
THE LAND OF FIRE 

 

When you drive south-west from Kimiri Aike, along a good tarmac road, you’ll reach a 

concrete ramp. If you don’t stop you’ll disappear beneath the Magellan Straits. Better to 

wait for the ferry at Puerto Delgado. The crossing only takes twenty minutes. We had to 

wait four hours, whilst the sea did its best to empty itself of kelp and cobbles. When the 

captain deemed it safe to cross we departed. On the other side of the straits is Tierra del 

Fuego. I feel a great sense of achievement…excitement, even, as we approach. This is 

something of a milestone in our journey: it is pretty much the southern-most point in the 

world where you can drive your car. To give some idea, Capetown is on roughly the same 

latitude as Buenos Aires, 3000 km’s to the north. When Magellan arrived here in 1520 he 

saw smoke rising from the camp-fires of the Fuegian Indians and called this land Tierra del 

Humo, the Land of Smoke. When Charles V heard the story he said nonsense, proclaiming: 

“There is no smoke without fire.” He considered the “Land of Fire” vastly more suitable. 

Tierra del Fuego is an island, Magellan Straits to the north and west, Beagle Channel to the 

south. The western side of the island belongs to Chile, the eastern side to Argentina. In 1947 

Lucas Bridges wrote of Tierra del Fuego: ‘A patient is either dead or better by the time the 

doctor arrives.’ On the Chilean side I would say not much has changed since he wrote this, 

though we never put it to the test. We reach Porvenir, the provincial capital of the Chilean 

side, after passing a lot of pampa and sheep and wild geese. The town buildings are 

constructed almost entirely of corrugated-iron sheeting to keep the rain out and laid out on 

the typical grid system of streets. There are two churches, one ugly, the other quite 

attractive. In 1879 Porvenir had a mini gold rush, attracting a lot of Croatians, though many 

had to supplement their incomes from sheep farming, as more myth than truth attached to 

the story of gold. These days the residents are quite a mixed bunch. The dogs in Porvenir 

have taken chewing car tyres to a higher art form. They eye you as you arrive at the end of 

the road, tails flicking. I imagine this might be a typical doggy conversation in Porvenir:  

‘What make d’you think these are then?’   

‘Look like BF Goodrich to me.’ 

‘I haven’t had chunk of BFG for a long time.’ 

‘Whose turn is it now?’ 

‘Vamos! Let’s share it out.’ 

‘YAP! YAP! YAP!’ 

They leap together, disappearing beneath the car. You slow, waiting for the whelp and the 

crunch of bones. Thankfully it doesn’t happen. Why do they do this? I suppose, in Porvenir, 

the answer is obvious. When you greet South American dogs in the street they are the most 

good-natured animals one might come across. I’m ashamed to say we don’t get out of the 

car in Porvenir but simply cruise its streets, gawping. It’s lunchtime and people are going 



home. As we pass a restaurant I have the distinct feeling it has been made from several 

catering-sized tins of sweet corn. How odd. 

 

After Porvenir the track hugs the coast along Bahia Inutil (Useless Bay) where, from time to 

time, we come across clusters of shacks made from more tins of Jolly Green Giant, smoke 

leaking from cockling tin pipes. The coastline is suffering from the toxic “Red tide”, many of 

the wooden boats upturned waiting for better times. It is a very pretty coastline, divided 

between a few estancias. Just when the track narrows to no more than a muddy, single 

lane, on the crest of a hill we come face to face with a stretched limo, formerly white in 

colour. It slithers past, the driver grimacing. Where on earth can he be going? 

 

The Argentinian side of Tierra del Fuego is an entirely different proposition to the Chilian 

side. Wealthy from oil exploration, fishing and tourism, the roads are paved, the town of Rio 

Grande (population: 70,000) bustling and Ushuaia a rapidly expanding tourist town. The 

Argentines also nabbed the best side of the island in terms of landscape: lakes, forests, 

mountains, glaciers. It is a splendid place. The light is wonderful.   

 

Having made it to Ushuaia, I have one last word on the cyclists. My appreciation of what 

they’re doing has heightened in the past couple of weeks. Many we have met have this 

town as their ultimate goal, and what they’re attempting leaves me in awe of them. Let 

alone the state of the roads, the weather has also been a real challenge for them. At one 

point we faced a gale that would have required a fuel tanker to run beside us if we were to 

achieve more than 60 kph for any length of time. It was so strong it lifted the rear section of 

our flip-up roof and sucked out the canvas skirt. We came across cyclists doggedly cycling 

into this wind. When we saw them we flippantly (and rather smugly) declared: ‘Ah, here’s 

some more lunatics!’ But such talk is grossly unjust. They are pilgrims…must be. Of course, 

they carry an element of madness, or eccentricity, or they would not be here. But the thing 

that really dogs me is what sustains them mentally during the months? I’m happy for it to 

remain a mystery, as I have no intention of emulating them.  

 

We are now in a campsite overlooking Ushuaia, the Beagle Channel and Isla Navarino. It’s 

nice to stop moving and take a breather. We’ve already wandered the streets, been to 

prison, drunk a locally-brewed ‘Beagle’ beer and watched Russians buy vodka in the duty 

free shop. Tomorrow the national park.  


