
WHERE THE DEVIL LOST HIS PONCHO 

We’ve come to a place where they say the Devil lost his poncho. Fables aside, 

after a couple of days here, I imagine you could lose a lot more than your 

poncho. We’re south-west of Salta, in the Valles Calchaquíes, said to be one of 

Argentina’s most seductive, off-the-beaten-tracks, and I have to agree with 

such sentiment. We’ve had to cross another mountain to get here (par for the 

course in the cordilleras), which saw us making a bivouac in the Parque 

Nacional Los Cardones, where the scenery pacified the soul, and the silence 

left you feeling as if you might have suddenly turned deaf after Salta’s 

rumbling traffic and barking dogs . The park ranger arrives at ten the following 

morning, very courteous in manner. ‘Did you stay the night here,’ he enquires. 

We cast a glimpse at the signs: “Camping not allowed”. We haven’t done any 

harm. ‘Oh no, no,’ Christine declares. ‘We’ve only just arrived.’ 

In the late 90’s Donald Hess, a vineyard owner from Napa Valley, California, 

made his way up the Calchaquíes Valley. In Angastaco he stopped for a bite to 

eat, asking the owner of the restaurant for a wine produced in the area. The 

man promptly disappeared, scurrying back with a dusty bottle of Colomé, a 

vineyard that began growing vines in 1830, originally established by the 

governor of the region. The wine poured from the bottle in that Angastaco 

restaurant was quite remarkable, so much so that Mr Hess was compelled to 

purchase the estate (www.bodegacolome.com). It took him five years to 

achieve, followed by a lot of investment to bring everything up to scratch 

(there are fifty houses on the estate). Colomé’s white Torrontes, a grape that is 

something of a speciality here in Argentina, is silky and suave and already has 

us reeling before we sit for lunch, which we feel we’ve deserved, for it’s a little 

adventure to get here. To start with, we’ve reacquainted ourselves with Ruta 

40, which up here in the mountains, does not disappoint. It is a ripio track, 

sometimes no wider than a single vehicle, hugging the edge of the Rio 

Calchaquíes, weaving through the most extraordinary semi-arid landscape. At 

Molinos you head west, fording a wide river, before another 20 k’s of dirt 

track. After such a journey the dust makes you hoarse and crunches in your 

teeth; what better than a glass of chilled Torrontes to wash it away. The vines 

here at Colomé range from 1700 metres up to 3i00 metres, claimed to be the 

highest grapes grown for wine production in the world. The original vines of 



1831 are still used in wine production. Apparently they do not know what 

variety some of the old vines are. You can buy a bottle of wine here, its 

contents very old and completely unknown. Splendid! There is an estancia here 

too. In such surroundings it appears the perfect retreat 

(www.estanciacolome.com). No wonder the Devil lost his poncho. If that was 

all he lost, I should say he was lucky. 

It was in these valleys that the indigenous Diaguita put up some of the fiercest 

resistance to Spanish rule. In the 1600’s, unable to break the will of these 

people, the Spanish rounded them up, relocating them to Buenos Aires, where 

the suburb of Quilmes bears the name of one group of these people. This 

productive land was then turned into large rural estates, known as the 

estancias of the Andes. I should say that today circumstances have turned 

almost full circle. Certainly it seems that way as we wind slowly south. Whilst 

large estates in this valley clearly still exist, much of the land has returned to 

subsistence farming at the hands of people of Indian origin. 

After our splendid lunch at Colomé we rumble south, four hours later reaching 

Cafayate, home to Argentina’s second most important wine growing region. 

There is a rather grand, shaded plaza, bars where you can sample the local 

produce seemingly on every corner. You can buy malbec or torrontes ice cream 

here. Vineyards are everywhere. Notable visits are Michel Torino (Bodega El 

Esteco) and their excellent white Ciclos (www.elesteco.com). Attached to the 

El Esteco vineyard is an old estancia, now converted to a small hotel 

(www.patiosdecafayate.com). I could camp in their gardens for quite a while 

(the room prices are a bit eye-watering). The other visit of note was Bodega 

José Luis Mounier (www.bodegasmounier.com), found  up in the hills behind 

Cafayate. The view from the terrace where they serve lunch is magnificent. 

Their rosé is pretty good, too. The girl serving us lunch says it never rains here. 

How wonderful. Today the sky, like yesterday and the day before, is a deep 

blue. There is a light wind and the vine leaves are curling, turning to their 

autumn colours. In the distance the surrounding mountains keep the clouds at 

bay. Paradise found? Yes, quite possibly.   

http://www.bodegasmounier.com/

