Peru 02 Taste of Mission

On the 2nd October I went to Peru on a "Taste of Mission" trip. The purpose of the trip was to see and experience first hand some of the work "Union Biblica de Peru" (Scripture Union or SU) is doing with abandoned street kids in this Third World nation. We were asked to take a donation of £60 with us, but because of the amazing generosity of friends, family and colleagues at work, I was able to send SU a gift totalling £800.

We flew to the capital Lima (via Atlanta in the States) and then travelled two hours down the Pacific coast arriving at an Oasis in the desert, "Kawai" (which means "I've got it" in Quechua - native Indian language) in the early hours of the morning. It is here, where one of the SU campsites is located and also a home for the street boys of Lima. Here we were able as share friendship with the street boys. We also had the chance to pop along to a local market one afternoon.

Each night after the meal we met together and Paul, the director of SU in Peru, told us many harrowing stories about the boys. Some boys, as young as the age of four, had been kicked out of home by their parents and onto the streets. Others who have been at the centres have since disappeared (or been shot dead by the local Police).

From Kawai we left the City life and the coastal desert plain behind and went on a bus journey inland, high up into the Andes Mountains. Crossing a mountain pass at 16,000 feet (higher than the highest Mountain in Europe) we saw the world's highest railway crossing. You really felt the effect of the Altitude here - feeling dizzy and joints aching. A quick sip of Cocaine Tea was supposed to help?! As we descended down the eastern side of the mountains in torrential rain, dodging landslides in the bus, we entered a different world as the tropical rainforest of the Amazon Basin spread out below us like a thick green carpet. The last stage of the journey was made across a fast flowing river in a simple cage, that is pulled by hand along on a cable. 

We then found ourselves at "Kimo" (which in the native dialect means “happiness”) on the eastern Jungle slopes of the Andes. We arrived early evening, just as the rain had stopped and the whole of the local wildlife seemed to have woken up...you've never seen insects like them - the moths seemed to be the size of birds alone, we’ll nearly! (and you should have seen the size of the spider in the bath room the first night...aaah). We stayed in wooden huts with roofs made out of Palm tree branches. Torches were a must walking around at night (believe me…you didn't want to step on a Boa Constrictor). Here we were able to help restore the campsite for the street kids destroyed by 6 years of terrorist activity in the area. I helped chop branches off Palm trees with a Machete in the morning, to be used for re-roofing the huts and clear a trail through the rainforest to a look out point, in the afternoon. On the Sunday morning, we found time to visit a local church at San Ramon to sing in English to them - 36 Gringos (what the locals call foreigners) crammed onto the back of two small trucks was a sight in itself. The local creepy-crawly inhabitants aside, Kimo is a truly amazing beautiful place. We all wished we'd had longer here, and were thankful of the lake to cool off in later in the day.

We then travelled back to Lima, via the same route over the Andes, arriving at the SU  “Centro Girasoles” (Sunflower centre). On the way we had the chance to taste a few of the local delicacies (i.e. Guinea Pig or Bulls balls!) for lunch. After having dinner with the street boys, we spent the evening befriending them and being taught a lesson or two at playing football. After sleeping on the Auditorium floor (and reliving the 9 goals I scored!) we left at 4am to catch a plane to Iquitos.

Iquitos is a scenic 1 1/2 hour flight over the jungle - a city where the only access is by air or river, located just South of the Equator. With a population of 400,000 people in the heart of the Amazon, it is a busy place with much to offer in the way of adventure and culture. 

Straight from the flight we all clambered on the back of a truck (just one big one this time) with our luggage and was driven through the city (much to the amusement of the locals – there goes the Gringos again!) to a waiting boat. After a 40 min ride upstream on the Itaya river (a tributary of the Amazon) we arrived at Peurto Alegria. 

Peurto Alegria is the second stage of SU’s project to house street children from Iquitos. Here we were able to share a meal, spend time with the children (more football in the sticky heat) and staff workers, and were even allowed the privilege of staying the night (the true benefits of a Mossy net were now in evidence – what a great buy that was!). We were shown around the site and the ongoing building work and advised not to stray too far into the swamp, unless we wanted to have an Anaconda as a new-found friend. The only place here for a good wash was in the river, where you had the pleasure of swimming with Piranhas and other delightful creatures (just remember to wear tight fitting swimming costumes, we were told!). Also remember to get out by 5pm, when the Electric Eels come out to play.

From here we travelled back down river to Iquitos and had the luxury of two nights in a hotel with a cold shower. The next couple of days were spent seeing very sad sights, that I’ll never forget for the rest of my life. 

The first day, we visited a dump the size of ten football pitches. People live nearby along with the thousands of Vultures, just digging through the rubbish in the hope of finding something of worth. The previous group had been so moved by what they saw, they had collected enough money to buy the people over 100 pairs of boots. We had the pleasure of giving them out, which was a very rewarding and moving experience. After lunch, we then went on a boat trip to see the “Amazon Hope”. A SU boat which travels around local villages providing essential medical help. We then travelled back by motorised rickshaw to the hotel  – 36 of us in 18 rickshaws. Remember the Wacky Races? It was great fun!

The second day, we visited the slums of Peurto Belen. We arrived by our now famous truck and were assigned a street boy to be our “second pair of eyes” (the boys are very street-wise and Peurto Belen is a very dangerous place for crime). People live here in wooden houses built on stilts, as the area gets flooded in the rainy season (we were there in the dry season) when the only means of transport is by boat. The living conditions they have to put up with (i.e. open sewers in the streets and the subsequent ghastly smells) and such poverty is a sight to behold, enough to soften the hardest of hearts. Again Vultures could be seen everywhere you looked, feeding off whatever they could find. After walking through the market, I think we were all considering becoming vegetarians! Lunch with the street boys at the centre here (this is where I gave my football I had brought with me from the UK) was followed by a very welcome chance to relax and swim at the beautiful Lake Quistococha National Reserve. 

The next day we flew back to Lima and travelled back down the coast to Kawai. Here we spent a day helping with ongoing maintenance work and construction of new facilities (and getting thrashed at footie by the local street boys). We also had a day to relax, spend time with the street boys and swim (well, just about survive really) in the freezing cold Pacific Ocean.

The final place we visited was Ica. Three hours further south of Kawai. After a pleasant boat cruise to the Ballestas Islands to view the bird life and seals (there were thousands of them, Richard Attenborough would have thought he was Heaven), and lunch at a desert Oasis, we visited a couple of schools to sing to them in English. There was even a chance for another footie match!

Ica and the surrounding area is very hot and dry. The inhabitants have to spend a third of their income on water which is delivered to them by tanker. Some of the money donated by our group (actually only £12!) was used to purchase a tanker full of water. In the morning the next day, before we travelled back to Lima on the final leg of the expedition, everyone who could possibly sit on top of a tanker, did so. We drove out to a remote village in the desert, which had been the victim of an Earthquake only last year and knocked on the locals houses offering them free water. It was very rewarding experience helping the people carry their buckets and bowls to and from their huts made of wood matting.

The last night was spent back at the Centre at Lima befriending the street boys and sleeping, once again, on the Auditorium floor. On the last day, with the help of the street boys, we were shown around the sights and sounds of Lima (avoiding the Riot Police in the central square!). The street boys then put on a show before we left to buy a few souvenirs at the colourful native-Indian market on the way to the Airport.

I’d recommend the trip to anyone. It has certainly inspired me to do more Mission work in the future and makes you appreciate how fortunate we really are, living where we do, with what we’ve got.
