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Patagonia is a territory covering 260,000 square miles at the southern end of 

South America, shared by Argentina and Chile. The region comprises the south-

ern section of the Andes Mountains to the southwest toward the Pacific Ocean 

and east of the mountain range through the semi-arid plateau toward the Atlan-

tic Ocean. Patagonia comes from the word patagón, used by Magellan to describe 

the native people whom his expeditions thought were giants. The average Span-

iards of the time measured 5'1" tall, while the Patagons were actually Tehuelches 

(native tribe) with an average height of 5' 11". Since it was discovered, the single 

mention of Patagonia awakens the fascination with its desolate beauty and 

excitement of the unknown.

Exploring
PatagoniA

Ruta 40 gravel
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O
ur tour with Compass Expeditions began on 
December 1, summer in Patagonia, so there were 
some beautiful, sunny riding days bundled with a 
little rain and lots of wind. The average summer 

temperatures in Ushuaia, the southern-most city in the 
world, range between 40 and 54 degrees Fahrenheit. As we 
headed north the temperatures became warmer. Average 
daily temperatures around Pucón (the north) were 45 (low) 
and 67 (high) degrees. The prevailing winds, from the south-
west, were dry, cold and very strong at times, causing the 
weather to change quickly.

Approximately 70 percent of the ride was on pavement 
(bitumen), with 30 percent mostly hard packed dirt with 
some loose, deep gravel, sand and washboard sections. 
Incorporation of sections of other highways into Ruta 
(route) 40, along with paving, is part of an Argentine gov-
ernment initiative to promote national tourism, drawing 
upon the legendary, and some say mythical, attraction 
attached to Ruta 40. It is the road that Che Guevara traveled 
in 1952 on his Norton 500. He documented the trip in his 
book Diarios de Motocicleta (The Motorcycle Diaries). 

Ruta 40 runs more than 3,000 miles, roughly paralleling 
the eastern Andes. A good portion of the road surface is 
ripio (gravel). It passes through every imaginable type of ter-
rain and landscape. I found it to be the biggest challenge of 
the tour. Add in wild animals, cattle and sheep grids, careless 
drivers, along with high wind gusts, and you understand 
what true adventure riding is.

Wind gusts



October 2012 BMW OWNERS NEWS 75

We met with our tour group and spent the night in Ushuaia, 
which has many places of incomparable beauty: Lapataia Bay, 
Beagle Channel with its islands and the Tierra del Fuego (“land of 
fire”) National Park. Our first day of riding took us through the 
park, where we literally came to the “end of the world.” It was our 
first opportunity to test out our bikes, each of us on an F650GS 
twin with 800cc displacement. The F650GS is the perfect bike for 
this tour, with its low weight (approximately 400 pounds), 
knobby tires, and the motive power to traverse the mountainous 
regions. The dirt and gravel roads through the park proved to be 
a good test of the bike’s abilities.

An afternoon boat cruise took us in the Beagle Channel, a 
strait in the archipelago island chain of Tierra del Fuego located 
on the extreme southern tip of South America in both Chile and 
Argentina. We saw rock islands with basking sea lions. 

Ushuaia

Bridge crossing

Tierra del Fuego

Author at the pier at Tierra del Fuego National Park

Bridge crossing
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The next day found us riding 
through the southern forests, 
mountains of Terra del Fuego 
and the Rio Grande. The steep 
mountain slopes make their way 
through glacial valleys where 
russet-colored carpets of peat 
separate tracts of forest. We 
arrived at the Argentinean bor-
der post of San Sebastian. Bor-
der crossings went smoothly 
throughout the trip, thanks to 
our well prepared guides, Han 
Van Duersen and Silvana 
Rosetti. Then we rode some 
rough gravel roads through no-
man’s land to the Chilean bor-
der. The gravel continued for 
the 69 miles to the lovely hoste-
ria of Cerro Sombrero, where we 
spent the night.

Paved highway took us from the hosteria 
to a ferry crossing the Magellan Straits, a 
short 25 minutes as we looked for dolphins 
and penguins. Portuguese explorer Ferdi-
nand Magellan was the first European to 
navigate the strait in 1520. It is an important 
passage between the Atlantic and Pacific 
Oceans, yet a difficult route because of its 
narrowness and inhospitable climate.

On the way to Torres Del Paine

After another 212 miles of paved roads 
we arrived at the lovely town of Puerto 
Natales, perched above the waters of Seno 
Ultima Esperanza. After a mixture of pave-
ment and gravel, we completed the day as 
we arrived inside the stunning Torres del 
Paine National Park.

Chile’s premier national park, Torres Del 
Paine is a World Biosphere Reserve. The 

park possesses countless and beautiful 
paths of different grades of difficulty. The 
reserve contains steppe, southern beech 
forest, creeping glaciers, rugged mountain 
trails, sky blue glacial lakes and, most 
importantly, the towering peaks of Torres 
Del Paine (9,186 feet), Paine Grande (10,000 
feet) and Los Cuernos (8,530 feet). These 
spectacular peaks tower above the range 

Waterfall in Torres Del Paine Park



Leaving Torres Del Paine Park

Perito Moreno Glacier

and can be seen from a great distance. We 
had two full days to hike the rugged trails 
throughout the park or ride among the 
many winding roads that cover this region. 

Leaving Torres del Paine National Park, 
we drove through two remote border cross-
ings as we left Chile and re-entered Argen-
tina. A mix of paved roads and good gravel 
took us to El Calafate, a friendly, fast grow-
ing town, perfectly situated only 50 miles 
from the dynamic Perito Moreno Glacier 
located inside the Glaciers National Park. 
After we entered the national park, it began 
to rain. We drove 30 minutes on zigzag 
roads until we got our first look at this 
amazing natural wonder. At 19 miles long, 
3.1 miles wide and 197 feet high, none of us 
were quite prepared for its sheer immensity 
or the intense blueness of the ice. Waiting 
patiently, we eventually witnessed an ice 
wall fall away from the glacier.

The Perito Moreno Glacier is one of only 
three Patagonian glaciers that are growing. 
Periodically the glacier advances over the 
L-shaped Lago Argentino (Argentine 
Lake), forming a natural dam which sepa-
rates the two halves of the lake when it 
reaches the opposite shore. With no escape 

route, the water level on the Brazo Rico side 
of the lake can rise by up to 30 meters above 
the level of the main lake. The enormous 
pressure produced by the height of the 
dammed water finally breaks the ice barrier 
in a spectacular rupture event.

The next day we headed farther north to 

the town of El Chalten. A mixture of paved 
and gravel roads provided great views and 
photo opportunities at Lake Argentina. The 
mountain village is located at the end of 75 
miles of some of the best-paved roads on 
the route. Alternating between sweeping 
curves, the road parallels the lake. In the 
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Lake Argentina

Group photo with Fitz Roy Range in background.

Left to right: Han Van Duersen, Michael Easson, Mary Baker, Barry Turel, Sue Lyzun, Peter Lyzun, Alan Roach, Noel Villegas, Colin Wooden, Eugene De Villiers.

distance we first noticed a shadow on the 
horizon and as we rode closer, it grew into 
the extraordinary towers of the Fitz Roy 
Range with the Patagonian ice field behind. 

We stayed the night in the tiny, peaceful 
village of El Chalten and marveled at the 
sheer size of Cerro Fitzroy (11,290 feet) 
directly behind it. This mountain remains 
among the most technically challenging 
mountains on earth for mountaineers and 
the town below is teeming with young 
climbers. The Fitz Roy Range is named for 
the skipper of the ship that carried Darwin 
on his explorations of the continent.

The next day took us 59 miles back to the 
Ruta 40 and then through the remote town 
of Tres Lagos. That day we saw possibly 
some of the broadest horizons that seemed 
to stretch on forever as we rode to a beauti-
ful and remote estancia (Argentinean 
ranch). We were treated to a traditional 
asado, where a lamb is cooked over an open 
hearth fire. This night was a unique experi-
ence, listening to stories of a life of sheep 
farming in Patagonia. 

Its sparse population and vastness make 
this region a good place for many native 
animal and plant species. It’s relatively easy 
to find guanacos, condors, flamingos and 
other animals in their natural environment. 
The main economic activities are sheep 
farming, oil extraction and tourism. It’s not 
uncommon to look across the landscape 
and see gauchos on horseback with their 
border collie breeds intently herding sheep. 

We passed endless miles of estancias 
throughout the trip.

Leaving the estancia, we continued north 
on more gravel roads of Ruta 40, some areas 
of which were under construction with 
detours. On the last 80 miles into Perito 
Moreno we enjoyed a nice, freshly asphalted 
road. We rode more of Ruta 40 crossing 
broad, rugged plains. The section to Rio 
Mayo was approximately 81 miles of gravel, 
construction, dust and corrugation. This 
was the longest ride day of the tour, the first 
section being the most difficult, before 
arriving for a restful night at Esquel, which 
is located in the Western Chubut province 
of Argentina. Traditional asado
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Broad horizons stretching on forever

Gaucho with border collie and sheep in the middle of the road. Guanacos

Abundant bird life
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As we left Esquel and rode into the for-
ested mountain and lake area of Bariloche, 
the temperatures heated up and the roads 
became serpentine ribbons. We marveled at 
the clearness of the water in this tranquil 
mountain environment. We eagerly navi-
gated the curves through the mountains 
with postings of curva peligrosa (dangerous 
curve) and despacio (take it easy).We were 
all exhilarated at the end of this day. As we 
explored the incredible town of Bariloche, 
situated on the shores of the beautiful lake 
Nahuel Huapi and ringed by lofty mountain 
peaks, we might have thought that we had 
just arrived in the Austrian Alps. Bariloche 
is famous for its chocolate, fresh air and 
breathtaking scenery.

Leaving Bariloche and heading to the 
border, the first part of our riding day was 
spent on well surfaced bitumen roads that 
took us up through the stunning Seven 
Lakes Drive, passing through the beautiful 
mountain towns of San Martin de Los 
Andes and Junín de Los Andes. Crossing 
the border into Chile, we marveled at the 
famous “monkey puzzle” trees that forest 
this region. From the border to Pucón (52 
miles), the first part had some loose gravel 
in tight turns and the second part was half 

paved. Pucón’s unrivaled location by a lake 
and a volcano make it a popular destination 
for tourists. It offers a variety of sports and 
adventure/recreational activities. Some of 
our group chose to do the guided ascent of 
Villarrica Volcano while others flew over it 
in a plane. 

The town itself had cafes and shops 
within walking distance of our hotel. We 
had our final dinner together at a tapas bar 
and celebrated our incredible adventure, a 
bittersweet moment. The food and restau-
rants along the way were excellent and the 
accommodations eclectic and pleasant. We 

Bariloche

Border crossing to Chile
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Villarrica Volcano

Birgit Kehr, photographer

had just spent 17 days together, traversed 
close to 2,500 miles and made new friends 
and lifetime memories.  Book your memo-
rable trip to Patagonia with Compass Expe-
ditions, http://www.compassexpeditions.
com.

About the photographer, Birgit Kehr 
Photography is the finer art of reflecting a 
world only seen by the photographer. The 
creation of photographs is not so much an 
avocation as a passion to express a way of 
thinking, needs, devotion and view. The com-
position of a photographic theme depends on 
the mood and how I would like to express the 
subject matter. Through the special under-
standing of subject, light and composition, 
the ordinary is transformed into something 
quite extraordinary. My passion is to photo-
graph motorbikes...preferably in motion. 
www.funkycowgirlsgallery.com.au


