
URUGUAY: RIVER OF THE BIRDS 

You might be forgiven for thinking every day is a Sunday in Uruguay. 

It’s easily done. It seems, some days, the only thing to move is the 

breeze. It’s rather nice, because their neighbours are all a little bit 

bonkers. Here, you pass acre upon acre of rolling cattle country, 

dotted with woodland and ponds. There might be a lone gaucho 

herding a cow or two, a few chickens pecking the white-line, horses 

nibbling the verge, somebody laid in the grass sipping mate and 

waiting for a lift. There are no roadside police controls here – they’re 

not obsessed with where you’ve come from, where you’re going to, 

or what you’re bumpers are made from. Imagine a country the size 

of England and Wales combined, with a population of 3.5 million 

people. Sounds good? For those who like beef there are something 

like five cows per citizen; a lot of barbequing goes on here. Outside 

the towns you don’t see many people. Uruguay is translated as the 

river of birds – there are plenty of them. This is a great country.  

We cross the Uruguay River on the International Bridge between 

Colon and Paysandu, where we stay at the Fishing Club, awaking the 

following morning to a keen frost covering the grass. Paysandu is the 

country’s third largest town (city is a bit of a big word for Uruguay), 

and was founded in the mid-eighteenth century as an outpost for 

cattle herders from the Jesuit mission in Yapeyu, Argentina. From 

Paysandu we pass through the Valley of Eden, close to the 

agricultural town of Tacuarembo. Carlos Gardel, the most prominent 

figure in the history of tango, is said to have been born at a 

smallholding in this picturesque valley, where a museum now exists 

with the sole purpose of proving he was indeed a Uruguayan 

national. Why do they have to prove it? Because the French claim he 

was born in Toulouse, and therefore un enfant of France. And then 

there are the pesky Argentines, who claim him as one of theirs. It all 



seems quite a muddle as you wander the museum, though obviously 

a jolly important one, considering the effort that has gone into this 

place. According to Uruguay Gardel was the illegitimate son of the 

local police chief, and it suited Mr Plod to muddy the waters. Gardel 

died in an air-crash in 1935, at the height of his fame. The confusion 

surrounding his nationality goes on. 

From the agricultural lands of the north we head towards the coast, 

just to the south of the border with Brazil. A coastline of wonderful 

beaches goes on forever, with the occasional ramshackle fishing 

village, so nobody gets too lonely. It is out of season now and very 

quiet; in the Parque Nacional Santa Theresa there are 1200 camping 

sites spread throughout the pine forest, and we seem to be the only 

people here. From the Devil’s Point, all the way to Paloma, in the 

south, one encounters the growing creep of the property developers, 

the houses becoming ever grander and the development more 

dense, until we finally arrive at the infamous Punta Del Este. Coming 

from the farmlands in the north and arriving amongst these modern 

high rise apartments, swanky restaurants and designer label shops is 

quite extraordinary. Are we still in the same country? (Where have 

the gauchos gone?) There is a building frenzy going on here, fuelled 

by Brazil and Argentina, though the government of Argentina has put 

a ban on its citizens buying dollars, as a measure to stabilise the 

economy, and so things are set to slow up. All the same this is pretty 

impressive stuff; this place is like the Riviera scrubbed up. Apart from 

the scaffolders, brickies, plumbers and the sea-lions in the marina 

Punta Del Este is deserted, awaiting summer and the arrival of the 

rich and the famous, the pumped and the plucked, the posers and 

the pimps. They say it’s pretty crazy in summer. What’s strange is 

how quickly you’re back in rural Uruguay. 



In the late 1800’s a bunch of Swiss guys came to Uruguay and formed 

a community called Nueva Helvetica. They have streets called 

William Tell and Frau Vögel – totally bizarre! 

Colonia Del Sacramento, sitting across the water from Buenos Aires, 

is a wonderful little place, its historical quarter a World Heritage Site. 

The weather has turned foul, a sharp wind blowing off the River 

Plate. Very soon the slippery cobbled streets and the old stonework 

of the buildings glistens in the onslaught. It’s such a shame. After a 

couple of hours we’re forced to retire to the warmth of a restaurant 

and a roaring parrilla. 

In the 1860’s, to mention the town of Fray Bentos to any contentedly 

munching cow was to send a shiver down its back. The Liebig Extract 

Meat Company was taken over by the British in the 1920’s. By World 

War II it employed 4000 people and daily caused 2000 cattle to 

become a meat pie wrapped in tinfoil, or rendered into an Oxo cube. 

Cows made the country pretty wealthy. The factory is now a 

museum. We didn’t go. 

So, now we are back in Argentina, and the clock is rapidly ticking 

towards the moment we must pack up and head back to Europe. 

We’ve found a place to store the car and now we’re off to the bright 

lights of BA. 

We very much look forward to catching up with you all soon. 

         


