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  About the Book


  In her latest travelogue, Anne Mustoe follows in the bike-tracks of Che Guevara as she travels by bicycle, bus and rail through South America, from Buenos Aires, through Argentina, Chile and Bolivia.


  55 years before her, the young Che had set off from the same starting point astride his friends ramshackle 550cc Norton. It would be the beginning of a life-changing journey and a decisive episode in his rise to revolutionary icon. Anne’s wisdom of age is a touching counterpoint to Che’s idealism of youth, though the area’s politics are as inescapable as ever when Anne witnesses the funeral of Augusto Pinochet.


  Swapping bike for train, Anne embarks on a remarkable rail journey high into the clouds of the Bolivian Altiplano, before catching a bus to the highest city in the world – Potosi ’ and the famous Cerro Rico: the Mountain of Silver.


  Anne’s captivating story is steeped in the history, politics and breathtaking landscape of South America, and will prove an enchanting read for anyone fascinated by this potentially wealthy continent and its rich variety of people.


  Other books by Anne Mustoe


  A Bike Ride: 12,000 miles around the world


  Lone Traveller: one woman, two wheels and the world


  Two Wheels in the Dust: from Kathmandu to Kandy


  Cleopatra’s Needle: two wheels by the water to Cairo


  Amber, Furs and Cockleshells: bike rides with pilgrims and merchants
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  1. RAIN ON JACARANDAS


  
    It is not, one feels, for nothing that it was named Buenos Aires, since the airs are admirable and every air a tango.


    (Philip Guedalla, Argentine Tango)

  


  I FLEW INTO Buenos Aires on a Tuesday morning, early in November, 2004. My cycling companion, Katherine, had arrived on a slightly earlier flight and was waiting for me by the baggage carousel. She had already pumped up her own tyres, straightened her handlebars and hooked on her panniers, so she was free to give me a hand with Condor. When all was in order, we wheeled our bikes across Arrivals to join the queue at the information desk.


  ‘Is that your bike?’ asked the Englishman behind me. He was peering at my name, which Condor Cycles had painted on the down-tube.


  ‘That’s a very famous Condor,’ he said. ‘Fancy meeting it at Buenos Aires airport! I hope you’re taking it for a ride – and writing another book about it. I’ve read all your others.’ What a flattering start to a journey!


  According to the girl at the desk, the 40 km from the airport to the city centre was mainly motorway, on which we were not  allowed to cycle, so she directed us to the airport bus, where the driver was happy to accommodate our machines. We were deposited on the outskirts of the capital and, as the streets are laid on a regular grid, we map-read our way with ease to the Hotel Chile for our meeting with Julian. It was a smooth and utterly painless introduction to Argentina.


  In fact, my stepson Julian ensured that our entire stay in Buenos Aires was smooth and painless. He was furbishing a second-hand Argentine racing yacht in the marina at San Isidro, preparing it for higher things than the occasional regatta. He was making it oceanworthy, to voyage in the wake of Darwin’s Beagle, and had already spent eight months on the task. He was renting a room with a charming Argentine family, working in the boat shed all day and taking lessons in Spanish. By the time we met him, he was almost a porteño, as the citizens of Buenos Aires call themselves.


  The next day, Katherine and I took the local train from Retiro Station, passing gardens, tennis courts, swimming pools and villas, which grew grander as our journey progressed along the estuary of the Rio de la Plata. There was little evidence of Argentina’s current financial crisis in these opulent suburbs. We met Julian for lunch in a smart café beside San Isidro Station, then strolled with him down flights of steps with white balustrades, through clouds of jasmine, rose and bougainvillea, to Lower San Isidro and the boat shed. After the greyness of a London November, the riot of colours and scents was overwhelmingly exotic.


  I’m no sailor and have no knowledge of the finer points of boats, but I was relieved to see that Julian’s acquisition looked seaworthy, if rather on the small side for coping with the wild seas around Tierra del Fuego, the Chilean fjords and the Pacific Ocean.


  ‘Don’t worry about the size!’ he said cheerfully. ‘Think of a light bulb. Nothing in the world floats better, except perhaps a cork.’


  There is a saying in South America: ‘An Argentine is an Italian, who speaks Spanish and wants to be English.’ Buenos  Aires has always felt itself to be a European city, marooned in the uninhabited vastness of its countryside, and the portenõs, who constitute about one-third of Argentina’s total population of 40 million, have consequently looked to Europe for their inspiration. ‘Our entire country is imported,’ said the great Argentine writer Borges. ‘Everyone here is really from somewhere else.’ ‘I’m Italian,’ they will say, or ‘I’m Welsh,’ or ‘I’m English too. My name is Pablo Parsons.’


  These mingled races have built a grand capital, on a sensible grid system, with wide boulevards and squares, but few buildings predate the nineteenth century and most are an eclectic mix of European styles. Even the cathedral, which houses the mausoleum of The Liberator, General Jose de San Martín, is a recent mongrel fusion of neoclassical columns and gloomy baroque vaulting. We were able to do the whole of our sightseeing in one drizzly morning. The purple jacaranda blossoms, like clusters of harebells, and the pink-flowering Judas trees were in their full spring glory along the boulevards, and they remain my most vivid memory of that pleasant, but architecturally undistinguished, city.


  Julian gave a luncheon party one day, so that we could meet his Argentine friends, all of whom he had picked up directly or indirectly as a result of his boat purchase and his days in the marina. They were cultivated and well heeled, which made me realise how useful it is to be a sailor. The richest, classiest people hang around in marinas and share a passion for sailing. They are the perfect bunch of contacts. By contrast, those welcoming a woman on a bike are always friendly, but not necessarily the sharpest string-pullers in town. One of Julian’s sailing friends, the leading Argentine oceanographer, was even descended from a president of Argentina. He was kind and affable, if a bit on the grand side, as one might expect. ‘This restaurant is fairly horrible,’ he said airily, ‘but Julian seems to love it.’


  It was a cosy, family-run establishment down by the docks. We arrived in pouring rain, but were soon cheered by the convivial company, the free-flowing wine and the flavour of  our delicious, freshly caught fish. We were a large party. Julian’s landlords, Eduardo and Adriana, with their son and pretty undergraduate daughter, were joined by his solicitor, boat-builder, shipping broker and a raft of friends from the marina. I was surprised to be kissed by them all, but realised later that this is the normal greeting in Argentina, even on first meeting. I was struck by their gentle good manners, their excellent English and their illusion that everything in England was perfect. Adriana talked to me about Argentina’s rocketing inflation and all the destitute people who had ‘fallen out of the bottom of the system’. She was amazed to hear that the British too were having problems with the shortfall in their pension funds. How could such a well-run paradise as England possibly have the same kind of difficulties as the bankrupt Argentina?


  We had little to do in Buenos Aires, which was as well, because we needed to make our preparations for the ride – following Che Guevara across South America.


  Our hero’s parents were portenõs and Ernesto Guevara de la Serna should have been born in the capital, but he arrived prematurely in Rosario in 1928, the first son of the splendidly named couple Ernesto Guevara Lynch and Celia de la Serna y Llosa. His father’s family, a mixture of Spanish and Irish stock, had lived in Argentina for twelve generations, making them aristocrats in a country of immigrants. On his wealthy mother’s side, he was descended from General Jose de la Serna e Hinojosa, the last Spanish Viceroy of Peru. Both parents were left-wing intellectuals. In fact, they were card-carrying members of the Argentine Communist Party for some fourteen years.


  He was born at a time of great prosperity, when Argentina was one of the wealthiest countries in the world and the French coined the phrase, ‘riche comme un argentin’. His parents had travelled up the Paraná River shortly after their marriage to look into the cultivation of maté, the Argentine version of tea, and were in Rosario, checking out a maté mill, when Ernesto suddenly arrived. The maté scheme came to nothing and the  family returned to Buenos Aires where his father, who seemed to make a speciality of failing enterprises, became involved in a struggling shipbuilding company. By coincidence, its yards were in San Isidro, where Julian was working on his boat.


  There followed a period of roaming around Argentina, partly in pursuit of his father’s business dreams and partly in search of a beneficial climate. Ernesto suffered from severe attacks of asthma throughout his life, which was undoubtedly one of the main reasons for his enrolment at the Buenos Aires medical school in 1948. His interest lay in research into allergies rather than in clinical practice.


  Perhaps because of his vagrant childhood, or perhaps by nature, Ernesto Che Guevara was a wanderer, insatiably curious about the world. In 1949, he made a solo 4000-mile trip around North Argentina on a sort of motorised bicycle, which he had designed and built himself. But that only served to sharpen his restlessness. So in December 1950, in the university long vacation, he signed on with the Ministry of Public Health as a nurse in Argentina’s merchant marine and sailed to Brazil, Venezuela and Trinidad. It was a frustrating experience. He complained in his letters that he was spending far too long at sea, with too little time in port for exploration. Bored at sea, and even more bored with the middle-class comforts of home life in Buenos Aires, he longed for a real adventure.


  In 1952, two years before he qualified as a doctor, he embarked on his first extended trip beyond Argentina. He set off with his friend, Alberto Granado, a slightly older leprosy specialist, on Alberto’s temperamental motorbike, La Ponderosa II, to cross South America into Chile, then travel north to Venezuela. His family were concerned.


  ‘Alberto, you’re the elder,’ said Ernesto’s influential mother, ‘so try to get him to come back and finish his studies. A degree never hurts.’


  Setting out from Buenos Aires, the intrepid pair headed south, to follow the great curved shoulder of Atlantic coastline through a succession of seaside resorts. But first, Che stopped  in Palermo Park, where the dog sellers gathered. He fell in love with a young Alsatian, which he bought for his fiancée, Maria del Carmen Ferreyra, known as Chichina. He named the puppy ‘Comeback’ (in English), as a promise of his return. So they had an extra passenger on La Ponderosa as far as Miramar, where Chichina was on holiday with her family.


  ‘Comeback’ was a great worry to them both, being seriously accident prone. He travelled in a little bag on the back of the motorbike, his snout poking out and sniffing the breeze. Every time they had a spill – which was often – he shot up into the air, keeping up what Che called ‘his affinity for aviation’. In addition, the poor little thing was trodden underfoot by a horse and had persistent diarrhoea. But they got him in one piece to Miramar, where Che handed him over to Chichina, who gave Che her bracelet in return, as a keepsake.


  What should have been a stay of two days turned into eight, as Guevara kept postponing their departure, torn between his longing for adventure and his reluctance to leave the girl he loved. Alberto stalked impatiently up and down beside the ocean, which he was seeing for the first time in his life, and feared that he would find himself travelling alone to Venezuela. But Che finally pulled himself away and they continued their journey, staying every night with convenient friends and relations of the Guevaras all the way down the Atlantic coast to Bahía Blanca.


  It is fascinating to compare the two accounts of that stay in Miramar. Che Guevara’s diary was written at the time, as they travelled along. He may have polished it up later, as most writers do, but it still conveys his mood and feelings on the actual journey. Interestingly, he displays little or no interest in politics, even though he was writing in the turbulent days of Peron’s first presidency. He writes lyrically of his love for Chichina and the agony of parting. Alberto, on the other hand, wrote his diary of the trip, Travelling with Che, in 1978, 27 years after the journey and 10 years after Che’s death in Bolivia, when he was already a legendary figure. With the wisdom of hindsight, Alberto gives a different slant to the visit.  He scarcely mentions Chichina and says nothing of Che’s dilemma. Instead, as a man of humbler origins, he is highly critical of the conceit and frivolity of Che’s social class, and marvels that their views did not corrupt his friend. He tells of Che’s quarrels with his hosts – how he defended the nationalisation of healthcare, denounced the abuse of medicine for profit, and generally demolished his opponents with his brilliant arguments in defence of social equality. He concluded by grabbing Comeback’s collar and saying to Alberto, ‘Come on. Let’s shake off these toffs and give the dog a bath.’ Alberto knew what the future held in store for Che Guevara and shone the torch of his future fame on his unremarkable past. Alberto’s Che is not just a rather untidy, lovelorn student on a motorbike, but a political visionary in the making.


  If Katherine and I had followed the motorbikers down the coast, it would have taken us the best part of a fornight on our bicycles to cover the 1000 km from Buenos Aires to Bahía Blanca, a fortnight of popular seaside resorts, each one similar to the last, and none of particular interest. When I first cycled round the world, I cast off all my responsibilities and time was immaterial. But since those carefree days, my life has become extremely busy again. I no longer have the luxury of getting on my bike and riding away, with no thought of schedules or timetables. The coastal route to Bahía Blanca would take too long, while the more direct inland route would involve us in 630 km of fume-laden highway across unchanging pampa humeda (damp prairie, as distinct from the arid prairie scrubland further south). Neither route seemed worth the effort, so I opted to save time by taking the train. But easier said than done.


  On our first morning in Buenos Aires, before our trip to Julian’s boat yard, we took a taxi to Constitution Station to book our sleepers. It was a marvel of Victorian engineering, twice the size of London’s Paddington. Light flickered through the acres of dusty glass and tramps slept peacefully behind the cast-iron pillars of the huge vaulted concourse. We pushed  through the crowds, past a bewildering array of ticket counters, until we eventually found the right one and bought first-class singles to Bahía Blanca for the amazingly low price of £3.20 for a thirteen-hour journey! But we couldn’t book our sleepers. They had to be booked on Friday, the day we were due to travel. So we went next to the goods shed to enquire about the transport of our bikes. It was an even more gigantic building, ramshackle in the extreme, with rain pouring down through holes in the roof. Our footsteps echoed in the vastness, which was deserted except for three totally relaxed Indian employees, a few stray dogs and a black cat. We noted that the manhole covers were made in Birmingham and the great cast-iron scales came from Sheffield – appropriately enough, as the Argentine railways were mostly built by the British. The young man who seemed to be in charge of the shed was wonderfully handsome. Dressed in a scarlet puffa jacket and neatly pressed jeans, he had oiled his long black locks and screwed them up into very fetching ringlets. He assured us that there would be no problem with the despatch, provided we got the bikes to the shed by 4 p.m. on Friday.


  Once we had settled all that, we could concentrate on the only real imperative in Buenos Aires: the tango! Originating in the 1880s in the squalid southern barrios of La Boca, Pompeya and Barracas, where poor immigrants from Spain and the south of Italy mingled with Africans and gauchos from the pampas, tango expressed the nostalgia and loneliness of the world’s uprooted and dispossessed. Its ritualised fancy footwork was the peacock display of desperate men, who had only their machismo to cling to. Though tango gradually moved up the social scale and acquired international respectability through the mournful lyrics of Carlos Gardel in the 1920s and later musicians from the conservatoires, its aching melancholy, heart-felt longings and laments for lost love are still firmly rooted in the docks and bars of its birth. It is the soul of Buenos Aires.


  I’d warned Julian well in advance that Katherine and I wanted to be taken to the tango – the real thing, not a  floor-show for tourists. He was much dismayed, because he is not a dancing man, but he made dutiful enquiries of his Argentine friends. It turned out that his landlord, Eduardo, was something of an expert on the history of tango and was able to recommend an authentic milonga.


  Julian turned up at our hotel to escort us. He was looking quite svelte, as he had put himself into the hands of a local dietitian and managed to shed about 12 kilos.


  ‘If you pay for professional advice,’ he said, ‘you tend to keep it. Otherwise, it’s a waste of good money.’


  He was wearing a pair of outsize suede shoes, beige, with a strange raised seam up the front and thick crepe soles. He was most proud of them.


  ‘These are excellent shoes,’ he said. ‘They will take me anywhere.’


  ‘Except onto the floor of a dance hall, I thought, though I made no comment.


  The milonga is a dance and also the place where it happens. The dance is a more modern form of tango, with less intricate steps. The place is any large hall that happens to be free. The evenings usually begin at 8 o’clock with lessons in both tango and milonga, and the dancing proper begins about two hours later. Milongas are cool and trendy, the equivalent of ‘clubbing’ for the bright young things of Buenos Aires.


  Our milonga took place in a large parish hall. Entrance tickets cost £1.50 and the place was bursting at the seams. There were dancers of every age, in every kind of dress, from schoolchildren and students in jeans through to the really venerable in formal suits and dance dresses; and some were extremely skilful exponents of the art. We found a table near the edge and ordered a bottle of wine and a snack, though we noticed that the serious tango dancers stuck to water. The atmosphere was very sedate, somehow 1930s. Even the music came from an old-fashioned record player. We watched in awe as a young man at the next table escorted his partner onto the dance floor. They looked the perfect part. He was as sleek as an otter in an elegant dark-grey suit, slightly waisted, with a  white shirt, a red and black diagonally striped tie and shiny black patent-leather shoes. His white teeth gleamed, as did his dark, oiled, sleeked-back hair. He could have stepped straight out of an old advertisement for Brilliantine. He danced like a dream and all the ladies were desperate to be swept across the floor in his arms. But the partner he chose most often was his perfect complement. A small, slight girl with black hair cut in a neat bob surrounded by kiss curls, she wore hectic scarlet lipstick, the shortest, skimpiest little black lace dress and incredibly high heels. They danced with taut, sensual elegance, in ‘the vertical expression of a horizontal desire’, as some wag has described tango. The music and spectacle were so bewitching that even Julian was carried away and almost missed the last train back to San Isidro.


  It was the rainy season and it had rained steadily on us most of the time we were in Buenos Aires. On our last day there, it was still drizzling on the jacarandas. We cycled to Constitution Station, where our bikes and emergency tent were weighed on the Sheffield scales and loaded into a baggage van, which ‘Ringlets’ assured us would be shunted out of the yard in the early evening and attached to our train. Not being risk-takers, we watched the loading operation very closely, then climbed into the van and locked our two precious machines together. Then we went off to reserve our sleepers.


  After a long search and many enquiries, we found the sleeper ticket office, which was due to open at 1.30. We arrived at 1.00, by which time there were eight people ahead of us in the queue. The window was duly opened at 1.30 and the first five people were issued with tickets. The rest of us were turned away and the window was closed with a bang. No one knew why. In fact, it turned out that there was to be no sleeping car on the train!


  Not counting the short run out to San Isidro on a local train, our journey on the Expreso del Atlántico was our first experience of the Argentine State Railways, the Ferrobaires, or ENABIEF (Ente Nacional de Administración de Bienes Ferroviarios), to call it by its full title. This railway was built by  the British as the Buenos Ayres Great Southern Railway and in its heyday it ran five daytime express trains and five night expresses every day and night of the week between Buenos Aires and Bahía Blanca. Before it was nationalised by General Peron in 1947, its issued capital on the London Stock Exchange was over £72 million. Now there is sometimes one train and sometimes, in the high season, three trains a week, but Julian’s friends in Buenos Aires were astonished to learn that even this sparse service existed. The smart people fly.


  ‘There aren’t any trains,’ they declared with great conviction – until I showed them my ticket. ‘Well, even if these trains exist, you mustn’t travel on them. It’s not safe. They’ll be filthy, and you’ll be robbed.’


  If I had a pound for every time I’ve been given those dire warnings on my travels, I should be a millionaire by now. ‘You can’t go up the Amazon on a cargo boat! You can’t take a bus across Brazil! You can’t cycle across Pakistan! You can’t take a night train to Budapest! You can’t cycle on your own in Syria! It’s dangerous!’ I’ve always ignored these doom-laden cries and always been perfectly safe.


  Despite the lack of the sleeping and restaurant cars that the internet had promised, we spent a fairly comfortable night. The first-class seats were huge wing armchairs with leg rests, all made of real leather, and there was ample space to spread out. They dated back to the great days of steam, when the Argentine Railways made fortunes for their British shareholders, and the Argentine cattle barons sat back in luxury, smoking their cigars and being waited on by uniformed attendants. Little maintenance had been done since those heady days, as the wealthy now travelled to their estancias by private plane and the train was packed with the urban poor, but the once luxurious compartments still had a certain dilapidated grandeur. And at least the train left Buenos Aires and arrived in Bahía Blanca on the dot.


  We were still plagued by the rain. As we pushed our cycles over the railway tracks and began to pedal into the centre of Bahía Blanca, the prevailing drizzle turned into a downpour.  But after our busy time in Buenos Aires and our night sitting up in the train, a hot shower, a pizza and a siesta in a comfortable hotel seemed as good a way as any to spend a wet day. We dined that evening in a traditional German restaurant, founded in 1962, so very old by Argentine standards, where we ate the best steak we had ever eaten in our lives. Not only was it delicious in flavour and so tender it cut like butter, but it was so huge that it made our English restaurant steaks look no bigger than Oxo cubes! One steak, one salad and one helping of chips would have been enough for four. I don’t know if it’s the grazing, the butchering or the hanging that does it, but Argentine steak is unbeatable. It’s quite simply the best steak in the world.


  2. ON THE ROAD TO BARILOCHE


  
    You won’t get where you want to go, if you only travel on the sunny days.


    (Fridge magnet)

  


  Bahía BLANCA WAS a big city like any other, with shops and supermarkets where we could stock up on snacks for the road. What distinguished it, and made it essentially Argentine, was its grandiose architecture in every style under the sun. The Italianate town hall (1904) and the French-style Banco de la Nacíon (1927) were just two of a crowd of impressive structures around the spacious lawns of the be-statued Plaza Rivadavia, while Classical theatres and fin de siècle mansions lurked down every side street. But what appealed to me more than the city itself was its port of Ingeniero White.


  Originally called ‘Nueva Liverpool’, it was built by the same Buenos Ayres Great Southern Railway which had brought us down to Bahía Blanca. It was a port for new arrivals, at a time when immigration from Europe was actively encouraged.


  WORKERS REQUIRED: IF ENGLISH, FRENCH OR GERMAN, GOOD. NO WEAKLINGS, SICK OR ANARCHISTS ACCEPTED.


  So reads a contemporary notice in the delightfully eccentric Port Museum. There you can see barbers’ shops, of which each immigrant community for some reason had its own, reconstructed bars, schoolrooms, shops and fascinating displays of photographs of the early settler families. Sited in the old Customs House, it describes itself as ‘a museum of local lifestyles’, even serving meals based on early twentieth-century immigrant cooking. The port’s name was changed in 1901 by President Roca, in honour of its Anglo-Argentine engineer.


  Ingeniero White is no longer home to the European immigrant communities who once settled there. Grass grows between the paving stones and the crenellated factories, petro-chemical plants and grain silos tower forbiddingly over empty streets. The port still flourishes, exporting almost half the country’s grain. Yet although it maintains its position as second in Argentina only to the port of Buenos Aires, its workers have fled to more agreeable suburbs around Bahía Blanca. Ingeniero White is no more than a ghost town, but its museum is great fun and well worth the bus ride out to see it.


  The torrential rain showed no signs of abating and we resigned ourselves to a long stay in Bahía Blanca, waiting for tolerable cycling weather. But we woke to a brilliant morning, with delicate feathers of cirrus cloud swirling across a pale-blue sky. It was our sixth day in Argentina and the first time we had seen real sunshine. We loaded our bikes and pedalled south down Avenida Colón into a time warp. Just beside the railway tracks, in the English quarter of the city, stood Brickman Street, a perfect terrace of late-Victorian houses. Built in red brick, with roses and hollyhocks in their neat little cottage gardens, they were visions of home for the English foremen and technicians working on the port and the Buenos Ayres Great Southern Railway. They were a little bit of picture-postcard England in a far country.


  When we left the shelter of Avenida Colón, the force of the wind struck us like a punch on the nose. We joined Ruta 3, the main north-south artery, which runs all the way from Buenos Aires down to the Straits of Magellan. It is Argentina’s busiest  highway, but on that Sunday morning, with a public holiday due the next day, traffic was very light. And when we branched off to the right along Ruta 22, there was scarcely any traffic at all. This was the road that would lead us westwards across the southern edge of the pampa to the Argentine lakes and the Andes. The map showed a few small towns dotted along it, but they were too insignificant to feature in the guidebooks. From now on, we were on our own. Our adventure had begun.


  There was marsh and swampy grassland as far as the eye could see. To a motorist flashing through, it would all look the same, and it would all seem flat, but there was plenty of colour and variety for the slow cyclist to see: yellow broom, eucalyptus, poplars, amazingly tall purple thistles and the occasional field of purple flax. At first we had seagulls for company, with peewits in the marshes. Then the seabirds left us and the sky was filled with kestrels and heron, birds of prey wheeling on the strong thermals. There were even one or two small rises to add interest to the pedalling. It would all have been so beautiful, had it not been for the wind. Although it dropped slightly through the morning, it remained fickle. Sometimes the air was completely still. Then a sudden buffeting would almost throw us off balance, or give us a harsh slap in the face.


  ‘Why are we cycling from east to west?’ groaned Katherine, when she saw a pair of cyclists rushing towards us, winging along with the wind behind them, scarcely turning their pedals.


  ‘Because that would be the sensible, easy direction – not the one that Che Guevara took. We are recreating a historical ride.’


  Compared with Alberto and Ernesto, we were travelling quite comfortably. The prevailing wind may have been against us, but at least we had smooth tarmac to ride on, whereas they had to cope with unmetalled tracks over sand dunes. According to its owner, La Ponderosa looked like ‘a huge prehistoric animal. On either side were waterproof canvas bags and on the back a rack loaded with everything from a grill for barbecuing meat to a tent and camp beds.’ As all this gear was behind the  centre of gravity, the front wheel had a nasty tendency to rise up and hurl them off, even in the best of conditions. On the dunes of Medanos, they found themselves sitting in the sand on six occasions before they skidded out of control on a corner and Che’s foot was badly bruised, trapped under the cylinder.


  Medanos was the first cluster of buildings along our route. We were pulled up at a ‘zoological check’, and had to shelter from the wind in the lee of the shed while we polished off our big bag of apricots. We were not allowed to take them over into the next district. The two chirpy young men on duty were happy to help us eat up, and the officer in charge brought us glasses of chilled mineral water. The inspection turned into a merry social occasion, as it so often does when on a bicycle.


  Argentina and Chile both impose very strict border controls on agricultural produce. They are jealous guardians of their crops and fruit, and especially of their vines. Their vine stock was imported by French immigrants before the disastrous outbreak of phylloxera, which wiped out huge swathes of vineyard in France. The vine stock in South America was safely rooted, protected from infection by the vastness of the Atlantic Ocean, so the vintners there are exceedingly proud of their wines. They are not just fine on the palate. Many of them are produced from ancient vine stocks, which no longer exist in Europe.


  Although Medanos was only 50 km from Bahía Blanca, we were both exhausted by the wind. We had done no training and were not in good shape. A little motel stood behind the petrol station. It looked seedy, but it was a port in a storm. The proprietor eyed us suspiciously and told us he was full, which I doubted, as it was only just past noon. I think we were not his usual type of customer and he just didn’t want us. However, he directed us to a beautiful hotel, which we had not noticed because it stood back from the road and was screened by trees. There were lawns, a swimming pool, table-tennis tables and even a few exercise bicycles. The shapely blonde owner  interrupted her sunbathing to show us round, accompanied by a friendly English sheepdog and a rather less friendly Rottweiler.


  As always, at the start of a ride, there was a lot of sorting out to be done. We had finished our first day’s cycling, so we had a much clearer idea of what we needed on the road. I’d been comfortable early that morning in a vest, long-sleeved shirt and windproof jacket. By 10 o’clock, I was warm enough to take off the windproof. So the thick jersey I’d kept handy on my rear carrier was obviously surplus to requirements and could safely be packed away. It was, after all, the Argentine summer, even though the weather to date had been less than dazzling. We spent a happy afternoon in our room unpacking and repacking our panniers, to the music of rustling plastic bags. A bird in the trees outside provided the accompaniment, singing ‘Three Blind Mice’ repeatedly. That evening, as we were the only guests in the hotel and there was no dinner on offer, we went back to the filling station, joining the truckies and their travelling girlfriends for a dish of pasta. We were expecting mince in our spaghetti bolognese, but the pasta arrived with something like half a kilo of prime stewing steak perched on top. Argentina is no country for vegetarians!


  The next morning, our hostess recommended a hotel in Algorrobo and rang up to book us a room. We should not have found the place ourselves, because it lay about 5 km off our Ruta 22. By contrast to the first day’s torment, the second was one of those days when cycling is sheer bliss. The sun up above, no wind, no hills to climb. Our bicycles seemed to pedal themselves, as we sped along past fields of beautifully groomed horses, fat cattle and tall, thick barley. Argentina is so fertile, it could feed the world. Its topsoil is so rich that it never needs to be rotated, and its meat is superb. We stopped for a drink of water at the fence of a smallholding, and a little white ewe and a brown ram came trotting over to us, hoping for tidbits. We passed a few shacks selling garlic and smoked hams, but there were no other buildings along the road, and very little traffic.


  The idyll ended at tea time, when it clouded over and the heavens opened again. There was a petrol station at the Algorrobo junction, with a café behind it, where the burly proprietor was grilling sausages in his vest over an open fire, the traditional Argentine parrilla (barbecue). He was surrounded by crawling babies and two little children, old enough to feel important, were laying tables and helping to serve. Katherine and I enjoyed a bottle of beer and some welcome bread and cheese, while we waited in hope for the rain to stop. But it persisted, and night fell as we cycled down a long, dark avenue of trees to Algorrobo village and our beds for the night. Our dinner of parma ham and pasta was provided by a neighbour called Ana in her front room, as our simple hotel didn’t do meals.


  The next place with accommodation was Rio Colorado on the river of that name. It was 90 km along our road – quite a manageable distance in decent weather conditions. But the notorious Patagonian wind was blowing a westerly gale into our faces and it took us five hours to struggle the first 30 km to Montes de Oca (Goose Mountains). It was marked on the map as a place, but perhaps the name was meant to be a joke, as there was nothing to be seen there. There were no buildings, no signs of human habitation, and not even the smallest pimple of a hill, let alone a range of mountains. The land was basically a continuation of the flat, coastal salt marshes. There were violent showers, which were over as soon as they began. We kept stopping to put on our waterproofs, only to have the sun come out again before we had zipped the last zip. And the sun was so strong that cycling under it in rainproof’s was like cycling in a sauna. So off they came again. We were carrying a tent, but the ground was too soggy to contemplate camping, and there was nowhere to buy food. We had no alternative but to turn back. And how we flew! Scarcely needing to turn our pedals, we were blown back all the way to Algorrobo inside an hour. I began to agree with Katherine, that crossing South America from east to west was a strategic error!


  We couldn’t face any more nights in the gloomy Algorrobo hotel, and the weather forecast for the next few days was dire. We decided to move on as fast as we could, but the bus refused to take our bikes and the pick-up trucks we thumbed swept by in the rain. We retreated to the friendly petrol station parrilla, to console ourselves with cheese sandwiches and beer, and the boss there suggested the driver of the Bahía Blanca minibus. We tracked him down at his home and persuaded him to make a special journey to Rio Colorado when he’d finished his dinner. The poor man had already done a normal day’s work, and now he faced a 90 km drive each way, with the strain of a dazzling pampas sunset in his eyes all the way to Rio Colorado. Wisely, he took a friend for company, as a precaution against dropping asleep on the straight, unlit road home. It also spared both him and us the effort of making conversation at the end of a weary day. In Rio Colorado, he recommended a good hotel, drove us there and waited outside to make sure that there was a room for us. We collapsed onto our comfortable beds with a whisky and the remains of the parrilla’s cheese sandwiches, while our friend drove away, highly delighted with his 100 pesos (about £20). He had certainly earned them.


  We explored Rio Colorado, pursued by a man in a white van bristling with aerials. He was a reporter, who was trying to persuade us to appear on local television. When we pleaded the inadequacy of our Spanish, he was so insistent that he offered us an interpreter. Then Katherine had a bright idea.


  ‘It’s not safe,’ she declared. ‘If we were to appear on the television, advertising to all and sundry that we were two ladies cycling alone across the pampas, we should be asking for trouble. Anyone could waylay us in the middle of nowhere and rob us. We have to be very cautious.’


  The reporter accepted that argument and drove off. We were to use it on a number of occasions later, when we were harassed by the media. Little happens in the sparsely populated centre of Argentina, and Katherine and I, two English ladies of uncertain age arriving in small towns on our bicycles, were a  big event. Perhaps it was mean of us to resist. There are, after all, some 150 daily papers and over 40 television stations dotted around the country, so we ought perhaps to have helped them fill their acres of empty column and hours of broadcasting time. But I knew from my experience in Spain, where I had recently done a lecture tour, that being interviewed on television in Spanish, with or without an interpreter, is an exhausting business – and one interview always leads to another. I wanted to save my energies for my cycling. And from a purely materialistic point of view, I doubted if a broadcast on local radio or television in the middle of Argentina would sell a single copy of any of my books. So, selfish or not, we refused all interviews.


  Rio Colorado was a spacious town, a holiday resort with parks and lovely hotels, whose lawns stretched down to the river. I cycled in the sunshine to the tourist office, to enquire about our onward route. There was a modern highway running straight as an arrow for 149 km to the next town, Choele Choel. My map showed no settlements along the way and the weather was still too uncertain for rough roadside camping. So my hopes were pinned on the old road, which looped out of town beside the Colorado River, along with the railway line. It was quite a bit longer than the modern highway, but there looked to be five decent-sized villages along it, presumably at railway stations. If we set out along that old road, the ride would take us two or three days, depending on the strength of the wind, but we would have the railway to support us. Failing a guest house, we could probably sleep in the station buildings, and we could pick up food in the villages. We could even jump on a train to Choele Choel, if things went drastically wrong.


  But my hopes were dashed. According to the staff in the tourist office, who knew the road well, its tarmac was patchy and poorly maintained, full of potholes and totally unsuited to touring bikes. Not being masochists, we had no choice but to take the bus. In fact, it was quite a relief to be spared that stretch of endless, uninhabited pampa.


  Argentina reminded me in many ways of Australia. Both are sparsely populated countries, where elegant cities suddenly turn into wilderness. You walk down a perfectly normal suburban street, with flowers in the gardens and family cars parked by the kerb. The street ends, and you find yourself, without warning, standing in silent emptiness. Hundreds of miles of outback or pampa, unpunctured by a single building, stretch before you to the limit of visibility in three directions. Towns are pinpoints, fragile constructions in the middle of pitiless scrub, vulnerable to the erosion of the elements and the fickleness of history.


  There were no towns along the modern cross-country highway to Choele Choel, but at least we were able to speed through the emptiness in the comfort of a coach. Our motorbiking heroes were not so lucky. They had to take the only road in existence at the time, the rough track beside the railway line. They got as far as Pichi Mahuida, the third village shown on my map, where they barbecued some slabs of meat for lunch and rested their jolted limbs in a pine copse beside the river. Then they had carburettor trouble and ran out of petrol. But worse was to come. They spent the night in a grain store at Benjamín Zorrilla railway station, and Che Guevara woke up shivering and vomiting. His first serious attack of asthma on the journey had flared up. The quinine tablets, which usually helped, did nothing for him. His condition worsened, keeping them prisoners all day in the shed. By evening, they realised that Ernesto desperately needed medical help in Choele Choel. Alberto packed up the motorbike and drove it slowly, so as not to rattle his friend, who had a migraine with flashing colours on top of nausea, fever and difficulty in breathing. The nurse at the hospital at first turned them away, telling them they must go and apply to the director for admission. When Alberto pointed out that they were not a couple of tramps – they were a doctor and an ‘almost-doctor’ – the situation miraculously changed and they were accommodated, like the gentlemen they were, in a comfortable room with a private bath. ‘As if having  a degree,’ adds Alberto piously in his diary, ‘made us more sensitive to cold or comforts than two humble workers would have been.’ He can never resist the temptation to moralise and air his socialist principles.


  Despite all their problems, the two friends were buoyed up by their adventure. When Ernesto’s fever broke and he fell into a peaceful sleep, aided by what he referred to as ‘a little-known drug: penicillin’, Alberto went for a stroll along the Rio Negro.


  ‘I felt happy,’ he wrote, ‘for nothing makes a person happier than to see his dreams come true. I thought of all those to whom I had confided my plans when they were still fantasies – especially the girls, for whom the trip was their most dreaded rival . . . who were still leading dull lives, but happy to do so. My life had been no different, but I always considered I was marking time. My new life has now begun, and I have no regrets about the old one.’


  Che Guevara, younger than his friend, was in more rhapsodic mood: ‘We seemed to breathe more freely, a lighter air, an air of adventure. Faraway countries, heroic deeds, beautiful women whirled round and round in our turbulent imaginations. But in tired eyes which nevertheless refused sleep, a pair of green dots representing the world I’d left mocked the freedom I sought, hitching their image to my fantasy flight across the lands and seas of the world.’ Chichina was still very much on his mind.


  So far, their journey had been more continuous and more eventful than ours, but we hoped for better things beyond Choele Choel. The 250 km of road along the Rio Negro to the provincial capital, Neuquén, was dotted with conurbations large and small, where we guessed there would be plenty of places to stay.


  Cyclists’ luck! The day we spent sitting in the coach to Choele Choel was cool and utterly still. Not a leaf stirred. But at dawn the next day, a harsh wind from the north-west attacked us like flying knives, while the merciless sun decided that summer had finally arrived. We were still pedalling across  the pampa, but we were reaching its outer limits. The grassland was broken now by rows of poplars protecting the occasional vineyard. The local wine was a Tempranillo, which we had sampled the night before in Choele Choel and found to be every bit as delicious as our steaks.


  Thinking of Julian and his Darwin project, I had to make the first stop of the morning in the village of that name. In the great days of steam, when both passenger and goods traffic was heavy along its branch line from Bahía Blanca to Neuquén, the Buenos Ayres Great Southern Railway founded Darwin to provide homes for its train drivers and conductors. It was almost exactly halfway between the two cities and was the place where they changed shifts. Once a bustling centre
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  We reach the Pampa, Patagonia
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  Monument to Che Guevara, Havana
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  Ingeniero White Museum
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  Street tango dancers, Buenos Aires
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  Cycling across the Pampa
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  The ferocious Patagonian winds


  


  [image: image missing]


  Hansel and Gretel country
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  Waiting to cross Lake Frias
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  Osorno Volcano on Lake Lanquihue
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  Changing the guard, Santiago
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  The heroic Lt. Prat, Talcahuano
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  Picnicking in the shade of Pedro de Valdivia
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  Street entertainers, Plaza de Armas
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  Santa feels the heat!
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  Pinochet, welcome to hell!
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  Restaurant, Atacama desert
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  Baquedano
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  Christmas crib, Calama
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  The slow FCAB train to Bolivia
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  The silver mountain over Potosí
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  Royal mint, Potosí
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  Che Guevara’s birth place, Rosario
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  The silver mines
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