
SOUTHERN ICE FIELDS 

In the town of Perito Merino we stop to top up the fuel tank, a habit we’ve got 

into at every opportunity.  Often fuel stations have no diesel to sell, and supply 

problems continue. In front of us is a truck from the English tour company 

Dragoman. The driver tells us he’s just come over the border from Chile, where 

all the fuel stations on the Carretera Austral are dry, and blockades are making 

the route impassable. Strikes are due to continue for a further few days, he 

reports, and his original itinerary is now out the window.   

After a visit to a wifi café in Perito Merino we continue south to the Cueva de 

las Maños, though on the way the colours of the escarpment are so vivid we 

decide to take a photo – which turns into a mini saga! The nice-looking verge 

we pull on to is in fact a bog, courtesy of all the heavy rain, and from which it is 

soon abundantly clear no fancy differential system is going to extract us. We 

crab along the camber, the lower wheels digging deeper and deeper, until 

there is nothing for it…we need a tow. I stomp around grumpily, whilst 

Christine laughs. Before long a pickup comes to our aid and we (car, shoes, 

trousers, hands) now display those wonderful earthy colours we had intended 

photographing. I have to admit, the tyres are a rather fine yellow, and beneath 

the car hang attractive clods of mud in burgundy-red and various shades of 

brown. The road is now awash with colourful streaks and blobs, like the canvas 

of some flamboyant artist. 

The walls of the Cueva de las Maños display imprints of hands, drawings of 

men hunting guanacos and abstract designs, dating back to 7370 BC. The caves 

are to be found in the wonderful Cañon de las Pinturas, on a private estancia, 

though the owners have passed the management of the site over to the 

government, and excavations and research into the history are on-going. It was 

proclaimed a Unesco World Heritage site in 1999. By the time we finish our 

tour it is gone five, so we drive to a plateau overlooking the canyon and make 

camp. In the morning we are visited by a fox/jackal, who sniffs the bushes, and 

then takes off down the track, darting from side to side, displaying all the 

athletic attributes of Coyote from a Road-runner cartoon. 

The next day is a testing ten hour drive south on the Ruta 40. It is 

extraordinarily quiet on the road. And then we realise why: large section of the 



route are so shockingly bad only the desperate, the fanatical and the ignorant 

venture out here. Before mid-morning we see a brown pick-up approach us 

from the opposite direction, appearing to be a mobile advertisement for MUD. 

A little further and we discover the rains have turned a 500 metre section into 

a quagmire. A truck has ground to a halt and awaits the tractor to pull it 

through. A bus is similarly awaiting assistance. We plough on, almost making it 

to El Chalten, but by nine o’clock darkness sets in and, as the wildlife is not 

averse to careering across the road, we agree the rheas plume (which we have 

now learnt is this small ostrich thing) is better on the bird than fluttering across 

our bonnet, and so we decide to pull over, calling it a day. 

El Chalten has the feel of a frontier town (it was hurriedly assembled in 1985 to 

beat Chile to a land claim), and the type of place where a grizzly-faced Clint 

Eastwood might ride in from the plain, administering easy justice to the local 

hoods with a shaft of fine hickory. Having said that, the only hoods pounding 

the streets are backpackers, hikers, posers and the usual motley collection of 

abandoned dogs. To serve the flood of tourists the town is packed with bars 

and restaurants, mostly constructed in timber, and so have a cosy mountain 

feel to them. We find  a campsite and pull up near to Manfred and Christa, two 

Germans who landed in Halifax, Nova Scotia, in May 2010, and have been 

driving south ever since. “At our age ve like to go slowly,” Manfred divulges, 

and then shows me photos of an eight hour hike up the mountain he and 

Christa had done the previous day – the kind of walk we constantly talk of 

doing...but never quite make it. “Ver did you find all zat mud?” Manfred asks, 

eyeing the car. On the Ruta 40, I tell him. “But ze four veel drive is no problem, 

yah?” I can’t resist a little teasing: “Ooooh, it was a bit touch and go.” I don’t 

want to let on to the fact that we’d seen a guy on a Lambretta scooter doing 

the same route. For hikers El Chalten is the gateway to the mountains Fitzroy 

(named after the captain of the Beagle) and Cerro Torres, both of which 

feature on any tourism blurb for Argentina, and are a must see. But of course 

observing them is dependent on the weather, which at present is pretty foul. 

People can wait a week and still not see them. Two days later, suffering a 

touch of cabin fever, I get fully togged and head up the mountain. Within an 

hour I’m soaked through, gulping a ham sandwich before the bread turns 

soggy, and watching the raindrops bounce off Lake Capri. Back in the car I hang 

everything up and turn the heater on, so that we spend the afternoon gently 



steaming. And then, the following day, blessed with a short window of 

opportunity we bolt up the hills, at least bagging a view of Fitzroy. By four in 

the afternoon we’re back in the teeth of a gale. 

On the way to Calafate we rescue Carlos. After eight months cycling from Peru 

the rim on the front wheel of his bicycle has peeled apart. We load in the back 

of the car 70 kilos of Carlos’s gear, the bicycle, followed by Carlos himself, and 

continue on our way. Within ten minutes a car pulls up alongside us. The driver 

is grinning, waving a red Swiss passport at the window. He swings on to the 

verge and we pull up beside him. Peter is a mining engineer working for RTZ, 

saw our Swiss plates and wanted a chat. We are there for half an hour. He’s 

been taking a short break from work, he tells us, and that morning visited the 

Leona Hotel, where Butch and Sundance were detained for a short while (I’m 

slightly envious). 

We suffer a stinking night at Punto Bandera – the wind and rain, true 

Patagonia style, hammers the car all night. We’ve booked a boat trip on Largo 

Argentino, where we plan to see the glaciers Upsalla, Spegazzini and Perito 

Moreno and believe the chances of seeing anything but our reflections in a 

rain-beaded window are slim. Low and behold, as we shuffle on the boat with 

two hundred other tourists (Peter the Swiss man among them), the clouds 

break and the sun starts to shine. It is quite extraordinary to see glaciers 

carving their way between the trees, and to pass icebergs in a lake. Whilst the 

mountains top out at around 3500 metres, we are only 400 metres high at the 

point where the glaciers meet the lake in a marbled wall of white and blue. 

What a place! Back at Punto Bandera we have a beer with Peter beside the car. 

There seems to be nowhere in the world he hasn’t been, and his stories range 

from the sinister to the downright comical – he’s been mugged in Brazil, shot 

in Mexico, flirted with cobras in Calcutta and painted boiled eggs in Chad. This 

evening we follow the ripio a short way into the campo, stopping for the night 

beside a river, surrounded by golden plains, horses and lowing cattle; we are 

separated from an enormous, scowling bull by a few strands of wire. To the 

east the sky is a swathe of blue, to the west curtains of snow and rain hang 

over the peaks of the Andes. It is warm. At last the wind has calmed – at least 

for a short while. 



7th March we cross the border to Chile and arrive in Puerto Natales. Here is a 

town that has grown on the back of tourism, being the supply base for Torres 

Del Paine national park and the Southern Patagonian Ice Field. Constructed 

principally from corrugated-iron sheeting, the sea inlet washing the waterfront 

is called Last Hope Sound, which about sums the place up. We feel the end of 

the world, the southern tip of this vast continent, drawing nearer. After 

scoffing some very good empanadas and doing a re-supply, we head out for 

Torres Del Paine, passing on the way the Cueva Del Milodón, where a piece of 

skin from a giant sloth was discovered, helping to make the author Bruce 

Chatwin famous with his book In Patagonia.  We have at last found good 

weather; there are blue skies and the famous Patagonian wind simply ruffles 

the collar. We are in a land of peaks, lakes and lagoons. What scenery!                


