
When you hear hiking and Patagonia in the same sentence, most people think of  the famous W Trek in 
Chile. But, just across the Southern Patagonian Ice Field, Sarah Reid discovers that Argentina’s Los 

Glaciares National Park has some of  the most superb hiking on the planet.

PATAGONIAN
PERFECTION

9 2  J A N  |  F E B  2 0 1 8   www.wiredforadventure.com

A r g e n t i n a



 www.wiredforadventure.com  J A N  |  F E B  2 0 1 8  9 3

A r g e n t i n a



here it is,” beamed my guide Zoe Taylor, 
pointing through the windscreen of our 
minibus as it zoomed through the southern 
Patagonian lowlands towards the remote 
village of El Chalten, Argentina’s unoffi  -
cial trekking headquarters. Busy counting 
icebergs the size of small cars bobbing 

about in Lago (Lake) Viedma outside my own window, I hadn’t 
noticed the jagged granite spires of Monte Fitz Roy (3,405m) 
coming into view on the horizon. Immortalised on the Pata-
gonia clothing company logo following founder Yvon Choui-
nard’s 1968 ascent, the Fitz Roy massif – which sits alongside 
the similarly iconic pinnacles of the Cerro Torre massif – is 
utterly awe-inspiring. 

“I hope the weather’s like this tomorrow,” remarked a 
member of my hiking group when we pulled over on the side 
of the highway to take a few snaps of the mountain range, its 
snow-capped peaks sparkling above El Chalten in the after-
noon sunlight. “We’ll see,” said Zoe, a British expat who runs 
local hiking operator Walk Patagonia with her Argentinian 
husband Leonardo Amoroso. “Th e forecast isn’t great, but 
forecasts don’t mean much around here – it’s possible to expe-
rience all four seasons in a single day at any time of the year.”

When we rendezvoused with Zoe and our hiking guide Pablo 
Salaverria the following morning for a pre-hike briefi ng, how-
ever, we learned the forecast was pretty accurate this time. 

H I K E R S T R U D G E T H RO U G H G L AC I A L 
M O R A I N E S E N RO U T E TO L AG U N A TO R R E

“TCompleting Nepal’s famous Langtang 
Valley trek as a teenager fuelled an 
insatiable wanderlust in SARAH REID 
that only seemed to grow stronger with 
each consecutive adventure. Over the 
years, she has developed a passion for 
exploring the globe as responsibly as 

possible, from the jungles of Southeat Asia to the high 
Andes of South America, and everywhere in between.

w h o ’ s  w r i t i n g ?
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But after travelling halfway around the globe for our close-up 
of some of the world’s most picturesque peaks, no one in our 
group was in any rush to bow out. After a last-minute scram-
ble to fashion a garbage bag into a rudimentary pack cover (I 
knew I’d forgotten to bring something…) we were off .  

Th e eight mile hike from El Chalten – founded in 1985 to help 
secure the disputed border with Chile – to Laguna de los Tres, 
the national park’s most famous viewpoint (and the start point 
for mountaineering ascents of Fitz Roy) is typically made as an 
eight-hour return trip from El Chalten. But in order to squeeze 
in as many park highlights as possible during my two-day vis-
it, I opted for a two-day, 20-mile linear tramp that also takes 
in similarly breathtaking views of the Piedras Blancas Glacier 
and Lago Cerro Torre, eliminating the need to backtrack. 

Our hike begun at Hosteria El Pilar, a boutique hotel that 
sits near the intersection of the Rio Blanco and the main road, 
nine miles north of El Chalten and just a short walk from the 
boundary of the national park, which encompasses a whop-
ping 600,000 hectares of breathtaking alpine wilderness. Th e 
skies had been brooding all morning, and as if on cue, the 
heavens opened as soon as I stepped out of the minibus. Don-
ning our rain gear, we set off  along the picturesque path that 
climbed gradually through verdant southern beech forests 
hugging the Rio Blanco. Stooping down at one of the many 
glacial streams crisscrossing our path to refi ll my water bot-
tle (no purifying necessary!), I almost stood on a black frog 

branded with neon-yellow stripes. “Ah, yes, that’s a bufo 
variegatus, a three-striped toad,” said Pablo. “Th ey always 
come out in the rain.” 

After about two hours hiking on the well-marked trail, 
with Pablo’s exceptional knowledge of the park’s history, ge-
ology, and ecology providing a welcome distraction from the 
rain and subsequent lack of Fitz Roy views, we reached the 
Piedras Blancas Glacier viewpoint. Fortunately, the mist is 
thin enough to aff ord us a decent view of the icy blue hanging 
glacier oozing between the junction of two mountains across 
the valley. Hang out here long enough, and if you’re lucky, 
you might see a giant chunk of ice calve off  its face and plum-
met into the lagoon below. With the rain refusing to abate, 
however, we trudged on. 

Reaching the turn-off  to Laguna de los Tres after another 
hour or so, we faced a heartbreaking decision: risk injury 
during the hour-odd scramble over loose scree and patches of 
snow on the two-hour round-trip to the famous viewpoint, 
or head onto camp? With our chances of seeing Fitz Roy 
through the clouds now reduced to virtually zero, we reluc-
tantly called it a day. 

Just off  the main trailhead, south of the Laguna de los Tres 
turn-off , Camp Poincenot is the closest campground to the 
Laguna. If you’re hiking independently, the sole facility avail-
able to you here (as is typical of most public campsites in the 
park) is a drop toilet. Walk Patagonia, however, is one of sev-

CA M P P O I N C E N OT

O N T H E F I T Z  ROY  T R A I L
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eral local operators that have semi-permanent facilities at the 
camp, including two-man tents kitted out with sleeping bags 
and mats, a dining tent, a kitchen tent, and a private loo. After 
hiking through the rain all morning, sitting down to a steam-
ing hot bowl of pasta prepared by the camp cook was a treat. 
While the dining tent only provides a thin barrier from the 
elements, it’s a big step up from crawling into your own tent 
with a granola bar for tea – especially in the single digit tem-
peratures we faced that October evening.

At about 5am, I tentatively peeked out of my tent to find 
it snowing! At least that’s what it seemed like – Patagonia’s 
famous winds were simply scooping snow off the massif and 
depositing it on our camp. Had the weather improved dra-
matically, we would have made a dawn dash for Laguna de los 
Tres, but with a thick blanket of clouds continuing to obscure 
the mountains, plan B was aborted. 

Following a hot breakfast, we set off on the final 12 miles of 
our journey, bound for Laguna Torre. With visibility rapidly 
improving, the four-to-five-hour hike – which meanders 
through more beech forests and alpine meadows, and skirts 
the picturesque Madre and Hija lagoons – was much more en-
joyable than the previous day’s slog. En route, Pablo provided 
a fascinating crash-course in how glacial moraines are formed, 
and introduced us to some of the local bush tucker – rosy pink 
Calafate berries, the size of a pea but with the consistency and 
taste of an apple, and an apricot-coloured fungus that grows 

on trees known as pan de Indio (Indian bread), which is edible 
if you’re in a bind, though doesn’t taste like much. While the 
park’s endangered Huemel deer – less than 1,500 are thought 
to remain in the wild – and rare Andean cats eluded our eagle 
eyes, we did spot two male Magellanic woodpeckers with their 
distinct red hoods making fast work of a beech tree. 

Despite a frosty wind whipping across its milky turquoise 
surface, Laguna Torre made an idyllic picnic lunch stop, 
with the Torre massif, the Adela range, Mount Solo and the 
respective glaciers that frame the laguna kindly revealing 
themselves momentarily through the clouds once or twice. 
One of the world’s most controversial mountains, Cerro Torre 
(3,128m) was allegedly first summited by Italian mountain-
eers Cesare Maestri and Tony Egger in 1959, with Maestri 
claiming the pair reached the summit before Egger was swept 
to his death by an avalanche during their descent – with the 
pair’s camera in his pocket. 

But inconsistencies in Maestri’s account, and a lack of bolts, 
pitons or fixed ropes on the route, led the mountaineering 
community to doubt the Italian’s claim. He returned in 1970 
armed with a compressor drill and this time Maestri made it all 
the way to the edge of the ‘mushroom’ of ice atop the moun-
tain’s summit, though was heavily criticised for the ‘unfair’ 
methods he used during his ascent. It was another four years 
before a rival Italian team made the first undisputed ‘complete’ 
summit, but there would be another scandal to come, when 

T H E M A I N T R A I L S  I N  LO S G L AC I A R E S 
N AT I O N A L PA R K A R E W E L L M A R K E D

I C E B E R G S F LOAT O N T H E 
S U R FAC E O F L AG U N A TO R R E

M O U N T F I T Z  ROY C E R RO TO R R E AT  S U N R I S E
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North American climbers Hayden Kennedy and Jason Kruk 
controversially removed 125 of Maestri’s bolt ladders after 
completing the fi rst ‘fair means’ ascent of the southeast ridge 
in 2012. As we munched on ham and cheese sandwiches on 
the lakeshore, Zoe revealed how she found herself unwittingly 
embroiled in the saga. 

“One day the local police asked if I could pop down to the 
station to help translate,” she said. “I didn’t think much 
of it until I walked into the station and found Kennedy and 
Kruk sitting there!” she continued. “Th e police had tak-
en them into custody ‘for their own safety’, frightened 
that some local climbers might take the law into their own 
hands, and instructed them to leave town the following day. 
Th e international climbing community is generally now 
in agreement with the bolt removal, but at the time it was 
quite the scandal.” 

From Laguna Torre, it’s possible to continue hiking for an-
other hour along the lake’s northern shore to reach Mirador 
Maestri, named after the Italian climber, for the closest view 
of the summit without actually climbing it, though with a hot 
shower now just three hours hike away, we took the main trail 
back to El Chalten, an easy, mostly downhill amble through 
alpine meadows brimming with wildfl owers that lies more or 
less parallel to the River Fitz Roy – and past the pretty Mar-
garita Waterfall – before dropping down into El Chalten, and 
diving into a very large glass of Malbec. 

V I E W F RO M T H E S H O R E O F L AG U N A H I JA

LAGUNA CAPRI
Length: 9 miles (3-4 hours return)
Difficulty: Easy
A great introduction to hiking in southern Pata-
gonia and the perfect warm-up for longer hikes 
is the trail to Laguna Capri – roughly halfway on 
the trail between El Chalten and Camp Poincenot. 
About 25 minutes into the hike from the northern 
edge of town you’ll reach the first of several stun-
ning vistas, this one overlooking Rio de las Vueltas 
Valley. About an hour or so further along the path, 
you’ll come to a junction; a short distance down the 
right-hand track is another viewpoint where, if the 
weather is on your side, you can catch a great view 
of Mount Fitz Roy reflecting on the surface of the 
deep blue laguna. Return to the junction and follow 
the left fork down to the lake before returning the 
way you came. 

1

LOMA DEL PLIEGUE TUMBADO
Length: 12 miles (7-8 hours)
Difficulty: Moderate
Next to the Laguna de los Tres and Laguna Torre 
hikes, this trail rounds out the top three most sce-
nic day hikes from El Chalten according to many 
hikers who have done them all. After about an hour 
ascending the trail heading towards Laguna Toro 
(which lies on the Huemul Circuit), you’ll reach an 
exposed area with postcard-perfect views of Mount 
Fitz Roy, Cerro Torre and Mount Huemul (2,677m), 
with its stunning hanging glacier. The trail continues 
through forests home to a variety of birds and across 
alpine terrain where it’s possible to find the remains 
of 100 million-year-old marine fossils – unless it’s 
snowing – before reaching a 360-degree viewpoint of 
the Torre and Fitz Roy massifs. Most hikers enjoy a 
picnic lunch here before backtracking to El Chalten. 

32

HUEMUL CIRCUIT
Length: 39 miles (4 days)
Difficulty: Demanding
If you’re looking for a challenge with blockbuster 
views to boot, consider this unforgettable four-day 
circuit, which takes you to one of the most spectac-
ular viewpoints of the Southern Patagonian Ice Field 
in the national park. This mostly-uphill route (with a 
very steep, three-hour downhill section on day four) 
takes in a variety of environments and landscapes, 
from mature forests to high-altitude meadows, with 
epic glacier close-ups including a wonderful view 
over the Viedma Glacier crumbling into the im-
mense Lago Viedma and a truly heart-stopping view 
across the ice field. You’ll need to bring absolutely 
everything with you, except for water, which you can 
bottle from streams en route. 

433

T h r e e  m o r e  t o p  h i k e s  f r o m 
E l  C h a lt e n
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l e t ’ s
g o

 How to get here 
El Chalten is 132 miles northwest of 

the southern Patagonian tourism hub of 
El Calafate, the gateway to the exquisite 
Perito Moreno Glacier (which forms the 
southern border of the national park) and 
home to the region’s airport, with several 
daily flights to Buenos Aires and beyond. 
Flights between Buenos Aires and El 
Calafate are available for roughly £250 
return and generally flight times are nor-
mally around three hours. Return airfares 
to Buenos Aires are available for roughly 
£700 return from London and take roughly 
17 hours each way. 

At least two daily buses shuttle passen-
gers between El Chalten and El Calafate, 
with a journey time of three hours. If 
you’re looking to do a bit of touring in the 
area, hiring a car in El Chalten is another 
option. Daily buses also run between El 
Calafate and Puerto Natales in Chile, for 
Torres del Paine National Park.

 Where to stay 
El Chalten has a decent range of hotels, 

all with glacial Wi-Fi. For atmosphere, 
you can’t go wrong with the homely Hos-
teria Senderos (www.senderoshosteria.
com.ar), while those looking for a more 
modern touch might prefer staying at 
Lanajuim (www.lunajuim.com) or Chalten 
Suites (www.chaltensuiteshotel.com). All 
include an ample breakfast buffet. Budget 
travellers can choose from a handful of 
hostels such as La Comarca Hostel or 

camp at several sites in town. Book ahead 
in high season.

 Information and guides 
The local Los Glaciares National Park 

Visitors Centre (www.losglaciares.com) 
is located at the entrance to El Chalten. 
Head here to pick up maps, enquire about 
the state of the trails and register before 
heading out on any kind of hike. 

Sarah travelled with local operator Walk 
Patagonia (www.walk-trek.tur.ar), which 
specialises in guided day and multi-day 
hikes around El Chalten. All day hikes and 
some multi-day hikes in Los Glaciares 
National Park are relatively easy to tackle 
independently, granted you’re carrying the 
appropriate gear.

 Where to eat 
After a long day of hiking, a pizza and 

a home-brewed Czech pilsner at La 
Cervezeria Artesanal El Chalten (564 San 
Martin) will sort you out. Basic groceries 
and trekking snacks can be purchased 
in El Chalten, though for more choice, 
stock up in El Calafate. 

 When to visit 
While hiking in the national 

park is possible all year, high 
season runs from October 
to April, with November to 
March typically offering 
the warmest weather (and 
largest crowds). 

 Essential gear 
No matter what time of year you visit, be 

prepared for all eventualities. A waterproof 
jacket, overtrousers and hiking shoes are 
essential, as are warm base layers. Fires 
are not allowed in the park, so you’ll need 
a portable stove if you’re planning to camp. 
It’s ideal to carry cash to El Chalten as there 
is only one (unreliable) ATM in town, and as 
is common in Argentina, few local restau-
rants take cards. 

 Sustainability 
Los Glaciares National Park is one of the 

world’s most pristine ecosystems. Help to 
keep it this way by packing out all of your 
rubbish (including toilet paper) and refrain 
from answering the call of nature within 
50m from a water source. Keep food secured 
from wildlife. 

ARGENTINA
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