
LETTER FROM JUNIN DE LOS ANDES 

We come across Tom and Sarah on the Ruta 40, some kilometres south of Malargüe. They 

are Australian, sinewy, full of good humour and their exposed skin like weathered bark. In 

the mid-day sun they are cycling up a forty-five degree track whose surface is no better than 

a giant cheese grater. We stop at the top of the hill to offer cold water; they are grateful, 

though having left Canada eighteen months previously they are seasoned to the rigours of 

the road: even Ruta 40, which they seem determined to follow, despite the fact that tarmac 

roads exist in Argentina (there are just not many of them in the cordillera). ‘Where are you 

staying tonight?’ we ask. Tom’s eyes crease as he stares out across the parched scrub. ‘Out 

here.’ He shrugs. ‘Just like most nights.’ If you wish you can check Tom and Sarah out on 

www.bicyclenomad.com 

We’re beginning to grasp the mythical status the Ruta 40 enjoys. It is tipped as one of the 

ultimate road trips – Route 66 is for wimps! The route travels through five thousand 

kilometres of the Argentine Andes, from just south of the Bolivian border, nearly all the way 

to Tierra del Fuego, in the far south. Much of it now lies under tarmac, which I have to say  

comes as a welcome relief at times: the condition of the ripio in some places requires a solid 

set of teeth, a sense of adventure and a good set of tyres. The desert scenery we have 

driven through so far has been stunning in both its geological formation – mesas, lush 

canyons, shattered escarpments, volcanoes (big and small) – and the range of colours the 

land displays – khakis, russets, greens, purples, gold, greys, blacks – are particularly 

impressive at sun down. At times it appears a magical land, conjured straight from the pages 

of a storybook. Often we come across a lone rider and his dog – almost like souls trapped in 

time – there one minute, gone the next. We pass through a lot of wilderness, though much 

of it is now fenced. It seems that even the rocky outcrops have been claimed by someone. 

Half a dozen cows graze in a fenced off area of some thousand acres; this is ‘free-range’ big 

style. Despite the fences we have found opportunity to wild camp beside rivers and lakes, 

only visiting campsites to wash clothes and refill the water tanks. We shall be dipping in and 

out of Ruta 40 all the way to Ushuaia. For the moment we head west, higher into the hills, 

and the home of the Mapuche. 

More than 95% of the Argentine population claims to be of European descent (mainly 

Spanish and Italian). However, Argentina is home to some 600,000 self-recognised 

indigenous people. The largest is northern Patagonia’s Mapuche, with some 200,000 

members. They came from Chile, bashed first by the Inca, then the conquistadores, and 

more latterly it is the oil, farming and logging companies who are squeezing them from the 

lands over which they once freely roamed. Reservations have been established, but a visit to 

the Mapuche museum in Junin shows that these are also not secure, especially if a pot of oil 

is found beneath it. It is the old and tricky story of integrating cultures old and new. 

Since Malargüe we have been following the Argentine/Chile border south. From Chos Malal 

we followed the R21 into the hills (via Caviahue, where you can ski on a volcano), up to Pino 



Hochada, turning left just before the Chile border post. The hills here are rich in pehuén 

(araucaria) or monkey-puzzle trees. We then made a circuit around Lago Aluminé, on the 

way crossing paths with a French couple from Nice. They had been on the road for three 

years. He never stopped talking (two hours by the roadside), full of tales of bravado, whilst 

the cigarettes flew thick and fast through her fingers. In March they are catching Grimaldi 

Lines back to Europe – perhaps it is time. Heading south along the R23 we are now in Junin 

de los Andes, a place which deems itself the trout capital of the world. If the river we 

camped beside two nights ago is any measure (between five and ten o’clock the trout never 

stopped feeding) then it is true. We are about to unfurl our fishing rod and head for the 

Lanin Park.      


