
SPLENDID ISOLATION 

It’s proving difficult to find a half-decent map of Santiago. The fellow who tried 

to mend our heater has torn several pages from the back of the Yellow Pages. 

Though we now have a map of the city and its suburbs in minute detail, we’re 

still a little bit lost. The trick is to avoid ending up on the various motorways 

cutting through the heart of the city, which is not so easy; for those we’re told 

you need an electronic tag to open the barriers. Without an electronic tag it 

seems you’re doomed to a spell at the cop shop. I madly leaf through the sheaf 

of pages as we pass from one avenue to another, calling directions. With the 

help of a petrol pump attendant, two hours later, after much swerving and 

swearing and switching of lanes, we get ourselves on the road to Valparaiso. 

Phew! Breathing a sigh of relief at having cleared the city, there can be only 

one remedy for soothing the frayed nerves. We hang a left to Casablanca 

Valley, one of Chile’s best regions for chardonnay, sauvignon blanc and pinot 

noir. With row after row of vines things are already looking much better. But 

it’s late in the day, so we make for the hills and a bivouac, returning the next 

morning for a tour of Viña Veramonte (the wine not so good/the 

accompanying cheese very good), followed by Viña Mar (wine excellent/no 

cheese supplied). Viña Mar is part of the Tarapaca group of companies and this 

particular property has a small number of rooms, a fine-looking restaurant and 

a most inviting wood-panelled bar-cum-lounge, a room I imagine would be 

difficult to leave at the end of a good evening.  

The tastings in Chile are pretty generous so we wobble off to the car for a 

lunchtime sandwich and a quick snooze. Then we’re off to the coast, taking the 

road to Algarrobo, before heading north to Quintay, a fishing village where the 

boundaries are just beginning to clash between old-world and the mass of 

developments starting to take root along this coastline. At Quintay we drive 

down to the bay, the Pacific waves pounding the beach a few metres from 

where we stop for the night in a small car park. It’s very heartening to note the 

abundance of signs warning us to exit up the hill in the event of a tsunami. ‘Can 

you hear a tsunami above this racket?’ I ask, as we switch out the light. ‘What?’ 

replies Christine, earplugs firmly in place. 



We need to refill our gas bottles so we’re heading for a plant in Concon. The 

road system and volume of traffic on the Valparaiso/Viña del Mar ring-road 

causes us to mentally revisit the hell of Santiago; all thoughts of driving into 

Valparaiso are quickly abandoned. The guys at the gas plant in Concon have 

never seen a French gas bottle before, cannot refill it and can’t get rid of us 

quick enough. We’ve found this to be quite a typical Chilean attitude in the 

north. It is as if they are programmed in a particular way; if you don’t fit in the 

‘box’ then they are not in the least helpful. So far none of our gas fittings can 

be adapted and the solution we’ve come up with is about as user-friendly as 

these volcanoes we’ve been gawping at for the past couple of months. As an 

interim solution we’ve bought a 5kg gas bottle and screwed a gas ring made in 

Brazil (made in Brazil, I tell you!!) to the top of it. The other evening it belched 

a ball of flame, causing Christine to lose a good deal of hair. We are still 

trawling the hardware shops for a solution. There is not a gasfitter in sight 

here, nor anyone, it seems, with a great deal of competence who might offer 

some words of wisdom. Perhaps we’re just having a bad day. In fact I’m sure 

we are. As we pull up in the supermarket car park one of the back tyres expels 

its last breath through a neat slash in the tyre wall. ‘It’s been stabbed,’ the car 

park guard mutters learnedly. ‘They’re always doing that here. When you stop 

to change the tyre they rob you.’ Charming! We go to the vulcaniser (yes, I 

know, it sounds like a character from Star Trek, but is in fact a man that mends 

tyres). I suspect the vulcaniser is a bigger thief than the person who stabbed 

the tyre in the first place. He tries to return it still blowing out air. ‘No, no, no!’ 

I exclaim. So back it goes, for an inner-tube to be fitted, a grubby-looking 

article which might as well have come out of an old wheel-barrow, for all it is 

worth. At least the tyre doesn’t leak anymore and will do to get us out of this 

place. By seven in the evening the job is finished so, feeling rather hunted, we 

get back on the PanAm and head north, spending the night in a Copec service 

station, among growling engines, air brakes and slamming doors. Yes, it’s been 

a bad day today. 

We continue north the following day, turning east off the PanAm to the town 

of Ovalle. Having bought supplies we head up the Hurtado valley and at Samo 

Alto, just outside the entrance to a campsite, we are flagged down by a 

Frenchman in a Land Rover Discovery. Raymond and his wife run a B&B up in 

the hills and, as it is now getting dark and too late to go there, we promise to 



meet him outside the church in El Romeral at noon. The next day we take a 

right at Pichasca, following a track along a riverbed, slowly climbing up into the 

hills for 18 kilometres. Sure enough, there is Raymond waiting for us beside a 

battered Lada 4x4, on the crest of a hill. We can see no church in El Romeral (I 

don’t think they need one), only a few shacks and a small swimming pool with 

rubble lining the bottom. They make goat cheese up here, and dig for gold and 

semi-precious stones. It’s not a fancy place. Raymond makes a quick tour of 

our car (he seems to do everything in short bursts of speed) ‘Yes,’ he declares, 

rubbing his chin, ‘it should do it.’ ‘Do what?’ we ask. He scurries round the car 

for a second time. ‘It should get across the bridge,’ he says. ‘Shall we try it?’ he 

continues, ‘Yes, let’s try it.’ ‘Oh God,’ I quietly moan. What is he talking about? 

‘Follow me,’ Raymond shouts, and then he’s off in a whirl of dust. After a 

couple of kilometres up and down cart tracks we come to “The bridge”, which 

is narrow, made of wooden poles, is at a right angle to the track and spans a 

ten foot drop to a dry gulley. In his little Lada our host zips across, hanging 

from his door to check the wheel clearance. On the other side he leaps out and 

runs back. Then it’s my turn. By driving high up on the right-hand bank I can 

more or less turn on to the bridge; even after a little shunting back and forth 

the angle is still not great. From now on I must rely entirely on Raymond’s 

direction, tiny movements of the steering wheel and considerable confidence 

in a man who might just be a raving lunatic. ‘Don’t worry,’ he shouts. ‘I made it 

from eucalyptus. It’s very strong.’ I open the door to look at where the back 

wheel is – its half hanging off the bridge, no doubt the opposite front one 

doing the same. It’s just as well I can’t see it. Frankly, if the wheels are not on 

the bridge I couldn’t give a flying ---- if this thing’s made of eucalyptus or 

reinforced concrete. My heart is now thumping like a drum. This guy must be 

crazy. I must be crazy.  ‘Look at me, look at me,’ Raymond calls. I take a deep 

breath, following his precise hand movements – ‘A little bit left, a bit right, 

NON!, more left…’  

Raymond and Nadine live at 1500 metres with two dogs, a cat, two donkeys, a 

vegetable patch, a collection of huts, an observatory, a lunar landscape and a 

tremendous amount of enthusiasm. They’ve been here ten years. He’s 

excavated a cave where he hopes to cultivate blue cheese. After ‘The Bridge’ 

experience I need a beer, and then Nadine produces a wonderful home-grown 

salad (a miracle considering the landscape) and then the most delicious beef 



stew, accompanied by un pichet du vin. As I sit there relishing this feast I find it 

remarkable how they produce anything out here, other than a tin of sardines 

and a sip of water. To go shopping from here takes a couple of hours. If 

something happens to her husband, Nadine can’t drive across “The Bridge”. It 

seems to me they’ve made their lives not very straightforward. In the evening 

Raymond takes us up the hill to his observatory, where we slide back the roof 

and stargaze for the next couple of hours. I’ve never seen Saturn before, with 

its extraordinary ring of gas. What a sight. There is little light pollution in this 

part of the world, making the night sky exceptionally clear. ‘This is my religion,’ 

Raymond admits, a glint in his eye, and I suspect, in that single admission, he’s 

allowed us a glimpse of the obsession that keeps him here. This area is 

apparently famous for its futuristic observatories, seekers of cosmic energies 

and frequent UFO sightings. I ask Raymond if he’s seen any UFO’s lately. He 

grins and says: ‘Non.’ I wonder, for a moment, if I should tell him of my own 

encounter with UFO’s. No, maybe not.   

A very rough track runs through the Hurtado Valley, crosses a high pass and 

then drops to the Elqui Valley, which is big on slightly weird hippies, Chile’s 

potent grape-brandy pisco, former poets and gazers at distant galaxies. At least 

the rolling hills make for a peaceful bivouac. The next day we enter La Serena 

(pop. 150,000), Chile’s second oldest city and the bustling capital of Region IV. 

La Serena was founded in 1544 and razed by the British pirate Sharpe (never 

heard of him) in 1680. I don’t suppose he really cared much about tyres in 

those days, but we do, because we need a new one. We head to the BF 

Goodrich dealer, where the manager, Marcelino, tells us he hasn’t had a 

holiday in ten years, and by the way he can’t supply the 285x75x16 in such a 

make as we have. We buy a Cooper instead for quite a considerable sum and 

then debate in some detail what has destroyed (in our eyes, not theirs) our 

tyre. The fitter thinks it might be stone damage. ‘There again,’ he says, ‘the 

other day we had a client who brought in a tyre just like this one. It had been 

chewed by his dog.’ Why don’t you put a patch on it, he says.  

In La Serena I want to grease the rear suspension and the ball joints on the 

steering. But no. Here again we don’t fit in the ‘Box’; just like the sketch from 

Little Britain: ‘Nah, computer says no’. It’s sending us potty. We go to the 

Toyota dealer (there are two in this town) and fix an appointment for the 



following day. With a bit of guidance from the nut snapper it is eventually 

achieved with an element of willing and professionalism. 

Here’s a thing: how would you like to go to the supermarket, fill up your trolley 

and, at the checkout, only pay 10 % of your bill, the rest on credit? Recipe for 

disaster? That’s what they’re doing here – cars, houses, motorbikes, pots of 

paint, toilet paper, bags of crisps – unbelievable. Can they not see what’s 

happening in Europe? 

In Tierra del Fuego, at the bakery Brad Pitt goes to when he’s fishing down 

there, we met a Chile/Belgian couple who have cabins and a camping ground 

at Punta de Choros (www.marealta.cl) and we’ve come here for a couple of 

days (26th April). After La Serena you take the PanAm north, which has taken a 

turn for the worse since we were last on it, and turn west, just north of La 

Higuera. The track is a bit rough, the landscape a rather desperate desert scrub 

– endless Dunkirk dunes come to mind. There’s nothing much here; even a 

furry spider the size of a hand seems to have decided to head for the hills. We 

persevere, passing first through Chorros, a curtain-twitching village not unlike 

entering the “Slaughtered Lamb” public house, finally arriving at Punto 

Chorros, a village comprising of two families, mostly fishermen, all drunkards, 

often fighting. In the midst of this, Marea Alta is a very pleasant place, 

although the Belgian lady seems to be having second thoughts. Her and her 

Chilean husband moved here from Belgium for a new life, away from the 

madness of Europe, only to fall into the madness of Chile, in a desert, quite a 

long way from anywhere. Splendid isolation indeed!       

                  

http://www.marealta.cl/

