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Rio Gallegos, southern Santa Cruz (pop. 79114): In 1520 Magellan leapt ashore here in 

search of an alternative diet to penguins and sea gulls. In 1901 Butch and Sundance rode in 

to town on their horses and robbed a bank. In 1982 a contingent of British Special Air 

Service were dropped by helicopter to blow up a squadron of fighter jets that were causing 

havoc in Falkland Sound. We've come here today to get the car serviced. The guys at the 

Toyota concession have never seen a Land Cruiser Series 78. They’re all fingers and thumbs. 

When I, a specialist at snapping nuts, have to show them how to change the fuel filter, I get 

a little twitchy. The town has expanded on the back of oil, coal and wool, and it’s not a bad 

place to stroll for the afternoon. Here’s a fact: nobody in Argentina seems to know how to 

make a pizza; we’ve tried a few. We had one for lunch. The base is far too thick. And the 

topping isn’t up to much. Apparently the surrounding area has some of the best fly-fishing 

on the continent (a claim most Argentine provinces make), and a tide that retreats by up to 

14 metres – “Roll up, folks. Join us for a gripping afternoon of tide watching!” The Ruta 3 

heading north is astonishingly boring, unless endless flat pampa is your thing. There are a lot 

of trucks, rheas, guanacos and dead rabbits. By eight o’clock in the evening we have to 

knock on the door of an estancia and ask if we can park for the night behind a shed. 

I’ve never before walked amongst a colony of penguins. It’s fascinating and amusing, as 

penguins often can be. At Monte Leon National Park they are Magellan penguins and there 

are 70,000 pairs. They make quite a lot of noise. Breathe in the brisk sea air and it’s a similar 

smell to when the fish meal plant in Hull was at full pelt. They arrive here in November, 

hatch their chicks in early January, and by end of March are preparing to leave for the high 

seas, wintering on the southern coast of Brazil. When hunting fish to feed the chicks they 

must swim up to 50 k’s to catch a fish. They are moulting and the cliff-tops are awash with 

feathers. The park ranger has given us leaflets telling us how to behave if we accidently run 

into a puma (“Puma Concolor” lat). He shows us a photo of one running with a cub: they 

look about the size of a female African lion. Not something to tangle with. Though, we’re 

not sure if it’s just a gimmick, this puma thing. The photo could have been taken 

anywhere…in the Masai Mara, even. The owners of the estancias don’t much care for them 

and tend to shoot on sight. Today the Atlantic is amazingly calm. Along the seashore young 

penguins are clustered in groups discussing the latest news. Occasionally they flap their 

wings and wonder if they shouldn’t go swimming. The water is very cold – I stuck my feet in 

it. As I gaze upon the white froth lapping the beach I half expect to see an empty bottle of 

Becks beer washed up from the Grande Africa. 

If you want to put your own existence clearly in perspective, you need to turn off the Ruta 3 

and join the RP 49 west. After 50 kilometres you end up in a baja, a huge sand-pan scalloped 

from the earth, where the surrounding escarpments have been scorched, boiled, soaked 

and ravaged. Perfectly shaped volcanoes break the skyline, their tops sliced neatly off by 

millions of years of wind. 150 million years ago the ‘super-continent’ began to split apart. 



The Americas and Africa were slowly pushed apart by the Atlantic. The Andes did not exist 

and a massive forest of monkey puzzle trees (known as araucarias or pehuenes), 100 metres 

high and a thousand years old, covered this land. Then earth erupted, tectonic plates 

smashed together, lava spewed upward and 300 hundred kilometre winds tore down the 

forests and buried them in volcanic ash. What you see here now are some of the world’s 

best preserved trees. Over the years rainwater seeped through the ash, dragging minerals 

with it, which gradually filled the void spaces as the trees rotted.  In a process called 

petrification, what is left is a crystallised replica of a monkey puzzle tree. The trunks are a 

mass of whirling colours, a bit like marble. As the winds eroded the ash, the petrified trees 

were revealed. To sit at the mirador overlooking this land, to try and picture the history, it is 

something quite..………the water flask resting on the rock beside us begins to vibrate. Then 

we hear it, carrying on the light breeze, not so far away. The birds stop chirping. Guanacos 

sniff the air.  A rodent scurries to its hole. The footsteps of an enormous beast resonate 

through the land – THUD! THUD! THUD! 

We leave the Petrified Forest and head further west, turning north on the RP12, towards 

Pico Truncado. An hour before sunset we pull off the road and park beside a fence, enjoying 

views of volcanoes poking from the steppe. In the next hour three cars go past. One is the 

owner of the estancia on whose land we are parked. He wants to know where we’re from 

and if we’re ok. ‘If you get frightened in the night you must come to the estancia,’ the wife 

offers. In the next twelve hours not a single vehicle goes past. 

On Sunday 25th March we arrive back in the town of Perito Moreno. The sun is shining. All is 

well. Next stop Chile.       


