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T
Andean Adventure
 Exploring Other Cultures

Traveling is one of the most 
powerful things that I do in 
my life. 

It’s more than just a hobby – for lack of 
a better term, it is like an addiction – some-
thing I crave and need in my life personally 
and professionally.     

The travel bug was officially implanted in 
me as an adolescent when I had the opportu-
nity to travel on two separate trips accompany-
ing two of my history teachers.  The first trip 
was to Washington DC, Philadelphia and 
Gettysburg in 8th grade and the second was 
to London and Paris in the summer before my 
junior year.  The impact that they had on me 
was life changing.  After those experiences, 
I swore to myself that travel would forever 
be a part of my life.  As luck would have it, 
travel led to my future profession as a Spanish 
teacher after studying abroad in Guadalajara, 
Mexico.   

I have been fortunate to be able to travel 
with students for over 15 years.  My second 
year of teaching at Saint George’s, I decided 
to try a new kind of trip that included a ser-
vice component.  This was  
the element that had  
been missing from  

my prior experiences.  We went from having 
a trip to experiencing a culture and forming a 
deeper relational bond through travel.  Sweat 
equity has led to lasting friendships and closer 
connections for all involved, from students to 
parents/chaperones to educators.  The impact 
that serving others has had on our groups is 
unlike any other travel experience.   

This past August, 13 Saint George’s 
students spent nine days connecting to 
Peru’s culture and a way of life that has no 
equivalent in the United States.  We observed 
cultural practices that have been around for 
centuries — clothing styles, religious activities, 
agricultural practices, and building tech-
niques — all infused with both an ancient and 
modern flair.   

Under the foggy, gray skies of Lima, we 
observed the Pan American Games and the 
capital’s contemporary lifestyle and classical 
architecture.  We also witnessed an urban 
region riddled with the modern problems of 
pollution and terrible traffic.  Flying from sea 
level in Lima to the near 2.5-mile-high ancient 
Incan capital city of Cusco in the majestic and 
awe-inspiring Andes, we began to understand 
the concept of altitude sickness.  

Altitude sickness sounded like something 
avoidable if you took the right precautions, 
but it turned out to be something that we 
all would have a unique experience with.  
Whether through exhaustion, dehydration,  
      or overexertion from working at 11,000  
     feet, we all built a relationship  
           with this affliction.   

Cassey Buchmann,
Upper School
Spanish Teacher

Visiting the 8,000- 
foot high ruins  
of Machu Picchu  
in the Andes  
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Altitude sickness gave everyone a reason to 
take better care of themselves and stay in-tune 
with their body’s needs.  Students cared for 
one another and took notice of the needs of 
their peers, and adults became walking phar-
macies with a plethora of medicinal solutions.  
It did not deter any traveler, however, from 
experiencing and learning about the Incan 
culture, the Quechua language and its  
integration and syncretism with Hispanic 
culture. 

Our service task in Peru was to move a 
pile of dirt across a creek, create mud bricks 
using the water source and weeds to bind 
them together to build a barrier around a 
community building.  While the task and 
techniques sounded simple enough, the dif-
ficulty due to elevation and exhaustion more 
than made up for the simplicity.  I watched 
students fill and pass bucket after bucket of 
dirt, haul buckets of water, and make mud by 
stomping and turning the earth with simple 
shovels and their bare hands and feet. All the 
while they had smiles on their faces and were 
sharing conversations and forming friend-
ships, which made this teacher overjoyed and 
proud of her students.  While the overall 
impact of our bricks for the community may 
seem insignificant in the grand scheme of 
things, the impact that the experience had 
on each person was life-changing in its own 
unique way.   

Overall, our takeaways from our time 
in Peru were profound.  Students witnessed 
firsthand the simplicity of a culture rooted 
in centuries of tradition, as seen in their 
traditionally dyed and woven clothes, which 
are unique to each indigenous community.  
We saw all of the original and natural tech-
niques (plants, minerals and bugs) they use 
to dye fabric.  The women also showed us the 
traditional waist weaving techniques they still 
use to this day.  Houses in some of the smaller 
communities could be dated back 200 years 
with little evidence of modernization.  And 
the gastronomical influences – from corn and 
potatoes to quinoa and ceviche – that have 
shaped and molded the rest of the world can 

be seen in their original forms in modern-day 
Peru.   Plus the unique spectacle of people 
freeze drying potatoes out on a soccer field.  

We met a famous Peruvian artist who is 
reviving ancient sculpting techniques. Pablo 
Seminario and his wife Marilú Behar opened 
up their studio area to teach tourists while 
providing jobs and educating locals about 
their own ancient artistic styles.  Exhibits of 
his work are on display in Chicago and in 
other museums around the world. He took 
us in to show his private collection of ancient 
art — where he draws his inspiration and then 
experiments to replicate old techniques.  The 
blending of old and new was unlike anything 
we’d ever seen.

Many students commented on how 
happy Peruvian people were because they lived 
simple, unhurried lives without the constant 
interference of and obsession with technol-
ogy.  Not that our students were willing to 
give up their cell coverage in Peru or take a 
break from technology.  We are talking about 
American teenagers, after all.  

Although students may not speak in 
Spanish as much as they would like to on 
these trips (even though the opportunity is 
never lacking), they do begin to recognize the 
importance of another language and to see 
the world beyond their personal bubbles in 
Spokane, Washington.  As a teacher at SGS, 
the greatest thing to hear from a student is 
that the trip changed the way they view the 
world.  Or they learned to appreciate a lan-
guage enough to study it after graduating.  Or 
the trip has sparked a love of travel in a new 
way.  Then my mission as their teacher has 
been accomplished.  

During the trip to Peru, our mantra was 
to be “in the moment” and take in all the 
experiences that came our way. As our guide 
Kike repeatedly encouraged, it was important 
to practice “conciencia” and be fully pres-
ent because “one today is better than two 
tomorrows.”  The truth of the matter is that 
appreciating today is all that we truly have as a 
guarantee; tomorrow is just a bonus. 

— Cassey Buchmann, US Spanish Teacher

Peruvian artist Pablo Seminario, 
hand- dyed yarn, and Cassey 
riding the train with 
her husband Paul.  

See more Peru Trip 
photos by scanning 
this QR Code, or at  

www.sgs.org/
magazine
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 Exploring Other Cultures

Sarah Wu
My favorite part of the Peru trip was 

the time we spent at Huilloc, an Awamaki 
work site. Awamaki is a small non-profit 
organization that works to create economic 
opportunities and improve social well-being 
for communities in rural Peru. Our service 
at Huilloc involved making adobe bricks that 
were going to be used to construct a building 
the women could work in. The entire process 
involved moving dirt across the work site us-
ing a human chain, using our feet to mix the 
dirt with water to form a huge pile of mud, 
moving the mud to a different area of the 
site, and putting the mud in special molds to 
make the adobe bricks. 

The work was demanding but also super 
fun, and the locals were so kind and gra-
cious to us. They had prepared a meal for us 
the first day we arrived and made each of us 
flower necklaces to show their gratitude. We 
were able to work alongside two men when 
forming the adobe bricks, and they were 
extremely fun to work with, showing us how 
to make the bricks and smiling and laughing 
while we chatted with them.  

This trip brought me out of my own 
bubble and made me more aware of how 
much happens outside my own life. I had 
an amazing time in Peru, from eating great 
food to learning about the rich history and 
culture. Plus, everyone we met there was so 
nice and welcoming, and that set the tone  
for the entire trip. 

Marshall Roll

Student Perspectives of Peru

Many moments stand out when I think 
back to our time in Peru, but the theme that 
runs through all of them is the natural beauty 
of the Peruvian landscape. In the sprawling 
metropolis of Lima, we visited Miraflores, 
an affluent district in the country’s capital. 
We stood atop a promontory overlooking the 
Pacific Ocean, and we could see the waves 
crashing on the shore of the beach below. It 
seemed like the ocean expanded the whole 
world; we could see miles and miles of the 
beautiful shoreline.  

We flew from seaside Lima to mountain-
ous Cusco, a city over 11,000 feet in altitude. 
As our plane began to reach the Andes 
Mountains, it seemed as if these snowcapped 
peaks could almost brush the bottom of the 
aircraft. Once we landed in Cusco, we took 
a bus down a narrow winding path into 
the city. Out the window, we could see the 
entire city: churches, city squares, a football 
stadium, and red-roofed houses that extended 
for miles.  

On the trip, there was also a component 
of community service in the mountainous 
village of Huilloc. We created mud bricks for 
the foundation of a building, and to get the 
dirt to the proper location, we transported 
the soil, bucket by bucket, across a tributary 
stream of the Urubamba River. Working in 
the village was a truly humbling experience, 
and one that is difficult to put into words. It 
brought me closer to my friends, helped me 
to meet new people, and made me  
appreciate the magnificence  
of our planet. 

Left:
Marshall Roll, 
Sarah Wu, and 
Sarah Nolte 
explore Peru.
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SGS group at Huaca Pucllana,  
an adobe and clay pre-Incan  
temple complex uncovered 

in the heart of Lima.
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Sydney Bledsoe
The entire trip to Peru was an amazing 

experience, though one of the best parts was 
the train ride to Machu Picchu and then 
walking around in the town below it. The 
train had massive windows that we could 
look through at the surrounding landscape. 
Looking at the giant mountains and at the 
river beside us as we rode was amazing. I’m 
glad to have gone on the trip, as not only did 
I get to practice my Spanish, but I also was 
immersed into an entirely different culture. It 
was an experience of a lifetime.

Alli Dixon
Looking back at my experience in Peru, I 

have many fond memories from even a short 
time there. Although my distaste for seafood 
did not serve me well in Lima, I truly enjoyed 
the city. The beautiful city atop jagged seaside 
cliffs overlooking the misty Pacific Ocean was 
a sight I will surely never forget. I will always 
remember going for churros and ice cream 
our first night in Lima; they were so delicious 
especially because of the lack of fried food in 
the Peruvian diet. 

As for our time in Cusco, food was one 
of those things we thought we were going to 
get — and then we had guinea pig. Although 
I did not try grilled rodent myself, the sight 
of steaming guinea pig head on Jack’s plate 
was enough to imagine. But the thing about 
Cusco I hadn’t anticipated but thoroughly 
enjoyed was the beautiful drive through the 
mountains and countryside on our way to  
Ollantaytambo, a little village in the moun-
tains just a train ride away from Machu Picchu. 

Llamas roamed right outside our hotel 
room and all around the town. Adorable 
animals were everywhere, unlike the US 
where you really don’t see stray dogs on every 
corner. Although one night one of those dogs 
never stopped barking, and I know that was a 
problem for my classmates who aren’t sound 
sleepers. 

Peru was a beautiful and different place 
that I am so grateful I got to experience and 
make great friends along the way.

Kuhu Amin
My favorite part had to have been the 

train ride up to Machu Picchu. The view was 
so mesmerizing, and I frequently find myself 
looking back at the videos and pictures I took 
on the train. The entire trip was memorable, 
from our guide bringing a dead guinea pig 
onto the bus (unfortunately I can still remem-
ber the smell), to us almost getting kicked 
off Machu Picchu because John D brought a 
soccer ball. 

I didn’t know it was possible to learn so 
much about a culture from just the food and 
historical places, especially not in a country 
that I knew next to nothing about. Out of all 
the places I’ve gone, Peru was definitely the 
most beautiful.  Being able to have another 
experience like the Peru trip is something I 
can only imagine, and I would love to go back 
there in the future to learn more. Moving dirt 

and making 
adobe mud 
bricks at  
the Huilloc 
work site.



8 Saint George’s Magazine   Fall-Winter 2019-20

After the drizzle, bustle, and buzz of 
Lima, the sunlit square in Cusco felt positive-
ly spiritual. I’ve dreamed of seeing the Andes 
for years, and standing in the sun-drenched 
square of the ancient Inca capital set 11,000 
feet in the Andes, I found what I came for. 

I did get a champagne feeling several 
hours later when we sat down to lunch on 
the slow-roasted chicken, potatoes redefined, 
guinea pig, and maiz morada — a sweet purple 
corn pudding served hot and tasting of star 
anise and cloves — but the lightheadedness 
was short lived. The overlook on the way down 
from Cusco to the Urubamba River Valley 
ranks among the top scenic views of my life. 

But what really stole the show in Peru 
was the way our students engaged with one 

Mary Ann Chapman

A Parent Perspective

 Exploring Other Cultures

another, with the food, and with the locals. 
Our human chain moved mountains of 
dirt across a river, hauled up water to make 
mud (mixing mud at 10,000 feet is not to be 
missed), and carried the heavy mud on bur-
lap sacks to the brick-making area. The dried 
bricks were used to build an exterior wall, 
giving us some idea of a day’s work. With 
bruised arms, sore muscles, dirt under our 
fingernails, and after cold showers, we were 
back for more the next day. 

Our students stayed up nights chatting, 
helped one another through bouts of queasi-
ness, loaned items, bartered, spoke Quechua, 
ate alpaca and ceviche, and truly had fun. I’m 
privileged to know these students and to have 
taken such a trip with them. 

John DeForest
One of my favorite journal entries from 

the trip, on our third day in Peru, details the 
first half of our day in Cusco:  

Woke up this morning at 4:30, snatched 
bags, and took the bus to the airport, where we 
slept on the flight for about 30 minutes, and 
woke up in time to get some amazing shots of 
the Andes that we were flying not above, but 
alongside! Descending into Cusco, we saw the 
classic Peruvian style houses painted mostly 
earth tones, covering the (what we would call 
mountains) around the central valley where the 
majority of the city lay... 

We got in new buses, and drove from the 
airport in the middle of the valley up one of 
the sides to an urban/downtown-ish (technical 
term) center, where we were given a tour and 
told about the various types of llamas, alpacas, 
vicunas, etc. Inside the large textile building we 
got to see the weaving machines and the hand 
tools used to make the insanely soft but intricate 
fabrics. After that, we walked down the hillside 

through narrow cobble streets to a large plaza 
with massive cathedrals bordering two sides, and 
colonial-style buildings filled with traditional 
restaurants on the other sides.... The old, some-
what in disrepair adobe buildings would have 
completed the historical look if not for the KFC 
sitting innocently in the corner of the square. 

We walked further down the hill and went 
to a buffet lunch which fed us well. (I almost 
ate raw fish and guinea pig but my friends bit 
in first and warned me — thanks Jack). Some 
people were feeling the altitude at this point 
and were a little lightheaded, meanwhile I was 
mid-way through a sugar high. Only issue so far 
is that our current hotel room doesn’t have a 
microwave for Nic and I to make our pancakes-
in-a-cup. Oh well. We’ll survive, I guess. 

I loved that throughout the tour we had 
an amazing mix of fun and diverse experi-
ences while still feeling laid back and not 
rushed. We had plenty of time to explore and 
get interested in the local culture and appreci-
ate the vast landscapes around us. It was such 
an inspiring and exciting adventure, I would 
surely go back in a heartbeat.

Students in front of 
Machu Picchu high  

in the Andes.

Cooking class brings 
out the inner chef  

in this crowd.


