
ALONG THE CHUBUT RIVER 

 

 

he Welsh began settling in Patagonia in 1865, at a place where 

the Chubut River meets the sea. From the coast they gradually 

moved inland, relying on the help of the indigenous Tehuelche 

to help them hack a life from the arid steppe that stretches to 

the foothills of the Andes. We’ve decided to follow in the footsteps 

of the pioneers, though travelling towards the mountains today must 

be incomparable with what they had to endure; whilst they rode into 

a desert wind capable of desiccating an orange in minutes, we turn 

up Jon Bon Jovi on the stereo and twiddle with the controls for the 

air conditioning. The Ruta 25 is made of smooth tarmac, and the 

occasional sign confirms we are heading in the correct direction; we 

have no need to endlessly weave between thorn-scrub and boulders, 

or to agonise over whether we will have a home before the winter 

freezes off our toes; we’re not suffering saddle sores or the onset of 

piles; our eyes open and shut without the sense they are filled with 

crushed glass; this gritty wind is not pitting our teeth and our lips 

have not become like strips of biltong.  

There is something very curious about the village of Gaiman (pop. 

5,753). Red dragons, the Welsh language and pale people with rusty-

coloured hair are everywhere. What’s even odder is that these pale, 

rusty-haired people are speaking Castellano. I feel we’ve stepped out 

of Dr Who’s Tardis, arriving in a geographically skewed time-warp. 

There have been two big events in the history of Gaiman. The first of 

them occurred in 1874, when David D. Roberts arrived and 

constructed the first house, a stone and wattle affair with dirt floors 

and four rooms. Originally from Llanfihangel-y-Pennant in northern 
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Wales, Roberts came with his wife via New York, on a ship called the 

Electric Spark. In a fierce storm they were shipwrecked, lucky to be 

washed up on the beach. Many on the Electric Spark did not make it. 

The Roberts’ lost all their possessions...not such a encouraging start 

when you’re moving house. There’s a faded photo of them on the 

wall, posing in chairs whilst dressed in their Sunday best – the pair of 

them look extremely capable. The second big event in Gaiman 

happened in 1995, when Princess Diana stopped by for a cup of tea, 

inciting an event that might as well have been named ‘The Teahouse 

Wars’. The Mafiosi of Gaiman don’t trade drugs, or run guns, or 

launder money…they own teahouses. It’s big business down here. 

Whoever secured Princess Di’s patronage knew they had a ticket to 

print money. The competition to grab her really set the pot boiling. 

Her security detail chose the Ty Te Caerrdydd teahouse, on the basis 

that it offered the best security – though goodness knows what they 

thought might happen to her in a Gaiman teahouse. In the lush 

garden of the Ty Te Caerrdydd teahouse there is an enormous, 

painted teapot. According to the guidebook the china and utensils 

used by the princess are still on display; we didn’t go inside. 

Apparently, this storm-in-a-teacup is still rippling in Gaimen. Even to 

this day the Dons exchange harsh words, followed by the odd rock-

hard Welsh cake zinging across the street.  

In Gaimen we question the guide at the Casa del Poeta museum 

about the route the pioneers took to reach the foothills of the Andes. 

To ensure they had a source of water we assume they followed the 

Chubut River all the way inland, which means we should eventually 

leave the Ruta 25 and head north on the Ruta 12. The guide doesn’t 

know which route the pioneers took, but looks aghast at our 

suggestion that we follow the Ruta 12. Her eyes flood with horror, of 

visions of fire-breathing dragons and a fearsome shaman. ‘There is 



nothing out there…’ she stammers, ‘…I mean nobody…and the road 

is ripio...’ Her upper body rocks violently from side to side as she 

endeavours to enact what will happen to our car when we drive on 

ripio. ‘It will be a little adventure,’ we tell her. ‘We’ll send a post 

card.’ 

The Ruta 12, and the Chubut River, cut through a magnificent valley. 

The walls of the valley rise steeply and are a staggering display of 

colours. The valley floor is lined with trees and meadows of horses, 

cattle and sheep. The cattle grids in the road mark the boundaries 

between the various estancias. The guide at the Casa del Poeta 

museum is partly right: there really aren’t many people out here. 

Paso del Sapo is supposedly an old Welsh settlement, but when we 

stop to look for bread the people appear more indian than Welsh 

(there isn’t even any bread). In fact, since leaving Gaimen we haven’t 

seen much Welshness to speak of along this route. Nobody has 

spontaneously broken out in song, and there is an innocence to the 

sheep wandering the roadside here that one might not so readily 

find on the Brecon Beacons. At Piedra Parada, in an attempt to 

uncover a little more local history, Christine asks the owner of the 

campsite if he is of Welsh origin. ‘Oooh, no!’ he guffaws. His parents 

are Chilean and one set of his grandparents are a mix of Spanish 

Basque and Swiss. No luck there then. We intend spending one night 

at Piedra Parada but, a little like Valdés, something about this place 

doesn’t let us go so quickly. The area has the most spectacular 

canyons to walk in, has just been declared National Park status and 

is, so far, entirely untouched by the ravages of tourism. There is a 

young French guy here who every year organises an international 

climbing contest in a different country. This year it is to be held at 

Piedra Parada and within two weeks 1500 climbers are due to 



descend on what is essentially a field, with a river next to it and a few 

trees. Good luck to them! 

After our sojourn at Piedra Parada we continue our quest along Ruta 

12, passing isolated cottages that could have been airlifted straight 

from the hills of Wales. They seem deserted, apart from a gaucho 

leading a horse in a very distant field, and neither of us have the urge 

to go and ask him if he was once Welsh. As far as pioneering routes 

go I reckon this wasn’t such a bad one – the Chubut Province has 

some stunning country and following the Chubut River has been well 

worth the symphony of clattering stones and the thick dust. Soon the 

snow-covered peaks of the Andes begin to dominate the vista. Some 

650 kilometres after leaving Gaiman we arrive at the town of Esquel 

(pop. 36,000), and in true Welsh fashion we make straight for the 

teahouse, skipping the tea and legging it with a box of delicious 

cakes. 

Here’s a very short doggy story: In Buenos Aires we’d heard the 

authorities had purchased a scanner capable of reading the contents 

of peoples bank safe-deposit boxes. As if this wasn’t enough to worry 

about, a new scourge has hit the streets. According to the Wine 

Republic, with the places to hide those illicit dollars becoming fewer 

and fewer, many have taken to shoving their hard-won foreign 

currency down their Y-Fronts and shuffling across the border. To 

combat such behaviour there’s a rumour circulating that customs 

have developed a new piece of kit: the dollar sniffing dog. Dogs have 

learnt to sniff out narcotics and explosives and people buried in 

snow…so why not sniff out dollars. It sounds perfectly feasible. With 

their penchant for butting you in the crotch I should imagine a dog to 

be admirably suited to finding a dollar in a pair of Y-Fronts. 

  



 


