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SAN CARLOS DE BARILOCHE – The Lake District

Snowy Andean peaks, majestic deep blue and emerald lakes fed by an infinite number of ice-cold rivers, never-ending forests home to deer, puma and the Andean condor make up some of the most beautiful postcards in Patagonia, and for that matter, the world.  Bariloche, Villa La Angostura, San Martín de los Andes are all havens of natural beauty, a delight throughout the seasons, offering activities for all the family all year round, from walking to water sports, horse-riding, paragliding and skiing.  

Bariloche is one of Argentina’s main tourism centres, offering a wide choice of activities which promise an unforgettable experience of nature at its most unspoilt.  Nestling in the heart of the Nahuel Huapi National Park, the city has a hotel and gastronomic infrastructure with a long history of hospitality, where you can enjoy Swiss fondue, hand-made chocolates and a succulent variety of wild game from deer to boar washed down with the excellent Argentine wines that have made a name for themselves the world over.  From the city you can explore the mountains and lakes on foot, bike, canoe or horseback as well as discover the myths and legends which are so much a part of Argentine colonial history.   

History and culture

Before man had even set foot in the region, the lands of Patagonia were lush and verdant, resounding to the gurgling cascades of the rivers and waterfalls which found their way through the exuberant vegetation lying between giant cypress and coihue trees, bustling down between the crags and rocks bringing salmon, trout and perch with them.  An abundance of fresh berries tinged these lands in the autumn, michay, tiaque, amancay and mutisias, which provided early man with nourishment in the days after the glaciers had left their mark in the area surrounding the Nahuel Huapi lake.  The Tehuleches, the Puechles and the Pehuenches gradually populated the area until the mid 15th century when the Araucano people arrived from the western lands of Chile, a strong people with a marked cultural heritage.  The Araucano were the first to discover and use the passes through the Andean mountain range to penetrate Argentine territory, passes which were then used by the Spanish who began to occupy Patagonian lands as from 1550.  Captain Juan Fernández, in his obsessive search for the Ciudad de los Césares was the first to arrive at the Brazo Blest of the Nahuel Huapi lake, and was soon followed by others who began to take possession of the lakelands.  The Jesuit fathers also availed themselves of the passes to carry out reconnaissance tasks with the intention of evangelising the local populations, followed by scientists and biologists keen to study unknown flora and fauna.  These were the lands of the Shaihueque chief, the “land of apples”, a land where ‘the earth becomes as one with the sky, the transparent streams run into the great blue lake and the landscape is constantly changing shape and hue’.  

As from, 1872, the Argentine authorities began to organize more frequent expeditions into Indian territory with the idea of conquering these fertile lands.  The geographer and natural scientist Francisco Moreno also undertook various sallies into these mountains, drawn by their ineffable beauty and rich display of unique natural treasures.  In the 1880s, the Argentine army achieved its ambition of conquering Indian territory and set about mapping the lakes, river and mountains, opening the way for the first white settlers, particularly German and North American, who began to arrive towards the late 1890s, mostly choosing to settle on the shores of the Nahuel Huapi lake.  Carl Wiederholt, a German trader, was the first settler to begin exporting wool, leather, potatoes, cheese, butter and other products to Puerto Montt in Chile, building his home and trading post on the site of what would later be known as San Carlos de Bariloche.  By 1897 there were some 14 settlers living around the Nahuel Huapi lake, mostly involved in agriculture and cattle raising.  Little by little, the local commercial activity expanded to include lumber, smithies and dairies, attracting more settlers from the northern Argentine towns of Viedma and Carmen de Patagones.    In 1901, a wave of Swiss immigrants arrived in town who shared the selfsame pioneering spirit that had characterised the first settlers in the region, sealing this area’s curious identity which manages to blend ancient Indian customs with the hard-working yet gentle nature of the Teutonic nations.    

Shopping /Gifts 

The Mapuche-style hand-crafted silver jewellery which uses the time honoured symbols of the Mapuche people in its striking designs. The region is also  famous for its ceramic pottery and figurines, in particular various classes of elves and dwarves.  For foodies, there is an excellent range of smoked and preserved local game and fish as well as a mouth-watering array of chocolates, thanks to the traditions and efforts of the original Swiss colonisers from the beginning of the 20th century. 



