A search for wildlife, some of the best scenery on the planet and a decent salad in

Arge ntl na (and small bits of Patagonian Chile)

30" September to 38 October 2005

Allan Richards, Mayette and Steve AnySBmith

north face of Perito Moreno

The Plan

Our motivation for vsiting Argentina was based on these premises:

1 the experience would be relatively inexpensive since the collapse of the Argentine peso
about four years earliéthis was well founded),

there are some stunning landscafyes, with a lot of boring country letween)and

there are |l ong |ists of (@wemalessomerndoadniatoimal s
the bird list, but the mammals were a tad rascally).

T
T

Travelling has less value if everything goes exactly according to plan. There must be a few
surprs es al ong the wayééééééé.



Areas visited

Our holiday time was split between two distinct regibiise humid and subtropical
northeast (two weeks) and Patagonia in the far south (also two weeks).

We started our holiday driving in a hire car north flBaenos Aires along the main

highways as far as Iguazu Falls and back. We had planned a long anticlockwise circuit but

as the roadside landscapes were so incredibly boring we changed our minds and returned
along much the same corridor. We stayed at:

ParqueNacional El Palmar (1 night)

Carlos Pelligrinii in the Esteros del Ibera Marshes (3 nights)

Puerto Iguazu (4 nights)

Obera (1 night)

Yapeyu (1 night)

A big town starting with the |l etter AGO0 (1

Buenos Aires (3 nights, including one on arrival)

The o weeks in Patagonia were spent in both Argentina and Chile. We flew from Buenos
Aires to Rio Gallegos and drove in a large loop that took in:

El Calafatei for Parque Nacional Los Glaciares (3 nights)
Parque Nacional Torres del Paine (2 very expensias)i
Punta Arenas (1 night)

Ushuaia (4 nights)

Rio Grande (1 night)

Rio Gallegos (3 nights, including one on arrival)
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General comments on sites visited

Buenos Aires and parts north

Buenos Aires

The Cityi BuenosAt es transl ates into English as fgo
change. The city is enormous and we visited only tiny scraps of it, and these were probably
unrepresentative of the city as a whole. | thought Buenos Aires was rather schizophrenic.
Therewere bits and pieces of old and new, tall and squat, filthy and shiny and crowded and
empty, all seemingly randomly and endlessly repeated in every direction. If large shopping
centres exist we didndét find astgterr The cor n

Heavy traffic, a confusing system of emay streets and a chronic lack of parking
presented sufficient impediment for any exploration by car. It was likely that we would
have soon become multicoloured traffic statistics anyway.

The bizarre openingours, or should | say closing hours, of the eateries and the few
endangered bars meant that unlike Aliceds,

Given our lack of interest in the cityds n
of cities thatl need not revisit.




Accommodatioi Our first digs was the 3 star Days Inn Comfort. This was booked and

paid before leaving Australia so that we had something to write on the immigration forms
and not have to worry about sleeping in the street on hrfikia hotel was laterally

challenged. The building was very high and about twenty feet deep and ten feet wide, or so
it seemed. We were to discover that although it was thought at the time to be cheap at about
$A48 per double, far nicer hotels could barid for much less.

We were led to believe that on our return from Iguazu Falls there was a shortage of rooms
in Buenos Aires, so we were encouraged to book into the Hostel Inn. This was the only
really bad decision of the whole holiday. See diary entrit #rOctober.

Finally we hit upon the 3 star Hotel Los Tres Reyesting next to nothing (I think less
than $A30), very quiet and well located for our purposes.

Wildlife and trailsi We visited the Reserva Ecologica Costanero Sur a number of times.
This park represents 24% of all green space in Buenos Aires. It started life as a part of the
Ri o Plata that was reclaimed in the | ate
breakwaters. These were meant to be backfilled to provide more space for lumpgbuildi
But it all ground to a halt and the area rapidly became populated with woody weeds and
lots of chooks. So now it is a premier nature watching location in the heart of Buenos
Aires. So much for urban planners.

Costanero Sur is prime habitat for watedbi The numbers and variety are mbabgling.

The park is welktaffed, has an information centre and a good trail network. Just outside is

a long promenade (the Acostaneroodo), where
barbecued delights you will evénd from food vending trailers, all for less than $A1.

Come to think of it, this food was probably the best we had in Argentinal

The vibe' The people of the city were just fillenot much else to say.

Coscoroba at Costanero Sur

Parque Nacional El Palmar



Wildlife and trailsi This smallish national park is bordered by the Rio Uruguay and
preserves a big mess of palm trees. There |
outside of Buenos Aires we managed lots of new birds and a chance to play with a well fed
family of Argentine grey foxes, an animal that seemingly followed us almost everywhere

we went over the following weeks.

Accommodatioii This was located just outside the park at a facility named Aurora del
Palmar. It was a good place to stay with-selfitained ooms in converted rail carriages.

The helpful staff offered a variety of activities that we had no time to pursue. The food was
okay and it all cost very little. They have a websiteww.auroradelpalmar.co.ar. You

must book in advance.

Parque Nacional El Palmar
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Carlos Pelligrini - the Esteros del Ibera Marshes

Wildlife and trailsi Esteros del Ibera is reputed to be 13,000 square kilometres in size, and
the worldébés | argest reasonabl y alost ai nted f |
Pellegrini, along with the two lakes that surrounded it and the swamp and the patches of
various types of wet and dry forest nearby, were full of birds and a variety of easily seen
mammals. Many of the birds found here were either absent or vaouliitb see

elsewhere.

Black howler monkeys were easily seen and capybaras were in numbers so great that they
were tripping over each other. Caimans were very well fed, ignoring food located any more
than one metre from their gobs. We were also mightphépsee grey brocket and marsh
deer.


http://www.auroradelpalmar.com.ar/

Two full days are needed to scratch the surface of what is a fascinating environment. We
were thwarted by having some of the heaviest rain and wind yet seen, which washed away
an entire day, several hundred kilomewéghat was previously perfectly good road, and
much of my enthusiasm for the place.

Accommodatioii We stayed at the Posada de la Laguna, an expensive but well sited lodge
with good food and friendly and olbdtliagi ng s
sure that the same sort of experience with respect to seeing wildlife and scenery could have
been achieved by staying at one of the many less costly competitors scattered around the
village.

fox in the grass

Puerto Iguazu and Iguazu Falls

THE FALLS Anotcea our hotel gave a schedule of A
When | read this it didndét register with m
Falls is not a waterfall in the normal sense. It is in its own separate category. Comparisons

are meaingless. Our visit coincided with a flood. This made access to some visitor sites at

THE FALLS impossible. The advantage for us was to see a lot of falling. | have often

wondered what it would have looked like when the Atlantic Ocean broke through at

Gibraltar to fill the Mediterranean. Now | know. We have joined the long list of people

who nominate THE FALLS as their favourite South American sight.

Wildlife and trailsi The bird and mammal watching around the waterfalls and the small
number of accesdibtrails nearby is exceptional. Having made this point, it must be said
that seeing it can also be very patchy indeed. An embarrassment of great birds one minute
can give way to hours on end of green desert. If you find a mixed foraging flock of birds,
never leave it! You might have two birthdays before you see the next one.

Accommodatioil The lguazu National Park Hotel gave us reasonable accommodation for
about $A55 per double. It is excellently located, not, as the name suggests, anywhere near
the natonal park, but adjacent to some primary forest which extends into the hotel grounds



but only if you sneak through a hole in a fence. There were many birds that could be seen

from the hotel room windows, which is vital if it is pissing down with rain, dalifor

much of our stay. The hotel has free table games and internet access, a good and
complimentary breakfast (in stark contrast to the rest of the meals on offer), and its location

at the end of town cl osest egotiate thetownal | s me.
traffic.

The vibeé' The number of happy tourists at Iguazu was extraordinasyyou might

expect. The facilities at the park are world class, with free shuttle trains to various access
points (as a crowd management taoi) our caseestricted to those access points that

were above water.

Obera

Our overnight stay in this town represented nothing more than a travel stop. There
was nothing fundamentally wrong with the place but nor is there any reason to stop.
We stayed at the Hotel Eden, which offered an unlikely combination of decay and
construction for $A11 per person. Some of the plumbing and electrical wiring had
been installed by a blind person operating out of a wheelchair. The owner of the
facility, an aged and barely cohetehappy was friendly enough but could have been
dealt a better hand when the grey matter was being distributed. It is probably best not
to stay at the El Eden Hotel, or anywhere else in Obera.

Yapeyu



Yapeyu is the birthplace of the national hero, Laber General San Martin. The town is
located six kilometres from the main highway and located on the Rio Uruguay. There is a
grand and welcoming archway at the edge of town and a couple of very good free entry
museums. It is archetypical of sleepy rurag@mtina. It is a charming place and well worth

a stopover. We even added to our bird list in the riverine forest at the end of town and in
the gardens within it.

Accommodatioii We stayed at the Hotel San Martin, an excellent basic and clean hotel
opposte the town square. Its rooms cost less than $A9 per person and this included
breakfast!

The lovely family that manages the hotel also runs the adjacent store. This business is the
most diversified on the planet. As well as having accommodation, theigdenmeals,

grog, groceries, take away food, and a long distance phone, photocopy and fax service. You
can also get a repair or service on your portable generator, sound system, concrete mixer,
mobile crane or marine radio. And judging by the quantitycaradity of the young women
employed, you may wish you could have a few other things serviced as well.

welcome to Yapeyu

The | arge town north of Buenos Aires that
This was another travel stop that allowed us to get to Buenos Aires durimigifie of the
following day when hopefully we could return the car without the fun of the peak hour

traffic. We wandered the friendly but unattractive and downright grotty town for an hour or
So.

Accommodatioi The 3 star Hotel Alemain was cheap and gaod cost $A22 per room.

Patagonia

Patagonia is famous for a number of things. One of these is the Patagonian wind, which is
said to be at its worst during the time of year of our visit. We hardly had any wind at all



during the two weeks we were there. 8hwe did get a little, it was hardly a wind but a
stiff cold breeze.

The landscapes were either mindggling beautiful or utterly drab and boring. There was
simply nothing in between.

El Calafate and Parque Nacional Los Glaciares

The almost exclusivgltourist town of El Calafate is inconveniently located 80 kilometres

or so from the attraction that it servdBarque Nacional Los Glaciares. There are an
awesome (or awful) number of gift shops, restaurants and accommodation. This was
perhaps the onlhyotvn we visited where all the businesses did not go into a long hibernation
from noon stretching well into the afternoon. It is beautifully located near Lago Argentino.

Accommodatioii The chap that rented us our car organised for us a substantial discount
the almost luxurious Hosteria Kalken. This hotel has every comfort and was almost too
good for the likes of us. We paid $A72 per double.

Staffi The hotel staff spoke very good English and were chatty and helpful in terms of
booking tours to the glacieland providing general information. Particular thanks go to
Laura and Hernan.

Parque Nacional Los Glaciaresntains a number of stunning glaciers, various lakes
including Lago Argentino (the countrydos | a
paticularly the Perito Moreno run a very close second to THE FALLS in terms of the wow
factor. For mine no other Patagonian attraction came even close. Perito Moreno was

calving almost continuously. Trying to sleep anywhere nearby would be difficult.

Wildlife and trailsi There is a long list of birds and mammals that are possible. We picked
up a few birds but the apparent lack of walking trails and a newfound obsession with
glacier watching kept our wildlife list quite short. Not helping was some of ththerea
which wasnét exactly brilliant.



black-chested buzzard-eagle

Parque Nacional Torres del Paine (Chile)

This park may be very i mpressive. Il simply

account of it being buried under snow. The whole Chile experience, for us, itemsestlb
was very ordinary.

We arrived at Puerto Natales, the town in which the national park accommodation must be
booked, five minutes after everything shut for two hours for lunch, including all the travel
agents!!

Accommodatioiit We eventually bookethe cheapest hotel accommodation we could find
at a trifling $US190 per night for a triple (discounted from $US312), including breakfast.
This was at the Hosteria Las Torres. Our only other choice was to pay $US46 per person
per night to sleep in a rentskeping bag on a saggy mattress in a dormitory + extra for
food.

The hotel was excellent but the view consisted of water in all its various forms. Much of it
was suspended in the air.

Wildlife and trailsi Aside from feral hares and hundreds of séameguanacos, we saw
bugger all mammals and only a few birds. This was because we were restricted by the
forces of nature from getting too far from our hotel room. There are many trails in the park
judging by the numbers of drowned trekkers that trudgeddroahof the gloom each

morning and afternoon.



Punta Arenas (Chile)

This town has a serious shortage of accommodation. It took us three hours to find a room.

The name of the hotel is not important because Punta Arenas is another of those places that

youreally need not visit. It had just three things working in its favour:

1. there were a range of good seabirds and shorebirds along the waterfront that could be
seen by not getting out of the car, thus without freezing to death,

2. to cross the Straits of Magatiahere is a vehicular ferry that leaves Punta Arenas daily
for Porvenir from which even more seabirds and sea monsters could be seen, and

3. when you get off the ferry on the other side you need never visit Punta Arenas ever
again.



Ushuaia and Parque Namnal Tierra del Fuego

Ushuaia is billed as the most southerly town in the world. It is actually quite a large city

and growing daily. |l dondt know why. Much
that the locals do for recreation. The scenery @r@ssive but that hardly means the local

folk have something to do.

Our visit coincided with some good weatlidittle rain and little or no wind.

A gaggle of tourist boats trundle out from Ushuaia harbour each morning and afternoon for
almost identicaldurs of the Beagle Channel.

Two full days with good weather would be sufficient in Ushuaia and Tierra del Fuego
National Park. We had three, and were not unhappy to leave on the fourth.

Accommodatioii There is no shortage of places to stay in Ushb4astly they are more
expensive than elsewhere in Argentina. We stayed at a strange place a few kilometres away
from the main part of the city. This lowered the cost. The 3 star Hotel Los Coihues was not
easy to find. There is nothing whatsoever writtertr@nbuilding that indicates that it is a

hotel and it is located in a residential area on a minor unpaved road. The owner, Pablo, was
rarely seen, and most of the time we had the whole place to ourselves. We paid $A90 per
night for two rooms with attachdshthroom. Recommended.

Parque Nacional Tierra del Fuego



This park is almost adjacent to the city and has many trails and beautiful scenery. There
arendét many native mammals and there proba
on or next to any waterub rather uncommon in the forests where there are few species this
close to the South Pole. The most desirable forest bird was fortunately reasonably common
here- the Magellanic woodpecker.

Rio Grande

One night was spent to break the long drive fromuaghto Rio Gallegos. The town is

located at the intersection of the Atlantic Ocean and the rather pathetic river from which it
takes its name. The ocean was far more interesting, as the inshore reefs and the cruddy
beaches were the home of tens of thodsar migratory and local shorebirds, and a

smaller number of seabirds. The tides were enormous so bring jogging shoes to chase the
birds down the beach as the tide races out.

Accommodatioii We eventually found rooms at the Frederico Ibarra Hotel opptisst

town square. Rooms were $A52 per double and okay but a little noisy. Rooms were very
hard to get in this town. The heavily subsidised industry sited at Rio Grande attracts lots of
business people.

Rio Gallegos

Others have commented on how horrible i s t own i s . We didnot fi
di fferent to any other | arge town in Argen:

Accommodation This was another town where rooms were in chronic short supply. We
could never get the hotel of first choice aigrithe three nights we stayed. The pricy ($A72)
Hotel Commercio was our pick and probably the best hotel in town, but hardly exciting.

The people of Argentina

| had been given to believe that Argentines were loud and aggressive. Perhaps my
judgementsvere based on watching news reports of soccer fans celebrating when their

national team lost a game. We found the people to be honest, obliging and proud to be
Argentines. Except for drivers in Buenos Aires we saw no aggressive behaviour of any

kind. Womenappeared to be happy and well treated (contrary to what | had been told) and
officials at police or other checkpoints were patient and friendly. Everyone greets each

ot her with a Aholao or Abuen diao, althoug!
kissing.

We werendét overcharged for goods or servi ci

In the northeast we were surprised by the levels of poverty given the fertile nature of the
countryside. There were lots of hovels or pathetic little houstspworly dressed

children. In Patagonia any poor people would have frozen to death or got blown into the
sea so poverty is not a problem.

We had no hint of any personal security problems. No doubt there are opportunities for
getting into trouble butweidd n 6t f i nd any.



Few Argentines away from hotel front desks speak any more English than | speak Spanish
but it didndédt seem to matter in terms of
borders and checkpoints. Bsh prly@&ncouraged masth a t
people to speak louder, in Spanish.

< Q

Roads

The road that connects Buenos Aires and Puerto Iguazu (some 1700 kms long), is sealed, of
good quality and byasses pretty much every town over most of its length. In Patagonia
mostof the roads were sealed and most of the others soon will be. The unsealed roads were
generally able to be driven safely at the 80km/hr mark without killing anything.

Driving in Argentina

One of the oddities of travel is that you can hire a car areign country and drive off
having zero understanding of any road laws or traffic signs.

The travel guidebooks suggest that anyone hiring a car and driving in Buenos Aires is
insane. | can suggest that drivers need a fully functioning nervous systentacidive

nature and certainly a navigator helpsainly to scan for one way streets. Traffic moves

with a certain beauty without much verbal abuse from drivers or the use of car horns. The
national sport in Argentina is changing lanes without giving@ioyr indication. Cars will
change lanes even when there is no traffic to pass or where there is no advantage in doing
so. When there is a traffic accident it is a good one.



The most difficult aspect of driving in either Argentine or Chilean towns tatleat roads

are one way and it is often not obvious which way that is. Whilst each alternate side road is
generally trafficked in the opposite direction, there are enough examples where this is not
the case to keep you alert to any possibility. Some roads some form of intersection

control whereas others have nothing. It was always fun not to be in a town.

In rural areas there was little traffic and what there was could be recognized in three forms:

1. Very large trucks,

2. Mobile rust that emerged from fargates and moved very slowly, and

3. Very fast moving four cylinder cars that appeared in front of us having not been seen in
the rear view mirror despite constant checking.

| was the first driver since 1948 to drive approximately at the speed limit. WMeeeeno
traffic police anywhere.

Police Checkpoints and Border Posts

At every regional boundary and at the edge of any large town you could rely upon a
checkpoint or two. There was no advance indication of whether you needed to stop. |
generally did. Ths was a constant annoyance to any vehicles behind me. North from
Buenos Aires you might expect to stop about ten times a day. Sometimes a full passport,
license and car registration check could leave you marveling at the number of uniformed
men and the @ary local scenery for twenty minutes or so.

The checkpoint officials would ask a bewildering series of questions. We learnt to state that
we had no idea what they were talking about, that we came from Australia, we were

driving a rental car and that weeve heading for town X. This was generally enough to

blunt their interest. If not, a recitation of any entirely unrelated topic that came to mind, in
English, was found to sufficiently bore them into submission.

The type of official manning particular atigpoints was often unclear, as was whatever the
checkpoint hoped to check. At one, we stood some sort of chance of winning a fridge. We
bought a ticket in a police raffle thinking that we needed to pay a toll or something.
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Another irritation was thencessant placement of toll plazas. There was no advance
indication of the toll charge.

Border posts on our regular crossings between Argentina and Chile were another matter.
The paperwork supporting the car registration, insurance and authority tdordess

were a constant source of fascination to myriad officials from both countries. Then there
was all the immigration and customs fun. Sometimes someone would fail to furnish us with
some document or other which would cause someone else much strels$eséent

crossing point. We learnt to smile a lot.

Guidebooks

For birds we had bothhe Birds of Southern South America and AntarcitdThe Birds

of Argentina and Uruguayif better guidebooks existed we would have identified many
more birds, espmally tyrant flycatchers. The illustrations in either book, but particularly in
the latter, showed birds looking more like pointy rocks than living animals.

The 2005 version of thRough Guide to Argentinaved up to its title. Much of the
background iformation proved correct but anything whatsoever relating to
accommodation was shown to be a fantasy. For a guide being used in its year of
publication, we though it odd that some recommended hotels simply did not exist, while
others had ceased to tradensoyears earlier. The prices quoted for those hotels that could
be located were often wildly inaccurate.

Our trusty road magRutas de la Argentinallustrated roads approximately where they
were, but there was a strong likelihood that the road stanu#icdited was either utterly
wrong or reflected a time | ong past. But

W |



Food

In a wordi boring. Sure, an excellent steak costing very little could be found in every

second restaurant (the others werg ljus they are at homietemperamental). But every

eatery had almost identical menus and we soon got bored with eating the same fare.
Ethnically based restaurants either do not
one. Allan claimstohavespad ed a Chinese restaurant some\

Argentines have not embraced the concept of vegetables, with no meal seen having more
than one typ& and almost always this meant potato.

What was described as pizza was always disappointeggave up, but continued to

amaze at the servings given to others. The pizzas were constructed almost entirely from
plastic cheese on a limpid base, with the occasional olive, which the diners often discarded.
There is certainly a business opportunigyen

The best food was found in the small street stalls in Buenos Aires. Simple BBQ beef,
chorizo or chicken rolls were delicious.

Beer

See Afoodo. Beer is not the beverage of c¢h
reminiscent of USeer. At least they were cheap and readily available.

Wine

The reds were generally very good and inexpensive. Rarely did the labels indicate the
variety, which could be maddening, but we |
any of the whites.



Water

Buy water in bottles. Donét trust anyone al
potable. They tell jokes or lie.

. water

Weather

We were treated with a very mixed bag indeed. In the north, floods either landed on us or
followed us afteraesr i es of wugly big thunderstorms dr
made for a few very boring days gazing out of hotel windows and musing over the

likelihood of being trapped somewhere. It also cost us time in travelling with some roads
becoming impassaél

In Patagonia it was just the rain or heavy snow that ruined some activities and left me
wondering what some of the scenery might have looked like if we could have actually seen
it. On the positive side, the famed Patagonian winds were nowhere tone Vda were

treated by a number of windless days and rarely did we face anything more than a stiff
breeze.

Insects



Ilguazu has more than just a big hole in the ground. Some of the smaller forest residents left
all of us with interesting skin patternscasomething to do with our fingernails for many
days. Away from Iguazu there was little to trouble us.

Few insects are silly enough to live in Patagonia.

Wildlife T see lists at end of report

Birdsi 346 different birds were identified. This was okaye really only visited two
chunks of a vast country. | am sure that given better weather at some locations we could
have achieved 37880. An extra week with the same itinerary and we would have seen
quite a few more.

At most places the birds were mutiore confiding than in other South American countries
of my experiencé probably reflecting lower levels of hunting. We saw one séihgt and
heard or saw no guns. Needless to say there is probably plenty of duck shooting in the
north at |fefasdgmeraan.l y o

Mammals whilst we managed a few desirable mammals, the list efas8disappointing.
Mammals are always difficult to find in South America. We were hamstrung by having
crap weather when we could have been spotlighting. This activity waefwdampromised
by staying in hotels that were generally remote from any good habitat. In Patagonia, the
idea of wandering about at night in the snow or cold did not appeal given the lack of
diversity there.

My favourite mammals wésedBéahedas, abldd aCé&mm
and marsh deer.

o coati (with egr tags)

.




greater rheas (and the odd sheep) ‘!




Diary
Day 1- Friday 30™ September 2005

Our Aerolineas Argentinas A34200 left Sydney via Auckland for Buenos Aires at 1010.

The flight was full, the cabin crew surly, the service slowtlledfood perfectly ordinary.

This was the last flight before high season airfares started. Parents with infants had avoided
the flight, which given my love for such things, was sensible on their part.

Dinner, a glutinous cold pasta, was accompanied by, bed wine, whisky and two
sleeping pills. I lay on the floor but managed only a couple of hours of restless sleep.

Breakfast was inedible. | would have thought that some of the breakfast items served would
have been banned on planes as they couldeaddy been used as weapons. | pondered

the demise of an airline that | had previously enjoyed. | would not recommend Aerolineas
to anyone, but there are very few options for getting to Argentina from Australia.

We arrived in Buenos Aires at 1300 on fane day as we left Sydney, after a flight of 15
hours or so, including the stop in NZ. We must have travelled through a stargate. Trying to
calculate what was happening to the rise and fall of the sun gave me a headache.

We caught a taxi into the citytar negotiating a fare at the airport. The driver produced a
receipt for a higher amount on arrival, but my most menacing stare (which is not very
menacing at all) made him smile and accept the smaller amount.

Our hotel, the Days Inn Comfort did not lesa functioning lift. The narrow staircase
occupied us for much of the afternoon as we shuffled up and down the weirdly designed
laterally challenged stairwell.

| needed to change some money. The smiling hotel owner represented the currency
exchange bldcmarket and gave me a higher rate than that of the banks, so | loaded up
with pesos @ 2.87 to the $US.

We adjourned to the Costanero Sur, the nearby wetland and weed forest, arriving a little
after 1600. The caring staff of this facility declined toustenter on the spurious basis that

it was too windy. Nothing that grew inside the reserve was big enough to concuss a gnat if
it fell. We were never to discover the real reason for the closure but we were kept busy
looking at birds that fringed the edgktbe park, with water birds and town bums like

monk parakeets, cowbirds and thrushes in abundance.

Dinner was enjoyed at a café where a steak with the consistency of ice cream was washed
down with a few cervezas. And so ended the

Day 2 - Saturday 1% October 2005

| had feared this day like no other. The plan called for us to pick up our hire car and get it
and its crew safely out of Buenos Aires. T



help. He made it clear that he thoughtds loco. The travel guidebooks suggest a level of
insanity for anyone that dares drive a car in Buenos Aires.

We spent over an hour dealing with the paperwork for our brand new, never been hired,
Brazilian built VW Gol at the Alamo / National car renéglency in the city. The staff were

very helpful and we soon found ourselves playing with the traffic and heading for parts

north. The freeways started out as mass#t@ &ane jobbies that progressively narrowed

until we could finally say that we had eped when the familiar look of a two lane

hi ghway presented itself. We didnét have t
point where we wondered where Argentinads |

We arrived at a lodge named Aurora del Palmar ldtafternoon to find that our booking
for accommodation had not been received. Luckily a cancellation allowed us to stay at this,
the only accommodation in the area of ElI Palmar National Park.

The park is not far from the accommodation and we were sdongioff birds. It must be

said that the park does not contain the very best habitats that could be found but as this was
our first full day we were constantly seeing new birds as well as a very obliging family of
Argentine grey foxes that had ambushedaik at a critical intersection. They lived on a

steady diurnal diet of biscuits and otherfor like garbage.

Argentine grey fox

Across the muddy Uruguay River we could see Uruguay but alas no birds to add for that
country! Returning to our converted train carriagedioom we were soon wolfing down

beer and food in preparation for a blissful
revealed a hogosed skunk nosing about without a care in the world. Skunks can do that.

Their only enemies have black tyres.



Day 3- Sunday 2" October 2005

Aurora del Palmar is located in wonderful wildlife habitat but the fine weather and the
chance to see new birds so early in the trip saw Allan and | traipsing around cow paddocks,
orchards and Eucalyptus plantations with fair essc Various flycatchers, pigeons,

finches, ducks, raptors, woodpeckers andweted tinamous kept us scribbling and
searching.

We journeyed north and after a drive of almost eight hours we reached the Esteros del Ibera
Marshes at Carlos Pelligrini. Lobf fun things happened along the way. These included
passport, license and car registration checks and getting bamboozled by the road network in
and around the town of Mercedes. Here we must have asked ten people the way to Carlos
Pelligrini and the regmses varied from pointing vaguely in any direction, shrugging or
running away and hiding.

Our map showed that the first part of the road from Mercedes was sealed but it clearly was
not, and further, it was not signposted in any way whatsoever. So efémnteon what we
suspected was the right road. After 120 km of pretty bloody ordinary dirt road we arrived at
our fancy lodge, the Posada de la Laguna. Funny thing, | have always thought that when
driving along a dirt road it felt better to be on the wrsitg of it. This seems to work for

all roads in all countries irrespective of which side of the road you are meant to drive on,
and it certainly worked here.

The staff at the lodge were friendly, the food good, and there were lots of birds in the
grounds the surrounding swamp and the town streets.

‘Posada de la Laguna

Day 4- Monday 3 October 2005

Fourteen new birds were seen before our 0800 breakfast. There appeared to be something
new hiding in every bush in the shrebby ga
then hopped in a boat for a guided trip around the marshes. It was quite windy which



restricted our access to some parts of the lake system but wildlife in the form of caimans,
capybaras and various water birds kept us entertained. There were fewl thicksthe

crocs must have eaten them. The capybaras were in such numbers that they were falling
over each other and totally comfortable with all the big ugly reptiles with which they
shared their home.

After lunch we followed a local chap in our caot to the black howler monkey forest, as

we expected, but to a dry chaco type forest on his family property. The trees were sagging
under the weight of bromeliads, zygocactus, ferns and orchids. His home also harbored
yellow cardinals, endangered birthsit had decided to make their nests in a giant
Eucalyptus tree. The only jabiru of the entire holiday was also seen here.

Towards sunset Allan and | went in search of nightjars on the main road leading to the
village. We saw a female scisgailed beforestopping for a couple of beers and some
strangled Spanlgish conversation with a couple of locals at a small shop on the roadside.

The evening hosted an awesome light show in what we then thought was a passing series of
thunderstorms.tpBss.t y that they didno

|l dondt know how much it rained during the
could stop me hearing the pounding noise on the roof. My mind flooded with thoughts of
being trapped.

Day 5- Tuesday 4" October 2005

| had trouble distinguishg where the swamp ended and the land started, or, for that
matter, where the sky was. We decided that we would hunt for black howler monkeys
before the rain became too heavy. This we did. We even managed a short boat trip before
the weather turned to musThe boat trip revealed a grey brocket (deer) and a family of
howlers but few new birds.

We soon learnt that the road north was not a happening thing for vehicles like ours, and if it
kept raining we might be prisoners of Carlos Pellegrini for some time

The day ground on in an excruciatingly boring fashion with sideways rain keeping the gale
company. Mayette was very cheerful for some reason | cannot adequately explain.



An older Argentine couple, Norma and Pedro, wanted to leave with us the nektgrorn
a Aconvoyo, in case either vehicle got bog
ours. This sounded like a good plan. Howling wind kept me awake for much of the night.

southern screamer

Day 6- Wednesday 5th October 2005

We arranged for an early bréakt and were on the mud by 0700. Although the road was
churned up it wasnot all that scary. We so
The first 20 kil ometres or so produced a f
strangetailed tyrant and black and white monjita. Better still were sensational views of a

pair of marsh deer after they had crossed the road in front of us.

It took three hours to get back to Mercedes. This was doubly frustrating as it was in the
opposite direction to auwlestination, Puerto Iguazu. So by the time we made a giant circuit
of the swamp, now rather larger than it used to be, we had wasted half a day. It took a
further nine hours to get to Puerto Iguazu, making for a long and tiring driving day that |
thoughtwould never end.

The scenery en route slowly changed astspiical vegetation became interspersed with
the farm weeds and the terrain became hillier but without ever getting mountainous. The
rainforest, when we reached it, was not as tall as | expeateldvery patchy in its

distribution except in Iguazu Falls National Park and the surrounding buffer zone.



We had not booked accommodation as our hol
see the need. Nevertheless all the accommodation wevtiaed ei t her ful | or
get consecutive nights. | had checked out a place on the internet before leavirigtheme

Hostel Inn, a mythical place because it did not display these words anywhere on, or leading
to, the property! It did have plentysfi gns saying AThe National
gained an unwanted working knowledge of a two kilometre stretch of road as went back

and forth continually going past the place we were seeking and each time asking someone
for directions. A stroke of geniuswaus walk into the bloody place and asking where it

was. fAHereodo, they said. Stuff me.

Day 7- Thursday 6™ October 2005

Iguazu Falls National Park does not open until 0800. We arrived just a few minutes early.
The infrastructure that supports visitatito the falls is extensive, modern and useful. There
were plenty of places to eat, find out about access to different vantage points and, of
course, places to waste our money.

The falls were awesome. Vast shuads of recent rain made for an incrediéxperience.

This is one of those very rare places you can turn your back on, and then turn round and
you canot believe itodés still there! The do:
water meant that some of the access points were under too nitienatherefore not
really access points at all.

We disturbed a tufted capuchidlmi this is a monkéynext to one viewpoint. A couple

of the local tourist guides told us the best trails for bird watching. Happily these were the
ones t ha ttoadookbut &t comseqaedtly were not populated by tourists walking
twelve abreast. We baulked at one visitor booth that had guided birding walks for $US80



per person for four houisforget it! We were to see all the advertised birds ourselves so it
wasa wise choice.

We had to return to the hotel by 1100 to either check back in, assuming there were rooms,
or check out. Fortunately it was the former and much better rooms as well.

Back to the park and a walk along the Macupu Trail. Our first bitasf Wwas to run into

Santos, a local bird watching guide doing
day. He was happy to share his knowledge and we soon hadbehitged and blue
manakins within a few metres of each other. The blue was one aéthetb bi r ds | 0ve

for a while, with stunning colours and amazing calls. We wandered for three or four hours
and didnét really stop ticking off birds,
seen were good vi ews upefoftutedaapachirs. agouti s, a

We rejoined Mayette at the park entrance. She told us that a man we had questioned earlier
had found the very rare bladtonted pipingguan so off we went and picked it up in the
middle of a picnic area.

An absolutely brilliantday in every way. Beer was consumed in moderation.
Day 8- Friday 7™ October 2005

| coul dnét wait to get back into the park .
grounds added a few squawkers before breakfast but the first law of tropicad) baadk

over from there. The Macupu Trail, which just yesterday was birding nirvana, had turned

into a crock. Three hours of searching revealed just one new bird and very few that were

seen the previous day.



Qur plan to wal k t Hower falls wdlkewas delayedGhroughthé t 0 o
efforts of an unwelcome thunderstorm. We sat for 80 minutes waiting for it to pass,

amusing ourselves with the antics of a number of coatis nosing around, as they do, and
going through the rubbish bins. They albdreome form of attached plastic identification

and would appear to have been well studied. Eventually the rain lessened, so a couple of
disposable raincoats were procured from a shop (for rain insurance purposes) and Mayette
and | followed lots of drenchgatople along the walk which had views of the falls that

were just as amazing as the main walkway along the top.

The afternoon failed to produce very much in the way of interesting wildlife despite finding
some excellent habitat along a trail behirtdaasmission tower just off the main road back
into town.

Dinner was supposed to be in town, a place that we narrowly avoided finding it seems, just
like the policeman that | almost squashed in the process of makirtgra.U*turns are

almost always anpduct of being lost and generally accomplished by doing something
illegal. The policeman thanked me for not killing him, or maybe he was giving me some
advicei | 61 | never know.

So back to the hotel for a dinner of salted toucan. | know there was sotnef lkiird under
the salt, but of the salt there was some certainty. There seemed to be a campaign to poison
diners with salt levels that would embarrass the Salton Sea.

A cursory spotlight into the grounds of the hotel next door revealed a tropicallsowe

r

hunting by the | ights of the swimming pool

minutes later almost had him arrested.



National Park Hetel, 'flsuerto Iguazu

Day 9- Saturday 8" October 2005

We had renewed vigor and our expectations of seeing more birds were still hafteba

promising start again in the hotel groundswe were hunted by the return of the rain. By

late morning it eased so we revisited the area around the transmission tower where there

were some good things, including rustyargined guan and solitatijpamou. The rain, of

course, had conned us and after standing in it for hours trying to convince each other that it
was filooking a bit brighterdo in some direct

We interrogated the internet at the hotel to check on the weatieeat and wished we
hadnét. Very frustrating. It rained all th
just before dark. The hotel staff told us that they had just endured two years of drought and

that rain at this time of year was almost eafd of. How lucky.

Day 10- Sunday 9" October 2005

Allan and | managed four new birds along the transmission tower trail before breakfast. We
then left Puerto Iguazu and started motoring back towards Buenos Aires. We had originally
planned to travel different route via Resistencia and Chaco National Park in the west but

the roads were so incredibly boring and we were getting sick of long driving days. We took

a slightly different path that had us pass through the towns of San Pedro and El Viamonte.

The landscape was rapidly being altered with deforestation and with poor shanties

springing up everywhere. For me it was unexpected in Argentina and rather depressing. We
had planned a number of stops along the wa:



We arrved in the town of Obera aboutredf t er noon but initially ¢
to stay. After making a couple of wrong turns we found the Hotel El Eden, a bizarre place

in that we werendt sure whether itsbatlays f al |
a rare look when it comes to hotels or anything else. It was managed by an older gentleman
who looked like, and acted like, a holocaust survivor. Importantly we could go into town

and buy beer and then return to the Garden of Eden and drink it.

| thought | must have been hallucinating when | saw Eve, or a reasonable facsimile thereof,
a young and beautiful maiden with long flowing hair singing gospel songs. But as it
transpired she was the daughter of an itinerant Brazilian preacher, one @lisisging

guitar playing dudes. Friendly people, with an interesting life ahead of them methinks.
Mayette and | then giggled at a Spanish version of Star Wafsé Phantom Menace on

Eden TV.

Christians in the Garden of Eder
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One of our best meals in Argentina was enjoyed in auestt in Obera where we sat
regallyinaglassedn first fl oor box overlooking the

Day 11- Monday 10" October 2005

We left Eden to its eccentric residents and travelled southwest via San Jose and Apostoles.
Ouir first bit ofinterest was generated by an enormous swamp just north of Santo Tome
where we picked up a few birds including streataded tyrant and bartaced ibis.

Lunch was t he day 0 s-oubhattheEl Lazp RarillaWestaldrtanta gi an't
Luckily the food was okay because it was the only place in town to eat. The only reason we
found it was through noticing more than one car parked outside. Everyone from Santo

Tome was there. It looked like something out of a Mexican western movie.



Mayette asked for menu, but the rather battieorn old lady that appeared to be the only
person locally qualified to serve food, just grinned at her. We motioned at the food
remnants scattered about the other diners, which was signal enough for the feast to begin.
Quantitysubstituted for quality but we were to later learn that this was about as good as
food got in Argentina.

I

The drive south to our next hotel stop in the sleepy town of Yapeyu only took a couple of
hours but we darendt r i Btkofgothingfugthepom.sThe it b e
Hotel San Martin was a treat and the best value accommodation in the whole of the

Americas. For $A8 you could get a good clean room, hot shower, TV and breakfast. And

that was before you took into consideration the fanhift tan the place, particularly some

of the female staff. A more charming and friendly place is hard to imagine.

We sat out on the verandah of the hotel / store / bar / restaurant / post office etc and
watched the very small population go by, many of mwere obsessed with telling us

who to vote for in an upcoming election. This they tried to achieve by getting very small
underpowered cars, sticking banks of loudspeakers on the back from which emanated
distorted Latin American music. Their problems wer@nifold, chief among them being

the low number of volts the speakers were receiving and the fact that most of their audience
did not understand Spanish.

We visited two very good museums during our teamatfloodedriver walk. Both were
dedicated to theational hero, Liberator General San Martin, who was born in Yapeyu.

Mayette found us the beautiful bhileroated starthroat (which can only be a hummingbird
with a name | i ke that ) -shinnedshawk patraileddhetowgnar d e n
square. Agood day was had by all.



Day 12- Tuesday 11" October 2005

Allan and | went for a prbreakfast walk through some scrubby forest at the far end of

town. There were a surprising number of small birds flitting about and we managed to see a

couple of mw spinetails amongst them.

A long boring day followed our goodbyes to the splendid staff of the San Martin Hotel. We
ended up at a town with a very |l ong name
the Hotel Alemain, which was okay and inexpiee. A walk to the plaza was uninspiring,

like just about every other aspect of this large town or city. The whole place looked like the
local government had gone on strike some time between the end of the Napoleonic Wars

and the discovery of electricitg sad place.

Allan managed to buy an English to Spanish and vice versa dictionary during one of those
brief opportunities when the shops were actually open. Shopping hours ar@ZEBand
16302030. Someone please tell me what these people do fandaus in the middle of

the afternoon?

Day 13- Wednesday 12 October 2005

By late morning we were back on the ewadening freeway that led to Buenos Aires. The
rental car office could be seen from the termination of the last of the freeways g gett
there across the ofveay street system was another matter. With much assistance from
Allan and encouragement from the back seat we managed to generate only a few irate
responses from other drivers and 20 minutes later we exultantly parked outsitfie¢he o
after a total journey of 3500 kilometres. A chap from the rental car place then took us to
our hotel.

t



