
THE LAND OF FIRE PART II 

It’s quite clear now why this place is called Tierra del Fuego – you never want to be far from 

a roaring fire. It is difficult to find one here…unless you’re prepared to share it with a 

crucified sheep. In Ushuaia the locals walk around in T-shirts. The average temperature in 

summer is ten degrees Celsius; now autumn is approaching, the westerly blowing off the 

southern tip of the Andes causes the sheep to quiver and the ducks to fly sideways. Having 

said that, the weather doesn’t respect seasons; it snows anytime it feels like it. Which is why 

this is a particularly bad time for our domestic heater system in the car to pack up. This 

morning is a novelty at the campsite overlooking Ushuaia: the snow is falling nicely as I 

scurry to the shower in flip flops. If I was from Sweden, I would probably relish the 

opportunity of stripping naked and turning blue. But I’m not, and I have to admit I’m 

struggling a little down here. You can do this walking in the rain thing if you have a warm 

hotel to retreat to, and somewhere to dry the kit. I dream of Mendoza’s blue skies, balmy 

evenings and moths doing breaststroke in the wine glass. At least, after two months of 

looking, we’ve found a fishmonger. We enjoy freshly-cooked King crab and Black Hake 

(Patagonian Tooth-fish), the latter making a memorable stew. 

Parque Nacional Tierra del Fuego is 12 km west of Ushuaia. After the snowstorm the clouds 

clear for a while and the views of the surrounding mountains are stunning. There is a steam 

train and a golf course here: both claim to be the world’s most southerly place in the world 

where one can enjoy a whiff of steam or swing a club. The Ruta 3 comes three thousand 

miles from BA and ends here at the shoreline of Bahia Lapataia. There is a sign saying, Fin de 

la Ruta – end of the road – and you look out into the bay, towards the mountains of Isla 

Navarino, Antarctica beyond, and you think to yourself ‘Yes, I guess it does.’. The park is a 

place of snowy mountains, bays, inlets and forests, and there is a constant ferrying of 

tourists back and forth in buses. According to the blurb there are a lot of species which 

don’t belong here (tourists are not listed amongst them). In a campsite in the park we come 

across a beautiful, plump black rabbit that appears to have hopped straight out of a pet 

shop…and then we see several hundred more chomping and hopping their way through the 

verdure. One rabbit is cuddly…but a thousand of the beggars. Where’s the bloody shotgun? 

The forests are full of North American beavers, introduced several years ago by a wannabe 

Davy Crockett; now they’re killing all the trees to make dams and a means of extinction is 

quietly under way. In the bays and river mouths a ‘super-salmon’, a creature very capable of 

topping the “Ushuaia Ugly Fish Contest”, is devouring everything. There really is no 

paradise! Amongst these unwanted creatures we follow a path along the Roca Lake, a trail 

the park leaflet calls ‘Hito XXIV’. The name alone intrigues us. After an hour and a half of 

walking we arrive at the Argentine/Chile border, in the form of a small, wooden sign, which 

forbids us to tread another step through the woods, lest we should cause an international 

incident. Christine, being French, ignores the warning, causing figures clad in camouflage 

suits, last autumn’s leaves, beaver hats and rabbit skin gloves to abseil from the trees…(as 

if). 



Estancia Harberton was the first estancia in Tierra del Fuego. It was established by an 

English missionary in the 1880’s. The individual in question was found as a three year old 

beneath a bridge in Bristol with the capital T on his shirt. Thereafter he was named Thomas 

Bridges and he went on to establish a mission in the Falkland Islands, before moving to 

Ushuaia to do good things for the Yamana Indians of Tierra del Fuego. With the arrival of the 

Europeans in the form of gold diggers, sheep farmers and seal clubbers, the lot of the 

Yamana rapidly went downhill. Their food source was taken from them and the lands they 

freely roamed fenced in. For a number of years rewards were paid for the ears hacked from 

a hunted Yamana Indian; it seems Darwin’s statement – ‘Survival of the fittest’ – was being 

taken to the extreme. Thomas Bridges was one of the few who attempted to help the 

Yamana adapt to their changing world though, sadly, all that was really achieved was the 

delay of their extinction. Unable to adapt to the European ways pressed upon them, during 

the early 1900’s their numbers dwindled rapidly. The last pure-blood Yamana, a woman, 

died within the last few years. 

As we leave Harberton, sleet whacks against the car windscreen and the wind tries to lift off 

our roof (again). At the Garibaldi Pass snow is beginning to settle. We descend quickly to 

Tolhuin, making a return visit to the very eccentric Camping Hain. The icy wind is whistling 

down Lake Fagnano, huge rollers crashing on the beach. Roberto, the proprietor, is busy 

nailing his rusty wheelbarrows back on top of a wall they’ve blown off. ‘The wind was 120 

km/h today,’ he cries excitedly, feverishly whacking the last barrow in place. ‘Come into the 

refugio, I will make a fire.’ Roberto’s refugio is an extraordinary place. It is a log cabin with 

more holes in it than a colander. Inside, travellers have scrawled messages on short planks 

of wood, nailing them or tying them with wire to the walls and the rafters. Empty 

champagne bottles, worn-out boots, woollen hats and a sock full of holes are just a few of 

the abandoned things (outside, a German has left his car, which Roberto is steadily 

dismantling). The refugio is a shrine to travellers’ quests, aspirations, successes and dreams 

– a meeting place and melting pot for nomads. Roberto loads a vertical cylinder salvaged 

from a gas works with wood, and in no time we have a roaring fire – at last! He kicks the 

door shut with his foot. ‘This weather is perfectly normal,’ he says, toying with his well-worn 

hammer. ‘Only above 120 do we get a bit nervous.’ This is an amazing place we tell him, 

sharing our wine and gazing at the hundreds of travellers’ messages peering back at us. ‘Yes, 

yes,’ he calls, ‘so many stories. Look at this one.’ He points to a dark corner. ‘This one was a 

German. He cycled 28,000 kilometres. When he arrived here, the next day he said to me, 

“Oh, Roberto, I am a little stiff today.” Then he rolled up his trousers.’ Roberto waves his 

hand theatrically below his left knee. ‘He had one of those prosthetics.’ He slaps his 

forehead. ‘Tell me, how is it possible to cycle such distance with only one and a half legs.’ No 

sooner has Roberto darted out of the door than an Australian strolls in. ‘Hi, the name’s Ray,’ 

he announces, a purple-coloured telephone in his hand. ‘It’s the wife’s,’ he says almost 

apologetically, seeming perplexed by the simple task of trying to plug the telephone into 

one of Roberto’s blackened sockets. Christine takes it from him. ‘Christ, don’t tell the Sheila 



a pom had to help me plug the phone in.’ Ray tells us he’s been travelling down through 

Chile in a rented camper van, fishing for trout. ‘Anyways,’ he says after a few fishy stories, ‘I 

best be off. The handbrake’s fixing supper.’ We watch Ray trudge back into the wind and 

rain, concluding that the wife, the Sheila and the handbrake must be one and the same. We 

leave early in the morning, calling at the famous La Union bakery (even Brad Pitt has bought 

empanadas here). Out on the main road Roberto stands beside his pick-up, frantically 

waving us down. ‘Here,’ he shouts, thrusting through the open window a pebble he’s 

painted yellow, with the letters HAIN in purple. ‘You have been muy amable. Come again, in 

the winter. It is beautiful.’ He hurries to his car, tearing off in a cloud of black exhaust.          


