
PENINSULA VALDÉS 

 

he tide is high. Plumes of vapour occasionally burst from a calm sea. A whale the size 

of a submarine, the rising sun flashing over its back, slips silently passed our kitchen 

window. The setting invokes a wave of euphoria. No, I’m not standing here smoking 

pampa grass, or Zampa, a herb the Indians prefer to inhale to rid themselves of their 

gualicho (bad spirits); we’re at a secluded bivouac overlooking the Gulf of San José, on the 

northern side of the isthmus leading to Peninsula Valdés. In the distance, more whales leap 

from the sea; the sound of their bodies hitting the water reaches our ears seven…eight…ten 

seconds later. It’s a magical view. If we humans originally came from the sea, then visiting 

Peninsula Valdés is definitely a homecoming. This place takes a couple of days to grow on 

you, and then becomes increasingly difficult to tear yourself away. There is an aura of calm 

here I’m reluctant to shed. Whale groupies flock to this place. We’ve seen a group sat cross-

legged on a cliff-top, facing seaward. They lose themselves in meditation and prayer; when 

they finally return to earth even a scraggy-looking seagull provokes a rapturous outcry. 

Others toss hydrophones in the water, don headphones and slump on a bed of mussels, 

wallowing in a moment of ecstasy. One day a group of musicians turned up, unloading a 

queer collection of discs and conches from their cars. As the waves lapped at their toes their 

collective humming and whirring and murmuring drifted on the wind. Goodness knows what 

the whales make of it. 

I think we’ve been just about everywhere it’s possible to go on Valdés: a local guide gave us 

some good tips for secluded bays and we’ve taken his advice. There are a lot of sheep here. 

It’s shearing time and a rough job to boot; many look as if they’ve been shorn with an axe. 

From the cliffs overlooking Punta Norte we watch these hewn sheep wandering between 

prostrate seals, nibbling scraps of seaweed; it makes for a curious sight. Punta Norte is 

where the orcas beach themselves in David Attenborough’s nature films, snapping up baby 

seals (and possibly the occasional sheep), before the next wave heaves them back to sea. 

However, word is that they haven’t seen an orca for a week. Not much luck for us. 

According to the guide book, back in the 1970’s, the seal huggers were so concerned by the 

efficiency of these Killer Whales, and the impending decimation of the seal colony, they 

cried for a mass slaughter of orcas. Sense finally prevailed: the “huggers” were wrapped in 

seal pelts and pegged out on the beach.  

Combing one of the many deserted bays for shells, we pass through an arch in one of the 

sandstone walls crisscrossing the beach and come face to face with an enormous elephant 

seal. Emboldened by the notion it is dead, we walk to within a couple of metres. ‘It’s 

definitely dead,’ I pronounce. All of a sudden two inky-black eyes spring open. I don’t know 

who is the more alarmed, the three tonnes of quivering blubber or the two humans leaping 

sideways. 
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The pioneering aviator and writer Antoine de St-Exupéry was inspired by Valdés. It is widely 

believed that the shape of Isla de Los Pájaros, in the Gulf of San José, was the inspiration for 

the elephant-eating boa constrictor in his book The Little Prince. During the 1920’s St-

Exupéry spent much of his flying career pioneering the postal route between France and 

Dakar, Senegal. Many of his stories are inspired by his flights over the Sahara. The postal 

service was extended to South America in the late 20’s (the first flight, from Dakar to Natal, 

Brazil, took 19 hours and 35 minutes). From 1929 to 1931 St-Ex. was director of Aeropostal 

Argentina, and flew over much of Argentina and Chile. His P38 Lightening went missing off 

the South of France whilst flying a surveillance mission in July 1944. The disappearance of 

St-Ex. remained a mystery for years. Then, in 1998, a fisherman dragged up his silver 

identity tag off the coast of Marseille. In 2000 a P38 Lightening with exactly the same 

characteristics as St Ex’s was raised in the same area. Finally, in 2008, the 82 year-old ex-

Luftwaffe pilot Horst Rippert stepped forward to declare he had shot down a P38 Lightening 

off Marseille on July 31st 1944. The mystery was pretty much solved. 

For the wine buffs here are couple of tips: 

Septima 2006 (cabernet sauvignon) 

Tapiz 2010 (cabernet sauvignon) 

 

I imagine both wines are much better at keeping the gualicho at bay than a rollup of Zampa. 

         


