
BACK IN PATAGONIA 

Going south from the mayhem of Buenos Aires, Route 3 heads to Bahia Blanca, and then 

onwards to Ushuaia, some 3000 kilometres closer to Antarctica. After a couple of hundred 

kilometres from BA we turn off and make for Tandil (pop. 140,000), in the Sierras de Tandil, 

a land with a history of cattle barons and knife-wielding gauchos. It was here, in the early 

1870’s, where the gauchos gathered in the hills before a major offensive against the 

landowners and newly-arrived immigrants; the gauchos knives were not nearly sharp 

enough and they suffered a resounding defeat. Today, matters are a good degree calmer – 

the only thing we have to contend with is an icy southern wind attempting to slice off our 

woolly hats. In Tandil, in the fading evening light, we find ourselves at the Automobile Club 

of Tandil, where the manager, a jovial, rotund fellow, directs us to a place out of the wind, 

behind the members’ clubhouse. They have a busy weekend coming up, he tells us. He is 

preparing the race track up on the hill, where Corvettes and Torinos are due to battle it out. 

Every weekend is a big party at the automobile club. Each evening they start with 

sandwiches of ham and cheese, followed by immense quantities of meat, finishing up with 

una montaña de postres. ‘Each of the men will eat a kilo of meat,’ the manager hoots. ‘Of 

course, I don’t each too much meat,’ he declares, patting the gap between the bottom of his 

jumper and the top of his trousers, ‘I mostly eat chicken.’ In the clubhouse kitchen there is 

no namby-pamby oven (or microwave, for that matter) – there is only a round asado 

capable of cooking several beasts simultaneously. ‘And do they drink much wine and beer?’ 

I ask. Our host winces and gives a porcine grunt. ‘DO THEY DRINK MUCH WINE?’ What a silly 

question. 

The Tandil Sierras are not the only hills to poke from an otherwise flat landscape. We go 

west to the Sierra de la Ventana, where the highest peak reaches twelve hundred metres. 

The village of Sierra de la Ventana is set amongst rolling hills and the winding Rio Sauce. 

When we buy meat the butcher tells us there is a Swiss couple living in Ventana who run the 

local radio station between 09.00hrs and 13.00hrs every day. They are his friends. ‘The radio 

station is housed within an old railway carriage,’ he says. On the way out of the village we 

see the railway carriage with a very tall aerial. A little further on we pass the entrance to 

their estancia; two Swiss flags flutter proudly either side of the gate. The estancia is called 

Estancia Apenzell. It seems you really can’t separate the Swiss from their cheese. 

As we cross into Provincia La Pampa a curve in the road becomes a major event. I don’t 

think I’ve ever driven on roads quite as straight as these. As with all things that are rare, and 

therefore little understood, there is an element of mystery and danger to a Pampa curve. 

Like the puma one is supposed to encounter in the national parks, there are signs warning 

you of what to do when you encounter a curve. We play a game of trying to guess the 

distance to the road’s vanishing point – often it is more than ten kilometres; sometimes it is 

so far we forget to check the odometer. We drive 370 km’s further west to National Park 

Lihué Cahel, the landscape varying from grassland to crops to a scrubland of pygmy trees. 



Much of this area was inaccessible to the settlers, due to strong resistance by the 

indigenous Mapuche and Tehuelche. In 1879 the Minister of War, General Julio Argentino 

Roca, undertook a savage war against the Indians, known as the Conquest of the Desert. It 

opened up the southern pampas to settlement and the opportunity for ranchers to spread 

into Patagonia. We arrive at the national park in a fierce storm. The park info says it rains 

450 mm a year here; we get it all, and some, during the next thirty-six hours. When the rain 

and the clouds clear we climb to the sierra and walk through lush valleys teeming with 

croaking frogs and abundant birdlife. Our first day here we are alone; then Ludovic arrives 

on the ‘once-in-a-while’ bus. He is a Frenchman travelling through South America with a 

rucksack and a stout pair of shoes. Then the flamboyant Eduardo arrives on a motorbike. He 

sports a natty pair of yellow sailor boots, slightly at odds with the rest of his macho black 

biker gear. Eduardo is Argentinian and making a short tour of the Pampas on his 250cc 

Honda (a short tour in Argentinian terms is at least a couple of thousand kilometres). In the 

evening we have an asado. There is no part of an animal Eduardo has not eaten. It is quite 

extraordinary what he comes out with.  

It takes us two days to drive from Lihué Cahel to Puerto Madryn (pop. 58,000) – we’re back 

in Patagonia. Puerto Madryn was founded by Welsh settlers in the late 1800’s and named 

after Love Parry, Baron of Madryn. We re-supply with stores and head out to the Valdés 

Peninsular, where the surrounding beaches and bays are home to sea lions, elephant seals, 

Magellanic penguins and the endangered ballena franca austral (southern right whale). For 

the whales this is a breeding zone between June and December. We bivouac on the beach 

at Punta Pardelas and during the night listen to the whales slapping the sea and blowing 

spouts of water. Near to us is a Swiss guy in a Toyota camper. He is 72 years old, is rarely 

parted from a floppy Noddy hat and has a flourishing snow-white beard. He looks like a 

gnome that has wandered from the forests of the Oberland. His car is forty-seven years 

younger than him and has covered 300,000 kilometres. ‘The wife is at home,’ he tells us, 

‘tending a large garden and numerous grandchildren.’ The elephant seals are not in the least 

attractive. They have a very ugly snout and weigh the equivalent of several horses. In a way I 

sympathise with them: in the restaurant overlooking the bay I’ve just eaten a slab of their 

tart and I now feel the weight of one horse; carting seven around must be quite onerous. At 

Punta Pardelas a 14 metre sailing yacht moors for the night. In the morning a family with 

four children aged between three and a half years old and twelve years old put-put ashore 

in a little boat. They are making a three year, round-the-world trip. It has already taken 

them a year to cross the Atlantic and get down here. The children have a mad half hour 

kicking a football and scrambling up the cliffs, before heading back to their boat. The 

parents tell us they are struggling to maintain a discipline with their schooling – too many 

distractions. I can believe it. It’s not every day you rub shoulders with a barnacled, spouting 

fifty tonne monsters. We wave them goodbye; what they’re doing is all very impressive. 

Here’s a tip we picked up whilst wandering the Valdés Peninsular. If you come across a 

skunk and the smell gets stuck on your clothes, there are three remedies: 



1) Wash the clothes with ammonia and tomato juice 

2) Wash the clothes with apple vinegar and camomile 

3) Bury the clothes for a long time 

Fortunately, we haven’t encountered any skunks.                 


