
THE CARRETERA AUSTRAL AND CHILOE ISLAND 

Our neighbours at the Perito Moreno municipal campsite are French, two young couples 

making the grand tour of South America. They’ve shipped from France two camper vans, a 

brace of dogs, one small child, a tidy collection of toys and a wardrobe more suited to the 

old London to Goa hippy trail than Patagonia. They had to wait two months in Buenos Aires 

before finally getting their hands on their vehicles, in which time the vehicles had been 

broken into on the dockside and trashed. Now it seems the road, the rain and the wind are 

all exacting a toll. They don’t seem terribly happy as we stand around sipping an evening 

beer. ‘ We’ve had to do a lot of repairs,’ they say, glumly. ‘Now I have a mouse living under 

the bonnet. And he’s slowly eating the wiring.’ Next to the campsite the municipality have 

built a concrete path that encircles a small lake.  The locals seem to have taken to 

walking/jogging round it with as much enthusiasm as the ducks swim across it. It’s an 

unusual sight: Argentines normally go everywhere in their cars. The men find it highly 

amusing when I sit in a chair for Christine to cut my hair. Despite the offer, on their second 

round of the lake they are still no more inclined to join me. And it’s a pretty good cut.    

From Perito Moreno we head west, crossing the border to Chile at the Los Antiguos/Chile 

Chico border post, following the Ruta 265 along the southern shore of Lago General Carrera 

(on the Argentina side it’s called Lago Buenos Aires). After 128 kilometres of roller-coaster 

ripio we hit the junction for the Carretera Austral which, like the Ruta 40 in Argentina, is 

listed as another of those “ultimate” road trips. 

The 1,240 km Carretera Austral (Ruta 7) hacks its way through rainforest, wanders beneath 

glaciers and snow-capped mountains, passes the crashing waves of the pacific, throws layers 

of dust and mud on time-warped settlements, offers glimpses of the occasional lumber yard 

and high-end fishing lodge and rumbles past meadows of sheep and cows and horses. 

Commencing from Puerto Montt in the north, it requires ferries, fresh tyres, patience, a 

sense of fatalism and a good dose of humour to finally arrive at Villa O’Higgins, among the 

peaks and fjords of the far south. It was completed in 1996, cost an initial investment of US$ 

300 million, took more than twenty years to complete, killed eleven roadside workers and 

was Pinochet’s attempt to unite the country. For all that, there is a definite feeling that 

you’re travelling on nothing more than an overused, alpine farm track (only 20% is tarmac). 

You’re certainly left in no doubt that everything that happens along this route is BIG; the 

evidence is everywhere. And that’s the thing. The landslides, the felled trees, the rock-falls, 

the earthquakes, the volcanoes, the lakes, the car crashes, the wilderness, the solitude, the 

lack of bread shops – it’s all on such a huge scale. When something goes wrong here it’s 

pretty catastrophic. I find it difficult to put my finger on what’s different about this 

place…it’s a feeling, deep down, an awareness of having travelled through an exceptionally 

special land. And here’s a small example of the Ruta 7’s oddity: pretend you’re doodling 

along a road as good as the Beverley to York A64 (with virtually no traffic), when it abruptly 

ends and you find yourself on a muddy, single-track road, in a rain forest, the foliage 



brushing your windscreen, with a series of switch-backs leading you up to an altitude of 

1200 metres, followed by the need to slither all the way down the other side. The adjective 

‘ultimate’ definitely belongs to an R7 road trip. But big changes are afoot. Mining companies 

are moving in and the government of Chile sees its future power requirements being met 

from this region, in the form of hydro-electric power, which means dams, flooded valleys, 

disrupted livelihoods, plus thousands of kilometres of electricity pylons and wires, to really 

impress the tourists. There’s been three weeks of demonstrations. We often cross scorched 

lines in the road, where burnt tyres have been reduced to a pile of giant-sized Brillo pads 

rusting at the roadside. The people are angry at their homeland being ravaged for the sake 

of street-lighting in Santiago, their rivers polluted by the mining and fish farming 

conglomerates.  

After a couple of days on the R7 we arrive at Chaiten, the village from where we are to take 

the ferry onward to Chiloe Island. In 2008 Chaitan Volcano erupted, for a month spewing 

ash as far afield as Buenos Aires. We cross a bridge before arriving in the village, and there 

we first see the remains of grey, wooden houses, ash spilling from blown out windows. 

Other properties have been flattened or washed away in the flood that followed the 

eruption. Grey ash is everywhere – coating the trees, filling the gutters, damming the rivers. 

Swathes of forest have been decimated. It is a scene I imagine you might find at the 

extremities of a nuclear explosion. It’s all rather shocking. Construction work is on-going to 

replace the destroyed homes, guest houses and municipal buildings. Life goes on. The 

people seem a stoic bunch. They have to be. In Chaiten the laundry also sells chainsaws; I 

guess that sums up their attitude. 

Douglas Tompkins, founder of the clothing labels Esprit and The North face, bought over 

5000 square kilometres of land to create Park Pumalin, where we decide to wait for the 

arrival of our ferry. Much of it has been damaged by the volcano, but the southern sector 

remains a lush rainforest full of bird-life, and in which he is slowly creating hiking trails in the 

surrounding mountains and glaciers. As the summer tourists are now long gone the park is 

deserted except for Kurt, Cindy and Herbie, their Mercedes truck. They are our old ship-

mates who travelled with us on the Grande Africa from Europe and it is the strangest 

coincidence to bump into them here, in such a vast continent.          

From the upper deck of the ferry we can see Chaiten Volcano smoking, its status undecided 

by the authorities. We are chasing the setting sun, sailing across the Gulf of Corcovado, a 

five hour steam to Chiloe Island, a land of spirits, mythological creatures and curanto, a stew 

containing shellfish, pork, chicken and pangue leaves. Brujos ( warlocks with black-magic 

powers), are at the centre of Chiloe’s mythology. Bent on corrupting the good Chiloe folk, 

they apparently live in a cave at Quicavi guarded by the grotesque Invunche, a flesh-eating 

beast partial to a bowl of cat’s milk. On Chiloe there are witch messengers, gnomes, forest-

dwelling hags and Ten-Ten Vilu, the Serpent God of the Earth. With fanciful stories wringing 

in our ears we camp one night amongst the dunes, beside patches of giant rhubarb, outside 



a settlement called Cucao, on the west coast. At dusk, in a sinister yellow light, and with the 

Pacific Ocean roaring like a Jumbo jet at take-off, I go to check the state of the tide. After a 

couple of hundred metres I stop in my tracks, sure I can hear cries from El Caleuche, a 

glowing pirate ship manned by drunken brujos. I stare hard beyond the raging surf.  And 

then I realise the cries I hear emanate from the half-dozen lowing cattle loping toward me 

out of the sea mist. In 1960 an earthquake registering 9.4 on the Richter scale caused twelve 

volcanoes to erupt, followed by a tsunami, which destroyed most of the settlements along 

the west coast of Chiloe, including Cucao. I gaze at the safety offered by the distant hills 

before shutting the car door – sweet dreams! 

Chiloe is an island of rolling hills, woodland and quaint seaside towns. Fish farms occupy 

nearly every bay. Fishing is the principal industry here. At Quellon, in the south west of the 

island, a rather ugly steel monument marks the start of the Pan-American Highway. The R5 

travels north to Anchorage, Alaska, some 21,000 kilometres distant and it is in that direction 

we turn our wheels.   


