
6 Essential Tips for Traveling to Machu Picchu, Peru: Your Complete Guide 

Machu Picchu, one of the most iconic cultural heritage destinations in the world, is a symbol of ancient 

Inca civilization and a testament to human ingenuity. Nestled high in the Andes Mountains of Peru, this 

UNESCO World Heritage Site attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors each year. For many, a trip to 

Machu Picchu is a once-in-a-lifetime experience, offering a unique combination of adventure, history, and 

breathtaking natural beauty. In this guide, we’ll explore everything you need to know about traveling to 

Machu Picchu, from its history and significance to practical travel tips, itinerary suggestions, and must-see 

attractions.  

1. History of Machu Picchu 

Machu Picchu was built in the 15th century by the Inca emperor Pachacuti as a royal estate. The site was 

carefully constructed atop a mountain ridge, blending seamlessly with the natural surroundings. For 

centuries, it remained hidden from the outside world until American explorer Hiram Bingham rediscovered 

it in 1911. Machu Picchu is a marvel of engineering, featuring terraces, temples, and water management 

systems that showcase the advanced knowledge of the Inca people. 

The exact purpose of Machu Picchu remains a subject of debate among historians and archaeologists. Some 

believe it was a sacred religious site, while others suggest it was a royal retreat or even an astronomical 

observatory. Despite its remote location, the city is incredibly well-preserved, giving visitors a glimpse into 

the lives of the Inca elite. 

 

2. How to Get to Machu Picchu 

Getting to Cusco 

The journey to Machu Picchu typically begins in Cusco, the historic capital of the Inca Empire. Cusco is 

located about 3,400 meters (11,200 feet) above sea level, so it's essential to allow time to acclimatize to the 

altitude before heading to Machu Picchu. You can fly into Cusco from Lima, the capital of Peru, in about 

1.5 hours. 

https://tripandseek.com/cultural-heritage-destinations/


Travel Options to Machu Picchu 

From Cusco, there are several ways to reach Machu Picchu: 

1. By Train: 

The most popular and comfortable way to reach Machu Picchu is by train. Two companies, PeruRail and 

Inca Rail, operate daily services from Cusco and the Sacred Valley to Aguas Calientes, the town at the base 

of Machu Picchu. The train journey takes approximately 3-4 hours, offering stunning views of the 

Urubamba River and the surrounding mountains. 

2. By Hiking the Inca Trail: 

For adventure seekers, hiking the Inca Trail is an unforgettable experience. This ancient trail, once used by 

the Incas, takes you through diverse landscapes, including cloud forests, alpine meadows, and 

archaeological sites. The classic Inca Trail trek lasts four days and three nights, culminating in a sunrise 

arrival at Machu Picchu through the Sun Gate. Due to its popularity, permits for the Inca Trail are limited, 

so it’s important to book well in advance. 

3. Alternative Treks: 

If the Inca Trail is fully booked or you’re looking for a less crowded route, consider alternative treks such 

as the Salkantay Trek or Lares Trek. These multi-day hikes also offer spectacular scenery and cultural 

experiences, eventually bringing you to Machu Picchu via Aguas Calientes. 

4. By Bus: 

Another option is to take a bus from Cusco to the Hidroelectrica Station, followed by a 2-3 hour hike along 

the train tracks to Aguas Calientes. This is a budget-friendly option for those who enjoy hiking but don’t 

want to commit to a multi-day trek. 

 



3. Visiting Machu Picchu 

Once you arrive in Aguas Calientes, it's a short bus ride or hike up to the entrance of Machu Picchu. The 

archaeological site is situated at an elevation of 2,430 meters (7,970 feet) and is surrounded by lush, green 

mountains, creating a breathtaking backdrop. 

Must-See Attractions Within Machu Picchu: 

The Intihuatana Stone: This ritual stone is believed to have served as a solar clock and played a role in 

Incan astronomy. It was used to mark important dates in the agricultural calendar. 

The Temple of the Sun: One of the most important religious structures in Machu Picchu, this temple was 

dedicated to Inti, the Inca sun god. It features precise stonework and windows that align with the solstices. 

The Royal Tomb: Located near the Temple of the Sun, this is believed to have been a royal burial site. The 

finely carved steps and niches indicate its significance. 

The Sacred Plaza: A central area where important ceremonies took place. It’s surrounded by key buildings, 

including the Temple of the Three Windows, which offers stunning views of the surrounding mountains. 

The Terraces: Machu Picchu is famous for its terraced agriculture, which allowed the Incas to grow crops 

on the steep mountainsides. These terraces also helped prevent erosion and manage water flow. 

Hiking Opportunities at Machu Picchu: 

Huayna Picchu: The steep mountain that rises behind Machu Picchu, Huayna Picchu offers one of the best 

panoramic views of the site. The hike is challenging, but it’s worth it for the incredible vistas. Only a limited 

number of permits are available each day, so book in advance. 

Machu Picchu Mountain: For another fantastic view of the ruins and the surrounding landscape, consider 

hiking Machu Picchu Mountain. This trail is longer and less steep than Huayna Picchu, making it a good 

option for those who want a more leisurely hike. 

 



4. When to Visit Machu Picchu 

Machu Picchu can be visited year-round, but the best time to go is during the dry season, which runs from 

May to September. The weather is generally sunny and pleasant, making it ideal for hiking and exploring 

the ruins. However, this is also the busiest time, so expect larger crowds. 

The wet season, from November to April, brings frequent rain showers, but the landscape is lush and green. 

Fewer tourists visit during this time, so it’s a good option if you prefer a quieter experience. Just be prepared 

for muddy trails and limited visibility due to cloud cover. 

 

5. Tips for Visiting Machu Picchu 

Book Tickets in Advance: Entrance tickets to Machu Picchu are limited to preserve the site, so it's essential 

to book your tickets well in advance, especially during peak season. Tickets can be purchased online 

through the official website or from authorized travel agencies. 

Acclimatize to the Altitude: Both Cusco and Machu Picchu are located at high altitudes, which can cause 

altitude sickness in some travelers. Spend a few days in Cusco before visiting Machu Picchu to give your 

body time to adjust. Drink plenty of water, avoid alcohol, and take it easy during the first few days. 

Pack Appropriately: The weather at Machu Picchu can change rapidly, so it’s essential to pack layers. Bring 

a lightweight rain jacket, comfortable hiking shoes, sunscreen, and a hat. If you plan on hiking, make sure 

to have plenty of water and snacks. 

Hire a Guide: To fully appreciate the history and significance of Machu Picchu, consider hiring a local 

guide. A guide will provide valuable insights into the Inca civilization and explain the purpose of various 

structures within the site. 

Respect the Site: Machu Picchu is a protected historical site, so it’s important to follow the rules and respect 

the environment. Don’t touch the stonework, stay on designated paths, and refrain from littering. 

 



 

6. Exploring Beyond Machu Picchu 

While Machu Picchu is undoubtedly the highlight of any trip to Peru, there are many other incredible 

destinations to explore nearby: 

Cusco: The former capital of the Inca Empire, Cusco is a charming city filled with cobblestone streets, 

colonial architecture, and ancient ruins. Don’t miss the impressive Sacsayhuamán fortress and the vibrant 

San Pedro Market. 

The Sacred Valley: This picturesque region is dotted with traditional villages, Inca ruins, and stunning 

landscapes. Highlights include Pisac, Ollantaytambo, and the Maras Salt Mines. 

Rainbow Mountain: Known for its vibrant, multicolored slopes, Rainbow Mountain (Vinicunca) is a 

popular day trip from Cusco. The hike is challenging but offers spectacular views of the Andes. 



 

Machu Picchu is not just a destination; it’s an experience that connects travelers with the ancient world and 

the beauty of nature. Whether you’re trekking the Inca Trail, riding a scenic train, or exploring the ruins 

with a guide, visiting Machu Picchu will leave a lasting impression. With its rich history, awe-inspiring 

architecture, and spectacular mountain setting, this iconic Incan citadel is truly one of the world’s must-see 

destinations. To make the most of your journey, be sure to plan ahead, respect the environment, and take 

the time to soak in the magic of this ancient wonder. 

By combining the thrill of discovery with a deep appreciation for the cultural and natural heritage of Peru, 

a visit to Machu Picchu is bound to be one of the most unforgettable travel experiences you’ll ever have. 

So, whether you’re drawn to its historical significance or the breathtaking landscapes, Machu Picchu is 

waiting to share its ancient secrets with you. Safe travels, and enjoy the journey! 


