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P A T A G O N I A ,  C H I L E  On the drive to 
Explora Patagonia, our hotel in the 
national park of Torres del Paine, 
we spotted guanacos.

We squealed with delight and 
rolled the van windows down to get 
a better look at the wild llama-like 
animals, the wind from the plains 
slapping our faces.

Ostrich-like rheas strolling by 
the side of the highway called 
for impromptu roadside stops. 
We slowed down to see an eagle 
guarding its kill from lingering 
gulls. Soaring high above like huge 
black kites were Andean condors 
with three-metre wingspans.

We drove north through one-
horse towns, forests of wind-rav-
aged petrified wood (remnants of 
fossil forests made up of species 
of trees that no longer exist) and 
landscapes stretching forever. 
Except for a few serious cyclists, 
we pretty much had the highway 
to ourselves.

“Nowhere is a place,” is author 
Paul Theroux’s description of Pa-
tagonia, the sparsely populated 
region wedged between Chile and 
Argentina at the bottom of South 
America.

Getting there isn’t easy but so 
worth it. Smack in the middle of 
this vast windswept wilderness is 
Explora Patagonia, the first hotel 
in the park (1993) to combine ad-
venture with luxury.

From my ginormous window 
were the mighty granite monoliths 
and snowy peaks — 3,000 metres 
high — that make up the ‘Torres’ 
in Torres del Paine. And the tur-
quoise waters of Lake Pehoé, a 
stone’s throw from the hotel. It 

was like watching my own private 
Imax screen and from the comfort 
of a king-sized bed. I never closed 
the curtains. And I never asked for 
the Wi-Fi password — and I stayed 
four days.

Although the building and view 
is stunning and the resort offers 
exceptional dining and service, 
don’t be deterred by its “all-inclu-
sive” that usually translates to “do 
not leave the resort.” 

Explora is focused on outdoor 
experiences and all about discon-
necting with the rest of the world 
and reconnecting with nature.

Each evening over cocktails, a 
guide would offer options for the 
next day. Groups comprise no 
more than eight guests led by one 
or two guides. Ronnie and Tony 
Bennet and I “bonded” during the 
time getting here, and having the 
same fitness level and interest, we 
hooked up for daily excursions.

Our first outing was a gentle 
hike around Sarmiento Lake with 
its glacial, aquamarine waters sur-
rounded by glaciers and granite. 
At a viewpoint, our guide Jacquie 
served Baileys and coffee while we 
marvelled at primitive rock paint-
ings.

The next few days included 
extraordinary wildlife sight-
ings: hundreds of pink flamingos 
standing on single stick legs, their 
bodies reflected in the shimmer-
ing lagoon, grey foxes and guana-
cos were everywhere. We nimbly 
stepped around guanaco bones, 
puma feces and a few armadillo 
carcasses.

Explora owns a stable with more 
than 24 horses for guest outings. 
Like our hiking guides, the Chilean 
gauchos, clad in traditional cow-

boy outfits, pair riders to horses 
depending upon their levels of 
expertise.

“If you see a puma, get off your 
horse. They’ll run away and the 
puma will follow the horse,” said 
our gaucho. 

I didn’t ask how many horses 
they’ve lost to pumas. 
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‘NOWHERE 
IS A PLACE’
Getting to Patagonia isn’t easy,  
but the outdoors make it worth it

Chilean gauchos, clad in traditional cowboy outfits, pair riders to horses 
depending on their levels of expertise.  JA N E  M U N DY

Explora Patagonia is a haven of rest and restoration amid the remote region.  E X P L O R A  PATAG O N I A

Air Canada flies non-stop to 
Buenos Aires and Santiago 
via Toronto several times 
a week. Several domestic 
airlines serve Patagonia and 
flying between destinations 
in Patagonia is economical 
and advisable due to the huge 
distances.
A new service, Explora 
Connects, is a private charter 
service offering small 
and medium plane flights 
between Torres del Paine and 
Patagonia National Park in 
Chile. Check explora.com for 
more information.
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Decked out in chafes and hel-
mets, we meandered on a two-hour 
ride through lenga beech trees and 
across the pampas, past herds of 
rheas and more guanacos.

Our horses unsaddled, they 
rolled and frolicked in a sand pit 
and galloped to the lake for a soak. 
We joined more guests from Ex-
plora (the only tourists we saw in 
four days) for a barbecue.

“I’ve never tasted ribs so good, 
everything was so natural, just 
meat and fire and nothing need-
ed seasoning,” said Tony. “I could 
never recreate that smoked meat.” 

Agreed, the food was outstand-
ing, but most of all it was the ambi-
ence in the mountains with horses 
and gauchos.

We returned at 5 p.m., just in 
time for a massage at the spa. (All 
rooms have hydro-massage bath-
tubs to relieve post-hike muscle 
soreness.) Cocktails and appies 
were served as we sank into puffy 
armchairs. We watched dark thun-
derclouds roll in just under the 
snowcaps and disperse for blazing 
rays of sun, all before dinner.

The elegant dining room over-
looks falls. Sure, this is cattle coun-
try but every meal had fresh fish 
and vegetarian options, always 
perfectly cooked. If you want 
to upgrade, there’s an extensive 
wine list, but the Chilean house 
wine is superb, as is the service. 
The staff-to-guest ratio is roughly 
one to one.

The 19th-century diarist W.H. 
Hudson described this land as so 
enormous and empty as to “leave 
the mind open and free to re-
ceive an impression of nature as 
a whole.”

“We travel a lot, worldwide, but I 
don’t know that I can top this trip,” 
said Tony.

“I’m a city gal and had never 
heard of Patagonia, but we asked 
our travel agent for something out 
of the way where we could clear 
our minds,” added Ronnie.

The country is so vast that Ex-
plora has recently established its 
own 14,300-acre Los Huemules 
Natural Reserve at the entrance 
to Campo de Hielo Sur ( just out-
side of Torres Del Paine) devoted 
to the preservation of native flora 
and fauna.

Surrounded by ancient for-
ests, rolling rivers, and towering 
mountains, the reserve has more 

than 25 kilometres of marked 
trails for Explora guests, who 
can even walk over the Cagliero 
Glacier, the world’s third-largest 

freshwater storage after Green-
land and Antarctica. And last 
December Explora opened the 
20-room El Chalten Argentinian 

Patagonia lodge, complete with a 
1,300-square-foot spa.
The writer was a guest of Explora 
Patagonia, which neither read nor 

approved the article before publi-
cation. For more information and 
hiking maps, visit explora.com/
Patagonia-hotel.

Guanacos live in the Andes mountains, the lower plateaus and plains. 

Explora Patagonia pairs fantastic food and superb wine with adventure and luxury.  P H O T O S :  E X P L O R E  PATAG O N I A

Torres del Paine National Park offers an iconic landscape.
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LARGE IN WHISTLER
Indulge in March powder
and soft spring snow in April.
Make the most of longer days
capped off by a perfect après
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pow for your penny with
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