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Hiking in Patagonia
Serious weather doesn't detract
from Chile's spectacular scenery
iking Chile's famous Torres del Paine National Park in Patagonia is something I wish I were brave enough to do.
Nowhere else on Earth can you see in one national park sheer granite spires shooting up into the heavens like exclamation points,
wild foaming rivers that drvp over steep cliffs, and condors flying overhead while guanacos,grazing on grass, keep a watchful
eye out for hungry pumas.
Located in the southern part of the Andes Mountains, the park is spectacular beyond imagination. However,Patagonia has
some of the most extreme weather in the world. Even in the warmest season ofthe year, winds can be fierce and unrelenting,
with gusts up to 70 miles an hour. Torres del Paine's famous W trail brings many hikers to their hands and knees with its mudfilled trails and face-pelting hail.
Conseqnently, wben my husband broached the idea of taking a trip to Patagonia, I answered hesitantly, "I'll go only if you find
a comfortable hotel that serves good meals and provides expert guides to the park. No 10-mile hikes for me."
Being an ardent hiker, this wasn't exactly the type of trip he had inmind.Butthen,sharing
a triple-decker bunk bed with snoring strangers in a refugio, or hiker's hut, was beyond his comfort level as well.
To our surprise, we found out that serious trekkers are not the only ones who can enjoy Patagonia. Tourism is growing rapidly,and wimpy hikers like me can experience this awesome region without strapping on a backpack.
In late October, we made reservations at Hotel Remota,located in the town of Puerto Natales, two hours south of Torres del
Paine National Park. After a five-hour drive from Puntas Arenas, where our flight landed, we arrived at the hotel, excited to begin our adventure.
Hotel Remota took us by surprise. Designed by award-winning Chilean architect German del Sol, the wooden and glass building resembles
an industrial warehouse rather than a luxury hotel. Buildings are connected to one another with long wooden passageways with grass growing
on the roofs. Windows are irregularly shaped to prevent wind damage, and guestrooms are minimally furnished with rough-hewn wood furniture.
The views,however, are spectacular, especially from the diningroom.Althougb Torres del Paine National Park was still far awaY,majestic snowcovered mountains along Ultima EsperanzaBay made an appearance whenever the clouds cleared. We soon began to appreciate the subtle cypress
scent that permeated the hotel, the delicious meals that awaited us and the lap pool
that revived aching bones from hikes.
And hike we did. As promised on its
website, the hotel offered a number of
tour options. There were treks to the sur ..
rounding foothills and valleys, a visit to
Milodon Cave (known for the discovery
of a prehistoric giant sloth skeleton), and
a cruise along the fjords to the Balmaceda
glacier followed by a hike to the Serrano
glacier.
Eager to see the area, we signed up for
most of the tours. But wh&tmy husband was
anticipating with excitement-and
I was
awaiting with trepidation-was
our trip to
Torres del Paine National Park. The day
finally arrived. Dressed in warm parkas,
woolen hats, windproof pants and comfortable hiking shoes, we were divided by our
guide into two vans and we were oft
Two hours later, we stood at the entrance
of the 700-square-mile park and admired
the granite massifs that rose abruptly from
the foothills to heights up to 9,000 feet. As
I thought to myself that this was worth the
long journey from California, a 40-mileper-hour wind kicked up. and I found
myself hurled to the ground-embarrassed, but not injured. Our guide suggest-
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ed we anchor ourselves better to
the ground as he pointed out a
herd of friendly-looking guanacoso We watched as the older
males chased off the younger guanacos that were attempting to
take over their harems.
As we drove into the park, the
strong wind started playing havoc
with our hiking plans. Our trek to
a waterfall was cut short because
the path was too close to the rushing water. At Lake Grey, we held
on tight to a swinging bridge, then
got pelted with pebbles as we
walked along the moraine toward
an iceberg-filled lake. We continued our tour back in the van, from
which we saw glacier-carved valJeys, blue lakes the color of lapis
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Guanacos, which are related to llamas, roam throughout the Torres
del Paine National Park, located in Chile's Patagonia region.

Designed by
award-winning
Chilean architect
German del Sol,
the Hotel
Remota is two
hours south of
Torres del Paine,
in Puerto
Natales.

With routine
gusts blowing
between 40 and
70 mph, wind is a
formidable force
within
Patagonia's
Torres del Paine
National Park.
and steep turrets which mountain
climbers attempt to conquer.
The wind, which I had been
dreading, actually added a sense
of adventure to our visit.Although
we didn't hike the W, we felt a
sense of accomplishment just

standing upright and marveling at
the awesome vistas.

Cold weather clothing and waterproof clothing is recommended
throughout the year. For more
For more information about Tor- information about Hotel Remota,
res del Paines, visitwww.torresdel
visit www.remota.cl. Rates include
paine. com/ingles. It is best to visit accommodations, all meals and
between November and March. . tours.

