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MOST OF YOUR TIME ON EARTH SOUTH AMERICA

681  Parrot-watching at the world’s biggest macaw lick
PERU Crawling out of a mosquito-netted bed and into a canoe an hour 
before dawn isn’t everyone’s idea of a good time. But, in this verdant 
corner of the Amazon, it gives you the chance to reach one of nature’s 
great sights – the spectacle of hundreds of exotic birds arriving at a 
remote island in the Tambopata River for breakfast.

This island, not far from the Bolivian border, is just metres away 
from the world’s biggest macaw lick – a place where flocks of bright 
parrots come most days to eat clay and minerals which aid their 
digestion of otherwise inedible jungle fruits. Usually, at least one 
group of ecotourists or birdwatchers can be found sitting quietly in a 
row of deckchairs, their binoculars, telescopes and cameras pointing 
towards the 30m-high river cliff well before the sun rises.

The jungle is quiet except for the constant drone of insects, the 
occasional bull frog call and water lapping along the river’s edge. 
Then, the first flock will be heard, perhaps the high-pitched squawks 

of a squadron of some sixty blue-headed parrots, flying and working 
together, patrolling the area around the cliff to make sure there is 
no danger from predators like spider monkeys. If the coast appears 
clear, other parrots start to gather. By the time day arrives, several 
pairs of scarlet or chestnut-fronted macaws will follow. Within an 
hour the entire cliff is studded with brilliant colour. The birds use their 
strong beaks to peck away at the soft cliff face, holding on fast with 
their sturdy feet. If the highly sensitive parrots become aware of their 
audience or any threat they fly off en masse, a swathe of rainbow in the 
deep blue sky.

By 8 or 9am, groups usually head back to the lodge, eager to get 
their own breakfast. And while the parrots may be the highlight of your 
trip, there’s plenty more on offer. By day, you can see monkeys, sloths, 
wild boar and deer; after dark, guides take visitors on the river to look 
for caimans, flying fish and tarantulas.

PERU Like a giant slab of cake, Rainbow Mountain is striped with 
shades of lavender, maroon, turquoise and gold that could be straight 
from bottles of icing colouring. This multicoloured mountain, known as 
Vinicunca to locals, is a spectacle of shifting colours found in the Peruvian 
Andes, 100km southeast of Cusco. 

The geological phenomenon is thought to be down to sediment from 
mineral deposits building up over millions of years: rust mixtures causing 
the rose hues, iron sulphide creating the yellow tones and chlorite 
responsible for the green. The mountain was originally cloaked in snow 
but when the ice melted, the banded peaks materialized and people 
started taking notice. Peruvians believe Vinicunca to be holy and every 
year thousands of pilgrims head to the Andes for Quyllurit’i, a native 
celebration of the stars. 

Hiking is the best way to see the incredible rock formation, although 
the long distance and high altitude (over 6,000m above sea level) make 
it notoriously challenging. Many of the multiday routes start in Ocongate, 

wending around the edge of Ausangate, and take between three and six 
days; some incorporate horseriding along parts of the route. A string of 
campsites is dotted along the journey. Alternatively, a three-hour drive 
from Cusco takes you to a trailhead for a demanding three-hour climb 
to the attraction. The best time to visit is either right after sunrise or just 
before sunset; avoid times of the year with a high chance of rain or snow, 
as poor weather dulls the colours and worsens hiking conditions.

While the tourism industry has ploughed money into the local 
Pampachiri community, there are concerns that Vinicunca will join the 
growing crop of attractions that are a victim of their own allure, with worries 
over the environmental impact of the daily 1,000 visitors. Hopefully, the 
surge of wider sustainability endeavours in Peru will provide inspiration 
on tackling the issue. 

Although Photoshopped images on social media can stretch the limits 
of believability, this is one of the natural wonders that really does take 
your breath away – and not just because of the altitude.

  Looking through the  
  kaleidoscope at Peru’s  
  Rainbow Mountain 

680  The southernmost town on Earth
CHILE At the southern tip of South America the continent fragments into an 
archipelago of sparsely populated islands, islets and rocky outcrops: Tierra 
del Fuego (Land of Fire). This isolated region is divided between Argentina 
and Chile, and while the former has the biggest city – Ushuaia – the latter 
boasts the southernmost town on earth. 

On the edge of Navarino Island, facing the Beagle Channel and 
backed by the jagged Dientes de Navarino mountain range, Puerto 
Williams is less than 1000km north of Antarctica. The only significant 
human settlements south of here are the tiny fishing village of Puerto 
Toro, also located on Navarino Island and currently only accessible by 
boat, and the international research stations on Antarctica itself. 

Founded as a military outpost in 1953 and named after John 
Williams Wilson, a nineteenth-century British-Chilean naval 
commander and politician, the town is home to around 3000 
people. Most of the population are navy officers and their families, 
but there is also a community of around 100 Yámana people. Once 
one of the largest indigenous groups in Tierra del Fuego, the Yámana 

were virtually wiped out by waves of nineteenth-century European 
settlers, who came in search of gold or to work on the region’s vast 
sheep ranches. 

Today few travellers make it to this windswept, low-rise and rather 
desolate town, but those who do discover a remarkably friendly place. 
Conditions in the winter are harsh, but days during the short-lived 
summer can be surprisingly pleasant, with highs of 16 or 17ºC in January 
and February. This is the best time to attempt one of South America’s 
most spectacular – and challenging – hikes, the 70km Dientes de 
Navarino circuit. Less strenuous activities include boat trips along the 
Beagle Channel, where sightings of sea lions, dolphins and whales are 
common, and a visit to the town’s excellent anthropological museum, 
which charts the history of the Yámana and Tierra del Fuego’s other 
indigenous peoples. 

But Puerto Williams’s biggest attraction is its end-of-the-world feel 
and the sense that you’ve travelled just about as far as you can in 
South America. 

679  The road to ruins: Machu Picchu
PERU There’s a point on the Inca Trail when you suddenly forget the 
accumulated aches and pains of four days’ hard slog across the Andes. 
You’re standing at Inti Punku, the Sun Gate, the first golden rays of 
dawn slowly bringing the jungle to life. Down below, revealing itself in 
tantalizing glimpses as the early-morning mist burns gradually away, 
are the distinctive ruins of Machu Picchu, looking every bit the lost Inca 
citadel it was until a century ago. 

The hordes of visitors that will arrive by mid-morning are still tucked 
up in bed; for the next couple of hours or so, it’s just you, your group 
and a small herd of llamas, grazing indifferently on the terraced slopes. 
That first unforgettable sunrise view from Inti Punku is just the start: 
thanks to its remote location – hugging the peaks at 2500m and 

hidden in the mountains some 120km from Cusco – Machu Picchu 
remained semi-buried in the Peruvian jungle until Hiram Bingham, 
an American explorer, “rediscovered” them in 1911. Which means 
that, descending onto the terraces and working your way through the 
stonework labyrinth, you’ll discover some of the best-preserved Inca 
remains in the world.

Sites such as the Temple of the Sun and the Intihuatana appear 
exactly as they did some six hundred years ago. The insight they give 
us into the cultures and customs of the Inca is still as rewarding – the 
former’s window frames the constellation of Pleiades, an important 
symbol of crop fertility – and their structural design, pieced together 
like an ancient architectural jigsaw, is just as incredible.


