wears a suit to work, was the first to fall for this sucker ploy. Joel,
the author’s brother, was the second to declare his willingness to give it ago and forsake
the quiet comforts of his statistician’s office in Washington for a gel-padded high-tech
saddle and Rock Shox. Herealized that a minority of one is amadman, so he talked his
Frisbee buddies, Ernie, Jim, and Ann, into coming along. Ernie and Jim were both, like
Charles Bukowsky, fleeing their respective number crunching operations at the Postal
Service. Ann, | suppose, felt that her job as an environmental scientist gave her an
obligation to occasionally sample the environment she triesto analyze. To befair here, it
should be pointed out that Jim and Ann were the exceptions to our forty-plus “rule,” but
fit in so well that we accorded them honorary “seniority.”

Ed came along to make us all feel guilty — he is the executive director of an organization
dedicated to obesity research, and he never tired of laughing about the fact that when he
introduces himself, everyone automatically casts his eyes downward to his midriff. A



stroke of good fortune brought us Ana Lucia, Andy’s Colombian counterpart who not
only wears a suit to work but knows how to drive a hard bargain with recalcitrant drivers,
hotel-keepers, and the like.

Cordillera Blanca near Huaraz

After assembling all the bicycles and enjoying a carb-rich dinner in the company of two
parrots, we were finally ready for the main show.



Joel and Ernie with parrot

We departed the next morning from a small lake about an hour south of Huaraz. The idea
was to take it alittle easy that first day, since the entire trip would take place at an
average of about 3300 meters above sea level, with several sections significantly higher.

Aswe began our first slight ascent, we were greeted by aroad sign warning of the
dangersto drivers:

CAREFUL!
YOU ARE ENTERING A HIGH ALTITUDE AREA.
The altitude can cause fatigue. On this highway you are subject to extreme weather
conditions and rockslides.
BE CAREFUL. TAKE APPROPRIATE PRECAUTIONS.



Take heed, foolsl

A few miles later, we departed the main highway for one of the most incredible downhills
| have ever experienced. On the horizon we could see the snow-capped peaks of the
Cordillera Huayhuash, one of the less-explored mountain ranges of north-central Peru.

Below us was our day’s destination, Chiquian, surrounded by pastoral farm and grazing
land.



" The author on the road to Chiquian
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WaterfaJ I by the sude of the road

Our arrival in Chiquian was greeted by another sign, this time less portentous and more
colorful. It promised usalittle mirror of heaven right there in Chiquian.



Alittle mirror of heaven

The town’s friendly, outgoing people proved the sign right. Some of us were asked to
play street volleyball with pre-teen girls, while others showed some of the locals how to
toss a Frisbee. We found lodging in a primitive, but very picturesgue lodging house run
by Sefiora Betty on the town’s main (and only paved) street.






