
BELCHING GEYSERS! 

It’s with a new sense of resolve that we return to La Serena. Leo, the 

owner of the Marea Alta campsite where we’re staying, has called 

Pedro, who runs a ferreteria (which is a hardware store, not a home 

for retired ferrets) and he’s promised to find a solution to get our gas 

cooker up and running again. And sure enough he does. It’s a 

marvellously equipped shop, full of lovely toys, to be admired from a 

distance. At last, we’ve found someone prepared to apply 

themselves to finding the right connections between our cooker and 

the Chilean gas bottle we’ve had to buy. ‘But why don’t you refill 

your own bottles?’ he asks, poking his head in the locker. We tell him 

we tried to do that in Concon, only to be told their adaptors could 

not fit our bottles (European travellers’ blog sites all report similar 

problems and so we didn’t bother seeking out the local gas plant 

when we arrived in La Serena). Pedro screws up his face in surprise. 

‘Try here,’ he exclaims. ‘I’m sure they will do it.’ And he’s right. We 

go to the Lipigas plant on the edge of town. This time there is no 

problem. They tell us to come back the following morning – all 

sorted. So, there’s a lesson I suppose: Never assume. 

Copiapo (pop: 133,000), where we stop for the night behind a service 

station, is a copper mining town and the site of several historical 

firsts: South America’s first railway ran from here to Caldera in 1852; 

the nation’s first telegraph and telephone lines blotted the 

landscape, and Chile’s first gas works no doubt changed lives 

immeasurably for the people of Copiapo. These ‘firsts’ grew on the 

back of a gold and silver mining boom, though copper is now the big 

deal. Chile is the world’s largest producer of copper, and it’s causing 

contamination on an alarming scale. It really is a mad world; in the 

south of Chile they are planning to destroy a beautiful and wild 

environment with a heap of hydro-electric projects to feed the 



power requirements of these enormous mines in the north, which 

are in turn polluting all the water sources and causing towns to be 

relocated – all in the name of progress, of course.  

Is anyone suffering those April Shower Blues? Here’s a remedy: jump 

on a plane to Copiapo, they say it hasn’t rained here for four 

hundred years. It’s certainly very dry. And it’s pretty hot, too. 

From Copiapo we move to Bahia Inglesa, a small seaside resort 

where British privateers took refuge in colonial times. From here 

we’re heading into the real desert; you have to look very hard to see 

anything growing here. In fact, you’d be forgiven for thinking that the 

only thing growing alongside the PanAm is a ten metre deep strip of 

discarded coke bottles, crumpled tins of Cristal beer, balled-up 

nappies, supermarket plastic bags, shredded tyres and the leftovers 

from car wrecks.  

Existing downriver of the enormous El Salvador copper mine has 

turned the town of Chanaral into something of a basket case. All of a 

sudden it appears round the bend in the road, blanketed in a sepia 

mist. You come here if you like a bit of arsenic with your early-

morning dip in the sea. At a time of great crisis, when the people of 

Chanaral were beginning to grow two heads, ex-president Ricardo 

Lagos went one better than our own ex-minister of agriculture, John 

Gummer (the man who shoved a beef-burger down his daughter’s 

throat at the height of the British mad cow crisis), by leaping into the 

sea off Chanaral, before a crowd of expectant residents and press. 

Everyone wailed in horror when his legs immediately fell off and he 

started to glow… no, just kidding, but I don’t think the stunt helped 

vote him back in office. That was back in 2003. The sea off here is still 

claimed to be heavily contaminated. We’re quite happy to forego an 

extra forefinger, or a third ear, so we push on to the Pan de Azucar 



National Park, where we stop for lunch in a beautiful bay, and end up 

staying for the night. We don’t go for a swim. The Humboldt Current 

flows north. If the arsenic doesn’t get you the freezing water will.  

To be honest, we don’t find this part of the country terribly inspiring 

and decide to get some kilometres under our belt. From Copiapo to 

Calama, via Antofagasta, Chile’s second largest city, is the good, the 

bad and the ugly of the mining business. On the outskirts of 

Antofagasta the PanAm is interrupted by vast compounds full of 

mining machinery (including dump-trucks the size of a house) and 

the road is crippled and warped by the heat and the tankers lugging 

sulphuric acid to goodness knows what end. Copper apparently 

accounts for one third of Chile’s exports and it’s made a lot of 

Chileans very wealthy in the last ten years. In Chile, if you’re a 

Chinaman arriving with a contract to buy copper, you’re the next 

best thing to the Almighty.  

From Calama we strike off in a north-easterly direction, up into the 

hills. Outside Chiu Chiu we stop for lunch at Laguna Inca Coya, a 

circular oasis on a plateau of baked earth. The laguna was created by 

the tears of the jilted lover of Inca Tupac Yupanqui. Taken by such a 

tale, and wishing to discover the depth of this fellow’s loss, Jacques 

Cousteau donned flippers and mask and dived in, reaching a depth of 

80 metres before he hit the mud at the bottom. After the ham 

sandwich we really start to climb, higher and higher, in places on to 

vast plains of grasses and lupins, and then sometimes just rocks, 

sand and multi-coloured dunes. Snow-capped volcanoes are a 

constant presence, a vast chain of them running north/south. There 

are some small settlements out here, sometimes no more than a 

couple of huts. The car is beginning to chuff a bit. We’re often down 

to 1st gear to get up the hills. The engine clacks like a pair of 

overactive false teeth. Ooh! And there’s rather a lot of smoke!  



With laboured breaths and aching ears, we cross a pass at alt. 4500 

metres , before descending 200 metres to the El Tatio Geysers. 

We’re both a bit wobbly; perhaps we ascended too quickly. El Tatio is 

the world’s highest geyser field. It’s cold up here – during the night it 

drops to zero inside the car. We’re in bed by 8 o’clock, the warmest 

place to be, though we do have to be up at five-thirty, for the 64 

geysers and 100 fumaroles give their best display with the rising sun. 

As the sun crests the circling peaks the show starts, a gurgling, 

plopping, hissing, whooshing and belching, all on an epic scale – this 

is like the earth recovering from an overindulgence of Stella Artois. 

It’s quite eerie in all this mist and half-light and weird noises. You 

have to be careful where you walk. The crust is a bit thin in places – 

then you’re in for a right roasting. It does happen. By 10 o’clock, 

after all the tourists have cleared off, and a modicum of warmth 

returns to the land, we don swimming gear and thaw out in a hot 

spring, enjoying the most magnificent view. 

It’s actually quite a relief to come down from the peaks. San Pedro 

de Atacama (pop. 3212) is at 2500 metres, a tourist hot-spot 

described by Lonely Planet as an adobe-Disneyland. Adobe shabby-

chic is more like it; a night-time walk through its dim, dusty streets, 

past bars, ethnic shops, inebriated back-packers and stoned Rastas 

makes it feel more like a cultural head-on between Timbuktu and 

Ibiza Town. It’s not easy to find a campsite in this place. The first 

night we get out into the desert, setting up shop beside an old salt 

mine, where tunnels, large and small, dot the escarpment. It’s quite 

spooky. There’s the occasional cracking sound as the seams of salt 

cool and I fancy it’s the tap of a pickaxe somewhere deep in one of 

these shafts. As we sit on the hill admiring the shimmering lights of 

San Pedro in the distance, a huge owl makes a circle overhead, 



checking us out. We’re a little too big for his menu, so he screeches, 

disappearing beyond the escarpment. 

In our campsite in San Pedro we’ve got the map spread over the 

table, unsure whether to head north for Bolivia, or cross the border 

back to Argentina and re-connect with the Ruta 40. ‘Uhm, should we 

head north, or south?’ Christine sticks a finger in the air to see which 

way the wind’s blowing – Damn, no wind! 


