
THE HIGH ROAD 

I’m quite sure 007 wouldn’t have felt like this. Clad in his tuxedo, I 

imagine he would have been out there dodging the shadows 

between the rocks, his only concession to the freezing-cold night 

being a Q Branch special issue woollen hat. A couple of hoods would 

be dead before he even drew breath. By contrast, I’m laid here 

panting, bloated and with a head as thick as clotted cream. I’m 

talking about the altitude, of course. We crossed the Chile/Bolivia 

border today at Ollagüe, and after an hour driving down the road, 

we’ve made a bivouac among the most curiously shaped rocks. 

They’re listed as something of a tourist attraction, but there’s 

nobody out here right now. Strange, that! The wind is bitingly cold 

and it’s very dark. Though I like to think I’m pretty hardy, just at this 

moment such thoughts are laughable. Christine’s fairing even worse. 

By two in the morning she’s hyperventilating rather alarmingly. 

We’re at 4200 metres, in the middle of nowhere in particular and, as 

far as I’m concerned, we’ve got to descend pretty quickly. Neither of 

us has slept a wink. We pack up the car, extract ourselves from the 

bivouac, and follow the road deeper into Bolivia. After a couple of 

hours steady driving (in order to avoid wandering lamas) we reach 

San Cristobal, not much more than a village, the cobbled streets 

partially bathed in orange light. We’ve come down to 3700 metres, 

about the best you can do here, unless you drop down to the 

Amazonian swamps in the far north east. Hopefully it will stabilize 

Christine’s condition. We sleep for an hour before the dust cart 

growls past the window...followed by the bus for Uyuni…followed by 

the bus for…. followed by… Yes, I’m sure you get the idea. It’s 6.30 

and Christine doesn’t feel that much better. Have a cup of sweet tea, 

I tell her in true British fashion. ‘You’ll feel much better.’ I get a black 

look. We have to do something – make some decisions, for the 



towns we want to visit in Bolivia are all above 4000 metres. I get out 

of the car to confront the new day. It’s dead cold. A Bolivian road 

sweeper swaddled in clothes eyes me curiously as I scrape ice from 

the windscreen and calculate the quickest way to retreat below 3000 

metres. 

So, we’re back in San Pedro de Atacama, at the El Abuelo campsite, 

and it’s very comfortable. We can breathe. Bolivia will have to wait 

for another day. The Chilean customs deemed it a bit curious that 

we’d returned after less than twenty-four hours out of the country. 

‘Are you bringing in any coca leaves?’ they ask. Coca, used to 

produce cocaine, is illegal in these parts. After a hot shower in the 

campsite the phone rings. It’s Michel and Claudia, our shipmates 

from Grande Africa, who happen to be passing through San Pedro. 

They spotted our car as we drove into town. We go and meet them 

in the square and catch up with their news. It’s heartening to hear 

that they too have been struggling with the high altitude. In the 

restaurant the lady serving us says it hadn’t rained for thirteen years 

in San Pedro, until last February. And then it rained very heavily for a 

whole month. Quite a lot of things fell down. As you approach San 

Pedro from the north you can see the bridge fell down. Now you 

have to drive through the river.  

Today we’re saying adios (again) to Chile, and heading back to 

Argentina, via Paso Jama. As soon as we leave San Pedro we begin 

the ascent up to the pass. Within 52 kilometres we’ve gone from 

2500 metres to 4820 metres. Holy cow! I’ve never driven a car to the 

height of Mont Blanc. The four litre lump under our bonnet sounds 

like one of those vintage Massey Fergusons rattling through a fruit 

orchard. It really doesn’t like these high roads. On the way we pass 

salt pans, desert dunes, volcanoes, flamingos, crashed lorries and 

plains of grassland not unlike the pampa to the south. I have to say, 



this is a very unusual part of the world. After 380 kilometres we crest 

the final pass at 4200 metres and, having personally compressed and 

expanded several times in the last few hours, breathe a sigh of relief 

to finally drop down to Purmamarca, a quaint village of dusty streets 

and adobe dwellings. Purmamarca is a showcase for the artisanal 

weavers of the Andes (though we suspect some of it comes from 

China). Christine works her way through the socks, the ponchos, the 

scarves, the rugs… In one shop I’m somewhat captivated by the 

fellow’s bulging cheek. Whatever’s going on in there looks terribly 

painful. ‘Did you see that guy’s pouch?’ Christine asks when we’re 

back in the street. ‘He had a massive abscess,’ I tell her assuredly. 

‘Don’t be silly. His cheek was stuffed full of coca leaves. I saw them 

doing it in the market, great handfuls of the stuff.’ In the provinces of 

Jujuy and Salta it’s legal to chew coca leaves, a mild stimulant that 

supposedly wards off hunger and fatigue. The locals add a pinch of 

bicarbonate of soda (called bica) to give the whole thing a bit more 

of a kick. Up here you often pass signs outside a shop listing: Pan, 

Empanadas, Pollo, Bica, Coca…it’s quite amusing. We spend a couple 

of days in Purmamarca, enjoying the chilled atmosphere and 

wandering the Cerro de los Siete Colores (Hill of Seven Colours), 

which the Lonely Planet guidebook rightly describes as the marzipan 

fantasy of a megalomaniac pastry chef. 

From Purmamarca we descend further from the dusty desert to the 

lushness of San Salvador du Jujuy (pop. 278,000), the highest 

provincial capital in the country, followed a day later by a visit to 

Salta (pop. 468,000). In Salta we come face to face with a six year old 

boy who’s been dead for five hundred years. No, he’s not wandering, 

zombie-like, through the town’s streets but is encapsulated in a 

controlled environment, ensuring he remains in the same state as 

when he was dug out of the ground in 1999. There are three such 



children at the Museo De Arqueologia De Alta Montaña. They were 

discovered at the peak of Llullaillaco, a 6740 metre volcano some 

480 km west of Salta. From time to time the Inca culture offered the 

lives of high-born children to appease their Gods. The selected 

children, from various parts of the Inca Empire, were taken to Cuzco, 

where they were the centrepiece of the capacocha celebration. At 

the end of the celebration they were taken home, feted by the local 

people and taken up to the high mountains. As the wind whistled 

round their ears they were plied with chicha, a strong maize beer, 

until they passed out. In their comatose state they were then buried, 

along with figurines of animals and humans. To be chosen for this 

role as sacrificial offering is said to have been a great honour. The 

child appears like a china doll, everything about it perfectly 

preserved, including the colours of the cloth it’s swathed in. You 

almost expect it to shake itself awake, to recover with a monumental 

hangover. Standing here gazing at this curled up child makes me feel 

rather sad to learn of how it was cheated of life, buried alive up in 

those inhospitable mountains. 

Salta is a happening town and its main plaza has a real wow factor 

for its colonial architecture. At lunchtime we wander to the covered 

market, to sample the grittier end of Salta cuisine. It doesn’t 

disappoint: empanadas, chips and humita (a maize puree cooked in 

its own leaves) are washed down with a litre of Quilmes beer. It’s 

interesting to note how the street kids come in here and are offered 

food by the diners in the various bars and restaurants; a welfare 

system of sorts. 

Here’s a thought: why can’t the Germans come and run Argentina’s 

campsites? Once they’ve sorted out Europe, that is. In a suburb of 

Salta we find AMPIPS Campsite. It looks fine; then the manager 

shows us the shower/toilet block. It is unbelievably disgusting. We 



had a hundred children here, he tells us, almost apologetically, 

though he can’t shift himself to do anything about it. In the two 

nights we spend here cleaners are as rare as the rain in the Atacama 

Desert. Unbelievable! There’s a French family staying here, touring in 

a converted Transit. They’re from Courchevel; he’s a ski instructor, 

but his English clients have dried up and all he’s left with is those 

‘charming’ Russians, which he can’t stomach any longer. He hopes to 

find a job at a ski resort in Argentina this winter, though apparently 

the Spaniards are in the queue before him. It’s quite scary reading 

the news in Europe. As we head further south economic storm 

clouds are once again gathering over Argentina. Kirchner and her 

cronies in the Pink Palace are coming under increasing criticism. 

Angela Merkel for President??       

      

     


