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She sits in a small chamber, dimly 
lit to preserve the � nely woven 
fabrics around her � ny body. On 
her forehead, there is a small 

depression where at some stage a bolt of 
lightning has s� uck her while she was 
lying buried in the mountainside – as she 
has done for over 500 years.

� is six-year-old is some� mes called ‘the 
girl of lightning’. Along with two other 
child sacri� cial vic� ms, her body has been 
naturally mummi� ed by the dry cold of 
the high al� tude at which she was found: 
on Llullaillaco volcano near the border 
with Chile in 1999, at an ex� aordinary 
6,700 me� es; the cryopreserva� on may 
also have been helped by the coca and 

achiote we know was given to the children 
before their deaths.

� e famous mummies are the 
cen� epiece of the Museum of High 
Al� tude Archaeology in Salta. I was lucky 
enough to be able to talk to Constanza 
Ceru� , part of the team who painstakingly 
uncovered the mummi� ed corpse. “It was 
like the delivery of a baby,” she told me. 
� e team faced ex� aordinary di�  cul� es 
in bringing down the three mummies fast 
enough so that they did not lose their 
� ozen state of preserva� on.

Even now, great care is taken and the 
mummies are rotated every six months 
so that at any given � me, only one is on 
display and the others are being conserved.

ARGENTINA

Salta: meeting the lightning girl
Author Hugh Thomson travels to Argentina’s little-visited northwest with his daughter 
Daisy to discover Inca mummies, surreal salt flats and wonderfully welcoming fincas

Up in the Andes
Hugh and Daisy 
both experience the 
travel highs of Salta

� e Incas prac� sed human sacri� ce 
rarely. � e � adi� on of capa cocha, or ‘the 
royal obliga� on’ – when a child, usually 
of noble birth and of excep� onal beau�  
and physical condi� on, was sent to the 
Inca capital of Cuzco to be blessed before 
returning to their homelands, where they 
would be sacri� ced on a mountaintop – 
was an excep� on rather than a rule.

Whatever one’s own feelings about the 
ethics of displaying mummi� ed bodies – 
and in Cairo, one can s� ll go eyeball to 
eyeball with Ramesses the Great – it’s s� ll 
a shock to be so close to such an emissary 
of the ancient world. Nearby are all the 
artefacts with which she was buried: � ny 
� gurines made out of spondulus shells and 
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Don’t be exposed
Playing with different levels of light – with one 
element being under-lit or completely dark – can 
give your image atmosphere but cameras often 
automatically misjudge it, over-or-under 
exposing part of the image. Strike a balance by 
tinkering with the camera’s ‘exposure 
compensation’ setting to bring out details in 
both the foreground and background.

Small can be beautiful
Less can mean more, but with a close-up shot 
you may only get a few millimetres of depth 
of fi eld. The most effective way to create a 
striking image is to make sure that most of the 
subject you’re shooting is in that narrow band 
of focus to fully utilise that depth of fi eld. With 
animals, get as many body parts in that band 
as possible, such as the head, legs and tail.

 P H O T O G R A P H Y  T I P S> 

jungle feathers, and a small and very 
moving pair of sandals in camelid leather.

I’ve wanted to come here for decades 
since beginning my explora� on of the Inca 
heartland around Cuzco, but always been 
deterred by the distance – a journey across 
the whole of Bolivia to a place that was once 
right on the � inge of their great empire.

How much easier it proves just to � y up 
� om Buenos Aires; and with the added 
advantage that I can bring my daughter 
Daisy, who’s been living there. Now that 
Argen� nes have been encouraged to do so 
much more internal tourism, we found 
the in� as� ucture improved out of all 
recogni� on. � is distant province, one of 
the coun� y’s poorest, has � ne places to 
stay, such as Finca Valen� na, just outside 
the town of Salta. � is coun� y house is 
named a� er its cha� laine, Valen� na, an 
Italian architect who – with her husband 
Fabrizio – has been one of the moving 
spirits of Salta’s touris� c renaissance. � e 
� nca (farmhouse) lies shaded behind a 
eucalyptus grove and with honeysuckle 
and bougainvillea tumbling around its 
pool, colonnades and bedrooms.

Salta lies on the edge of a plateau at just 
1,152 me� es – nothing by Andean 
standards and a comfortable al� tude – and 
it was a short drive � om there to the 
geological forma� ons that make parts of 
the province look like Monument Valley; 
and also to the wild salt-� ats of Salinas 
Grandes, whose intense white plain is 
surrealis� c in the way it � a� ens perspec� ve 
and disorientates the senses.

If you add to that the � ne wines that 
Salta produces (which Daisy and I made 
sure to familiarise ourselves with, all in 
the interests of journalis� c research...), 
you have a recipe for an unusual and 
enjoyable � ip – and for an ex� aordinary 
encounter with a messenger � om the lost 
pre-Columbian civilisa� on of the Incas.
Hugh is the author of � e White Rock: An 
Explora� on of the Inca Heartland and 
Cochineal Red among other books and has 
led many expedi� ons to Peru. Geographical 
Magazine describes him as ‘Bri� in’s 
foremost explorer of Inca se� lements’.

itself was an obvious star� ng point to get 
a feel for the province. Si�  ng in the red 
hills of the Lerma Valley, the ci�  is 
� anquil, with colonial s� eets splaying 
out � om the neat plaza. Hiding in the 
colonnade near the museum with the 
mummies is a Cultural Cen� e displaying 
local ar� sts and a contemporary gallery; 

Argen� na is a coun� y with 
a passion for the good life; it 
o� ers some of the world’s best 
steak, wines and landscapes, 

and a cap� va� ng cultural experience to 
boot. But amid the whirlwind of sul� y 
milongas (events where the tango is danced), 
ca� le ranches, art installa� ons and 
shopping meccas, it can some� mes be hard 
to see the � aces of an indigenous people. 
A� er all, this is a land of immigrants, with 
a na� ve popula� on of under two percent, 
and it is only in the more remote regions 
that the European, post-colonial pulse of 
the rest of Argen� na can be escaped.

As soon as I stepped into the Museo 
Pajcha in Salta, however, Argen� na’s link 
to the Andean cultures of Peru and Bolivia 
suddenly became very clear. Geome� ic 
weavings hung � om corner to corner in 
the colonial houses, a reminder of peoples 
who far pre-dated the gauchos. Similar 
tex� les are s� ll in produc� on in these 
highlands, as I later discovered when 
talking to weavers in the town of Molinos, 
a few hours south of the ci� . I learned 
how they colour the threads using natural 
dyes: onion for yellow, bee� oot for red, 
pungent coca leaves for dark forest green. 
� e colours became the re� ain for our 
journey through the region, where 
� adi� onal dress is s� ll worn by many 
villagers. We passed market towns such as 
Cachi and Purmamarca, and saw weavings 
and knitwear worthy of a high-end 
bou� que piled up on collapsible iron tables. 

Yet these tex� les are only a � ac� on of 
what the region has to o� er, and Salta 

itself was an obvious star� ng point to get 

Salta:  
the great 
surprise 
Daisy Thomson gives her take 
on the wild northwest, from its 
Andean culture to its fine wines

045-049_Travellers Tales_SO.indd   46 13/8/15   12:35:20



   www.audleytravel.co.uk  |  www.audley.co.uk  |  AUDLEY TRAVELLER  |  47

We’ll send you a voucher to create 
a photobook with Bob Books in 
return for any article or photo that 
we publish in Travellers’ Tales. 
To share your tales and photos, visit
www.audleytravel.com/share

Bob Books 
photobookGo into motordrive

If you’re worried about capturing the perfect moment, 
deploy your camera’s motordrive function to boost your 
chances. The function usually has three settings: high, 
low and single shot; ‘high’ will typically shoot as fast 
as six (or more) frames per second. The rate is different 
for different cameras though: some can’t continuously 
autofocus at the highest speed. Check your own 
camera’s capabilities.

� lms. Here huge rock forma� ons, where 
the region’s geological history can be 
� aced in � ery s� ipes, rise to create 
s� ange outcrops and narrow gorges. We 
� ekked to a natural amphithea� e, where 
a busker was playing a banjo to a backing 
� ack of panpipes, and climbed one of the 
many wax-like forms for a full panorama 
of the na� onal park.

Later we stopped in the nearby town 
of Cafayate, where the wine indus� y is 
steadily growing to provide a smaller and 
organically minded alterna� ve to the 
famous wineries of Mendoza. � e 
producers here use the high al� tude to 
their advantage, ex� ac� ng a unique colour 
and concen� a� on � om varie� es such as 
malbec, syrah and tannat, a li� le-known 
grape originally � om the Bordeaux region. 
� e presence of such quali�  wines is 
pleasantly unexpected in a landscape where 
roads can s� etch for miles with nothing 
but solitary cac�  for company.

I was con� nually surprised by Salta 
Province, and can only blame its lack 
of self-publici�  for the way it is o� en 
overlooked by � avellers. A� er a long 
weekend listening to spontaneous acous� c 
music in a local peña, enjoying a � adi� onal 
asado and watching the sun rise over 
a valley of vines, it’s easy to see why so 
many Argen� nes � om the ci�  choose to 
se� le out here. It is a province that looks 
back to before the coun� y became 
a global player in business, fashion and 
tourism, and where the people are happy 
to appreciate the simple pleasures of 
a killer view and a glass of local torrontés. 

“Rock formations, where 
the region’s geological 
history can be traced, rise 
to create strange outcrops 
and narrow gorges”

Rocks of ages 
See the rainbow 
ripples of the 
Quebrada de 
Purmamarca

both the perfect way to earn a cerveza and 
empanada in a nearby pavement cafe. 

From Finca Valen� na, my father and 
I followed the famous Ruta 9, which 
s� etches � om Alaska to Buenos Aires, 
through a mind-blowing range of 
landscapes. A single day’s journey north 
took us through a blinding salt � at, 

a mountain pass and a cloudforest packed 
with bu� er� ies and, surprisingly, bulls. 
� e pampas surrounding Buenos Aires 
never seemed so far away. 

South of the � nca was di� erent again, 
and the landscapes grew arid and vast; 
the drive towards Cafayate exchanged 
fer� le � elds for the desert of Western 
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