
LETTER FROM MALARGÜE  

Mendoza is a bustling town in a region where 70% of Argentina’s wine is produced. We 

arrive on the 1st day of the month, which appears to be pay day in Mendoza. Long lines form 

outside the ATMs. At first we think it’s a run on the banks – perhaps Argentina’s furious 

growth spectacularly crashing. But no. As soon as they draw their pay cheque they scurry 

across the street to the Bureau de Change to buy US dollars. Nobody appears to have much 

faith in the peso – inflation is currently running at 23%. There is a big bill at the IMF looming 

in the next couple of months. Service stations in and around Mendoza are running out of 

fuel – those waiting in line grumble how the government is selling all the fuel overseas to 

boost foreign earnings. They laugh and say there is a refinery not more than ten kilometres 

from the town. Horns blare but nobody gets too worked up. C’est la vie! 

In the towns we’ve had to resort to campsites. They are quite an experience. They are like 

jaded holiday camps. Of course the principal event is cooking bife. The Argentines sleep in 

their tents with their cuts of bife stacked in cool boxes. Nothing else matters. The 

toilet/shower blocks have more verdure and cobwebs than a rain forest. The swimming 

pools display a veneer of scum. The volley ball nets might have come from an old trawler. 

The boules pitches are narrow strips of shifting dunes. However, the parillas, the brick-

constructed BBQs, are swept clean, the grills in perfect order, line after line of them, like an 

advancing, smoking army. For meat-eaters the smell is wonderful. The smoke and the music 

and the fun – it’s camping Argentine style.  

After leaving Mendoza our first stop is Maipú, the start of the southern wine trail. We begin 

with Carinae, a French owned winery. All we want is a couple of bottles, though when we 

meet the owners we are immediately drawn into a tasting. ‘Why don’t you camp amongst 

our vines?’ they suggest. This is manna from heaven, an opportunity we grasp with relish, 

not only to be free of the expensive and chaotic campsites, but for the sheer pleasure of 

sleeping beside malbec and cabernet sauvignon grapes. In the setting sun we wander their 

estate picking sweet grapes (harvest is about six weeks away) and peaches. At Ruca Malen, 

one of the many ultra-modern wineries of this region, we buy a few more bottles for the 

coming days. We keep going south, through the Uco valley. Bearing in mind that this is a 

desert environment it is quite extraordinary how much land has been turned over to vines. 

This has been possible by capturing the runoff from the high Andes, though most recognise 

that the glaciers are melting fast and the future water supply is uncertain. We get lost and 

come across a hamlet in the foothills. A party is in full swing, gauchos riding dressed in their 

boinas (a kind of Gallic beret) and bombachas (riding pants). 

Tonight we camp beside the Arroyo del Rosario (1500 metres) and continue the following 

day up the rough track to Lago Diamante at altitude 3,350 metres. Thankfully we have at 

last found cool air. Volcano Maipo, at 5300 metres (status: active), towers over the lake. 

This is a wonderful place: towering peaks, glaciers, and very dramatic colours at sunset. We 

are 9 k’s from the Chile border. In June 1933 the 25 year old Henri Guillaumet had to crash 



land his plane on the iced over lake. He flew for Aerospatiale, the French mail delivery 

company, and was going from Chile back to Europe when his plan encountered problems. 

Whilst his colleague Antoine de Saint-Exupéry searched for him, for seven days Guillaumet 

slogged through the snow, until he was eventually found by a 14 year old boy. At sun-up I go 

wandering in search of puma tracks (a gendarmerie tells us there was one in the toilets two 

weeks back) but without any luck. Unfortunately our attempts at fly fishing were also 

without luck, even though we’d consulted the owner of a fishing shop and bought the 

correct flies: the trout just swam beside our fly totally unimpressed. The half-dozen other 

fishermen up here are up to their chests in water, weighed with an incredible assortment of 

equipment. And yes, they’re catching fish. One pulls a five kilo trout from the river. Damn!! 

After leaving Lago Diamante we shake and rattle back down the mountain, re-joining the 

101. All the signs tell us this is the famous Ruta 40, even though the map calls it the 101. It is 

a gravel track, or ripio as they call them here, and started off well enough. Soon we were 

down to 20 kph, crossing ravines, driving down dry river beds, negotiating ditches, 

shuddering on the washboard surface. It is hot and dry and windy and very deserted, apart 

from a couple of smallholdings – this is real banjo-playing country. We saw one other car, a 

pick-up, the whole way to El Sosneado – I wonder why? The last twenty kilometres had been 

freshly graded on account of the various nodding donkeys (a curious sight in a desert 

scrubland) pumping out oil. Tonight we arrived at Malargüe in a hot, dusty wind, and made 

for the campsite. As a young couple next to us tottered off to the local disco, we curled up 

exhausted.   

 


