
SPUDS, SPLENDID LAKES AND A SHAKY SANTIAGO 

According to the guidebook Lonely Planet, Chile and Peru have had spat over 

potatoes for as long as anyone can remember. The argument centres on whose 

allotment they first grew. Was it Chile, or was it Peru? Whilst border disputes 

between the two countries come and go, and the rights to pisco are hotly 

disputed, it is the tiff over the location of the first spud that remains to the 

fore. Peru is adamant they come from Lake Titicaca. ‘Nonsense!’ declares 

Chile’s Austral University: evidence abounds, they claim, to confirm humans, 

crouching round a fire in the woods of southern Chile, a club in one hand, a 

jacket potato in the other, date as far back as 14,000 years. Today, apparently 

99% of all European potato varieties originally came from Chile and, more 

specifically, the island of Chiloe, where of course we find ourselves. Potatoes 

are held in great esteem in South America. Renowned Argentine chef, Francis 

Mallman, when asked to lay on a banquet for the world’s leading chefs, chose 

a menu comprising solely of potatoes. At first they weren’t sure whether to 

turn up to such a curious event. They did, and they loved it. So, before the 

autumn squalls finally blow us from Chiloe Island, we make a dash to the 

market in Castro, carting away a selection of nutty purples, stubby blues and 

narrow yellows. Steamed, salted, slab of butter – perfect! 

And here’s a wine tip: Tarapaca Reserva, (Cabernet Sauvignon). Not sure if it’s 

available in Europe – I think it is. I can confirm that it’s very nice with potatoes. 

Costs about 3,800 pesos here – about €6.30 (if the Euro still exists)    

A day (and a quick boat ride) later we are in Puerto Varas, a short distance 

beyond Puerto Montt, on the shores of Lake Llanquihue, (Chile’s southern Lake 

District). The sun is doing its best to burn away the clouds, so we might just get 

a look at the snow-capped Orsono Volcano, allegedly a perfect conical peak, 

towering over the lake. After a couple of blocks it’s soon apparent how Puerto 

Varas is a pretty swanky town, due in part to its German/Swiss heritage, but 

also its growing recognition as a centre for adventure sports. We make a circuit 

of the lake, camping for the night in Puerto Octay, a village of much faded 

Bavarian architecture and end-of-summer feel. Clouds persist the next day, so 

we head north, to Pucon, a town plonked on the shores of Lake Villarica, and a 

high-end resort for adrenaline freaks. On Sunday the town is actually quite 



sedate, so the adrenaline freaks are either getting amped out up in the 

mountains, or have gone to church. The scenery in this region is really 

wonderful – beneath the steep pine forests roll acre after acre of open 

grassland, with clusters of majestic trees, reminiscent of parkland in an old 

English estate. Amongst this greenery and autumn colours are lakes and snow-

topped volcanoes. Volcanoes are a big issue in Chile; there are said to be some 

500 of them, of which 50 are active. In Pucon, at Pizza Cala, we finally uncover 

what we’ve been searching for so long – the perfect pizza. It’s taken us some 

time and so I just have to celebrate with a couple of pints of their local brew. 

Back outside in the bright sunshine we join the people meandering in the 

streets. Like an angst-ridden teenager, Volcano Villarica is there, towering over 

the town, spewing lava and ash on a daily basis. For those lacking imagination 

the streets are lined with companies offering guides and the opportunity to 

hike to the rim of the crater at 2800 metres. It’s not for us. Instead we head for 

the laundrette, where we bump in to Samuel and Marie, confirmed volcano 

junkies. Samuel and Marie are a young French couple we picked up on the 

Carretera Austral. We found them crouched on the side of the track playing 

cards, waiting for a lift, soaked to the skin after an ascent of Chaiten Volcano.  

‘Tomorrow we’re heading up Villarica,’ they gush. They lug heavy-looking packs 

on their backs, apparently now full of damp clothes and wet tents following a 

‘petite aventure’ in Argentina. Poking from Marie’s is an umbrella with the 

Harrods logo written in green – clearly the perfect shelter for a night in the 

mountains. Outside Pucon, on the shores of Lake Cabargua, we find a quiet 

bivouac for a couple of nights – a thick seam of Yorkshire tightness and a dash 

of Swiss prudence causes us to shun the expensive and rather drab campsites 

of Chile as much as possible; in fact, as winter advances, most are now closed. 

In the morning we manage to squeeze the car into a space opposite Pizza Cala, 

so as to pick up their WiFi signal and work a little more on the internet. But the 

mountain spirits are not happy. We settle in the back of the car, and as I plug 

the computer into the inverter to charge the battery there’s a POP! followed 

quickly by a PHUFF! Very soon we’re consumed by a pungent electrical mist. To 

the curious glances of passing pedestrians the windows are flung open and a 

pall of smoke to match Villarica volcano billows forth. I suspect the damp of 

the past six weeks has finally killed off our means of recharging computers and 

cameras. 



From the Lakes District we bumble north to La Araucania, in order to continue 

our own, rather more sedate, volcano fest. This is Mapuche country, a land the 

marauding Inca Empire was unable to penetrate, and took a sustained 300 year 

onslaught by the Spanish to finally wrest control from the indigenous Indians. 

National Park Conguillo ( Conguillo means ‘nestled in the pine nuts’ in 

Mapuche) is home to Volcan Llaima (‘Blood Veins’), which last blew its top in 

the summer of 2008, leaving a massive lava stream to scar the park. It is here 

where the BBC filmed ‘Walking with dinosaurs’ and is home to forests of these 

strange monkey-puzzle trees, creating scenes straight from an Edgar Allan Poe. 

From here we moved on to Malalcahuello Nalcas, where the volcano theme 

continues in dramatic colours and landscapes. 

We have now re-joined the Pan-American Highway north, towards Santiago, 

where we are hoping to repair/replace at least some of our equipment which 

has broken over the past weeks (even the ipod has now locked solid, so no 

more music to ease the long roads). The Pan-AM is a toll road, as good as any 

European motorway, and great for covering distances at speed. It is a curious 

blend of the modern and the quant; a horse and cart trots along the hard-

shoulder, chickens and turkeys peck at the roadside, stalls sell cheese and 

honey and, at one of the toll booths we come to, three combine harvesters are 

negotiating a passage through the barriers. 

We opt for a Sunday afternoon as the best time to drive into the centre of 

Santiago (population 5 million). It is manic and our street map very 

approximate in its layout. We are heading for Las Condes, a suburb to the 

north-east of town, which is where the agent for our broken boiler resides. We 

have only come here to make repairs. To bring your car into a city like this is 

something of a nightmare, I can promise you. However, and thankfully, it’s a 

pretty posh part of town we find ourselves. We manage to park in a car park 

beside the Pueblito Los Dominicos, which as the name suggests is part church, 

part monastery, and part tourist attraction, where rather fancy artisans are 

housed in alleyways of rambling adobe dwellings. There is a small park beside 

it and access to the subway, so all is quite civilised. With nowhere else to go for 

the night we decide to stay put, earplugs firmly screwed in. The next day 

produces little result. The agent for the boiler does not deal in our particular 

piece of kit, even though he brims with enthusiasm and the diesel motor is laid 



in several parts on his forecourt. So we must go a little longer with no heating 

and no hot water, which is not such a problem now the temperatures are up to 

25⁰ centigrade. The altiplano in northern Chile (4000 metres +) might be a 

different story altogether. After a quick dash across town on the tube to buy a 

new inverter, it is rush hour and so we retire to our parking spot at the pueblito 

for a second night. At ten o’clock in the evening, just as we’re tucked up, the 

road-workers arrive to paint the sleeping policeman an even brighter yellow 

than before. It takes them an hour. Sometime in the early hours the car rocks 

from side to side for about thirty seconds. I’m suddenly awake and bolt 

upright. I pull out my earplugs ready to berate the jokers outside. When I look, 

nobody is there.             

       


