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SIGHTSEEING 

City of Salta - Customs and traditions tempered by time and taste

Today, the city of Salta still has a distinctly Hispanic feel to it, an urban skyline distinguished by the colonial architecture of its original buildings and churches which has also influenced more modern construction to the point where the main square is a charming monument to neo-colonial style.  The streets in the old part of the town run between old Andalusian houses with their tiled roofs, thick whitewashed walls and wrought-iron balconies brightened by scarlet and fuchsia geraniums.  The tour includes a visit to the Basilica Cathedral, the church of San Francisco, the Catholic University and the Convent of San Bernardo, whose front piece was carved by Indians back in 1762.   It also includes a visit to the Guemes monument. 

Recently the city government has finished a painstaking restoration of the old city centre, and new restaurants have opened to add life to the austere structures after the sun goes down.  The range of options for eating out has multiplied over the last few years and you can expect to find anything from the typical regional empanadas with local folk-music groups playing, to the more porteño steak and tango, or pizza and Latin rock.

Archaeological Museum (not included in the tour)

Another new addition to Salta’s attractions is the recently inaugurated Archaeological Museum in the city centre, which has many fine relics of Inca civilization.  Of particular interest are the items found in 1999 at an Inca sanctuary and temple near the Llullaillaco volcano in the heart of the Andes mountain range.  Archaeologists discovered the exceptionally well-preserved bodies of three children who had been killed as part of a ritual sacrifice to Incan deities and, lying next to them, an astonishing collection of over 100 gold and silver statues, ornaments, ceremonial garments and ceramics which are now on display at the Museum. 

La Quebrada de Humahuaca 

The Canyon of Humahuaca lies in the northernmost province of Jujuy, the true kingdom of the Andes.  It is the province with the largest population of indigenous Indians from many different tribes who still worship the Pacha Mama, the Incan goddess of Mother Earth, a place where Catholic religious customs coexist with ancient traditions and rituals from well before the colonies.  The full-day tour leaves early in the morning, stopping at Purmamarca and Tilcara.  

A spectacular palette of colours

The Quebrada, or canyon, declared a Unesco World Heritage site, sets a giant palette of jewel-painted slabs of rock arching across the mountain sides at Maimará, the “Paleta del Pintor”, testimony to the rich variety of minerals to be found there, from the dark blood tints of iron and magnesium to the corroded green of copper and sulphurous yellows.  The air is perfectly, almost sacredly still: the wildlife is quiet and timid and the infinitesimal movement of a lizard against the stones or a buzzard high overhead do not detract from the palpable peace of the immense landscape.  

The road takes you to Purmamarca, a tiny little village which huddles at the base of the striking Cerro de los Siete Colores, the Seven Coloured Mount, behind the old church.  It is a rainbow of colour which comes to life in the glow of the afternoon sun, dominated by a deep violet stripe across the middle which fades downwards into strips of turquoise, jade and sky-blue and upwards into hues of pink, orange and yellow.  
Purmamarca

Purmamarca was founded in 1594 and seems to have changed little since then.  The narrow streets are made of earth and wind sleepily up the mountainside between the small whitewashed houses that are mostly grouped around the main square.  The principal building there is the church, above whose door is inscribed the date on which it was built -1648- a simple construction, with adobe walls, cactus wood beams and a thatched roof.  The other eye-catching feature of the square is the market where local craftsmen and women display their not inconsiderable skills in weaving llama and sheep’s wool rugs, throws and other garments, firing ceramics –plates, bowls, cups and mugs decorated with ancient Incan symbols- and hand-carving cactus wood bowls.  Also worth collecting are brightly-painted ceremonial wooden masks as well as some of the wind instruments typical of the region made from local materials, such as the samponia, the quena and the siku.  In the plaza, you can also find the workshop of the famous charango luthier, José Patagua, whose small guitar-like instruments made with wood or armadillo shells have won numerous prizes in folk festivals in Bolivia.

The next village, Tilcara is slightly larger and more developed and boasts a fascinating Archaeological Museum which has several Inca mummies and other artefacts of this long-extinct civilization on display.  Nearby is the pucara, or stronghold, a detailed and precise reconstruction of the original omaguaca or humahuaca Indian fort which stood there some 10 centuries ago and was only discovered in 1908.  It is one of the finest examples of pre-Hispanic civilization, showing how the fortification was split up into living areas, animal corrals, a temple and a burial ground.

Cafayate 

Cafayate, the wine capital of the north-west. 

Drive through amazing scenery, with scenes of extraordinarily desolate beauty created by rock formations that rise from the arid desert in a blaze of mineral-rich colours.  The road passes through the impressive Quebrada de las Conchas, Shell Canyon, with its bizarre and intensely coloured rock formations, including the impressive Devil’s Gorge and the amphitheatre, a giant funnel scooped out of a cliff.  

One of the driest spots in the country –it is said to be sunny every single day of the year- the Cafayate is famous above all for its wines and is surrounded by vineyards and wineries many of which are open to the public.  However, there is always something to do in the town, which offers a varied balance of cultural activities ranging from craft exhibitions and the Bravo Archaeological Museum to folk music concerts.  In February, the town holds the Serenata folk festival, one of the finest in the country.   

The combination of altitude, climate and terroir, together with insightful investment in technological innovation, has gained Cafayate an international reputation for the quality of its wines.  One of the key factors is the altitude of its vineyards, which lie in valleys some 1600 to 2600 metres above sea level.  This means strong sunshine, great differences in day and night time temperatures and thin, dry air.  The first vineyards in Salta were planted in the 18th century by the Jesuits who brought the Torrontés grape with them from Spain where it was considered to be rather mediocre.  However, on Argentine soil, the variety flourished and has become the country’s insignia white grape producing a deliciously fruity and aromatic rich white wine.    The region produces some truly excellent wines for export under the watchful eye of winemakers such as Michel Rolland at the San Pedro de Yacochuya winery in the district of the same name, or José Luis Mounier at Finca de las Nubes in El Divisadero.  In the town of Cafayate itself, the provincial governor has recently opened the winery El Porvenir, sparing no expense in creating facilities for visitors and enthusiasts to learn about the wine-making process and enjoy tasting some of the region’s finest.  

Overnight stays available at exclusive vineyards /small hotels. 

The train to the clouds (SUSPENDED)

A legend the world over, the train to the clouds is a truly redoubtable feat of engineering, in which ingenious solutions have been found to solve the problems posed by steep mountainsides, plunging valleys and oxygen-thin air.  The 14-hour voyage from the city of Salta to the Chilean border and back also offers the chance to view some of the most breathtaking landscapes in the world, utterly deserted and unsullied by human hand.  

The trip starts before sunrise, the station-master’s whistle ringing through a cold twilit station as the red and yellow engine begins to rev up, summoning the drowsy passengers into the carriages.  If you are lucky, your early awakening might be tempered by the sounds of a chacarera or two played by a group of folk musicians in the station hall.   The train leaves the station into the greyness before dawn, chugging past stations whose silhouettes are only faintly visible in the dusk.  By the time you get to Campo Quijano, the sun has appeared on the horizon and the temperature is starting to rise.  In a siding at one of the stations you can see one of the first steam engines that travelled the C14, this branch line which links Salta to the Socompa pass on the Chilean frontier.  

Campo Quijano is the gateway to the Andes, which rise into sight rather like a wall going up as the train begins to gain altitude.  The dense subtropical vegetation becomes drier and more sparse, giving way to the typical landscape of the Puna, dry-baked earth and rocks interspersed with tall green cactus.  

Unlike the cargo train which follows the same route, the tourist train does not halt at any station to take on or offload passengers, making only two scheduled stops for people to take photos at the Polvorilla viaduct and San Antonio de los Cobres.  A substantial part of the railway line runs along the riverbed of the Río del Toro, a gorge cutting through the mountains.  This is where you can appreciate the extraordinary challenges facing the French American engineer Richard Fontaine Maury, who battled with the elements and the hostile landscape to find a route for his railway line, his struggle symbolic of the times when Argentina’s future development lay in the hands of the railways.  He began building the line to link Salta with Chile in 1921, and indeed, some of the older inhabitants of Salta still refer to it as the train to Huaytiquina, which it never in fact reached due to the difficulties encountered as building progressed, crossing into Chile at the Socompa pass instead.  For 27 years labourers, engineers and other technicians suffered biting winds and sub-zero temperatures as they dug, shovelled and dynamited where necessary, at a time when the mechanical digger was very much a thing of the future.  Today, the track crosses 29 bridges, passes through 21 tunnels, over 13 viaducts and, most famously, two zig-zags and two full circle curves.  

Perhaps the most impressive sections are the two switchbacks and the two huge spirals, built for technical reasons as the train could not climb a slope with a gradient over 25º and there was not room to build a continuous zig-zag.  At both the Alisal and Chorillos stations, the train moves forward for some 300 metres, the points are changed and it reverses back up a new section of track, repeating the process a number of times and gaining some 50 metres in height in each direction.  Local children come out to wave at the train while it labours up the mountainside.  

The other main engineering attractions are the big, swinging, full circles which spiral slowly upwards after the station of Puerta Tastil, some 3000 metres above sea level.  Many passengers by this point may start to feel the effects of altitude sickness, “el mal de los Andes”, best remedied by drinking large quantities of water, chewing wads of coca leaf which you can buy before you leave in the city of Salta, and drinking coca tea which is served on the train.  

The bright blue sky curves like a bowl over the ochre desert landscape ruffled by hot winds.  Perhaps in the distance you might see a shepherd and his herd of llamas.  The train passes through San Antonio de los Cobres, the capital of the Argentine puna, where it stops on the return journey.  For the moment, it chugs unremittingly upwards towards the La Polvorilla viaduct, an extraordinary metal structure over 63 metres high bridging a chasm at the bottom of which lies a dry river bed.  There is a half-hour stop here for people to take photographs and stretch their legs.  The locals proudly call this the Eiffel Tower of the puna…

On the way back, the train stops at the village of San Antonio de los Cobres, where the mountain dwellers turn out to meet the train, selling handcrafted goods such as llama wool pointy caps, socks and gloves, wood carvings and brightly-dyed rucksacks and blankets.  It is well worth taking a closer look at some of these which are very typical of the region: the puna is famous for its intricate woven designs which use ancient Incan symbols on ponchos, rugs, bags and sashes in llama and sheep’s wool.  You may also find belts made from a fibrous plant called the “chaguar”.  

Small children with round faces burned by the sun and huge black eyes hang round the full skirts of their mothers wearing typical Andean dress.  Folk musicians play their songs and the national flag is raised in a short commemorative ceremony.  At this point you can choose to return to Salta in a 4-wheel drive vehicle or stay on the train.  The return trip is downhill all the way, the train picks up speed and the hours fly by to the sound of folk tunes played by groups of local musicians who move from carriage to carriage.  On the way you can see the ruins of the Inca city of Tastil, in its time one of the main pre-Hispanic urban centres of the highlands and whose ruins were only discovered a few years ago.  The train returns to the city of Salta at about 7pm. 

The Calchaquí Valleys and Cafayate (day trips or overnights in Molinos, Colome and Cafayate)

One of the most breathtakingly beautiful drives  from the city of Salta is a trip towards Cachi before dipping south to the colonial town of Molinos.  It is a truly unforgettable journey through a region that has witnessed turbulent times with the arrival of the conquistadores who sought to dominate and subdue the Indian tribes against a dramatic backdrop of spectacular surroundings.  Behind the wind-sculpted rock formations that blaze forth in tones of red, purple and ochre, lie quiet villages in green valleys whose simple adobe and thatch houses have not changed in centuries.  

The road leaving the city of Salta passes through the Lerma Valley, through villages and past estancias largely dedicated to the production of tobacco plants, whose large brown leaves can be seen drying on makeshift wooden rails alongside the road.  Many of these estancias offer hospitality and a chance to spend time with the locals and learn about their culture and traditions.  The road climbs out of the valley and begins to zig zag up the steep Cuesta del Obispo until it reaches the Piedra del Molino, a windswept landmark which offers amazing views of the vast landscape of mountains and valleys.  In front lies the Parque Nacional “Los Cardones”, the National Cactus Park, distinguished by the tall slender forms of the cactus plants (trichocereus pasacana) which dot the mountainside.  

The road passes through Payogasta, an ancient settlement of Indian origin a short distance from Cachi, the main tourist centre of the upper Calchaquí Valley.  This town lies in the shadow of the eight snow-bound peaks of the Cachi Nevado mountain, at the point where the Chachi and Calchaquí rivers converge.  Both the 18th century church and the Archaeological Museum are worth visiting, as well as the archaeological site of La Paya to the south where the Diaguita Indians lived.  In Cachi itself, there is the “Todo lo nuestro” theme park which reconstructs their daily life and shows something of the Diaguita traditions.  In April, the festival held in honour of St Joseph, the town’s patron saint involves a highly colourful cactus burning ceremony.  

Heading south from Cachi on the way to Molinos, the road winds through Seclantás, with its graceful whitewashed church and, if you make a small detour to Colte, you can appreciate the artistry of the women weaving complex designs with llama and sheep wool on hand looms, often near the road or just outside their houses.  

Molinos is an elegant colonial town graced with a magnificent church built in 1639 as well as the imposing hacienda of Nicolás Severo Isasmendi (1753-1837), the last royalist governor of Salta, whose mummified remains now lie in the church.  Today, the hacienda has been transformed into a a smart hostel.  Near the town is Coquena, the country’s first vicuña farm which not only keeps the local weaving industry in good supply of this soft fine wool but also ensures the preservation of the species, at one time in danger of disappearing.  In the town as well as in the surrounding villages, the quality of the hand-woven goods from sheep, llama and vicuña wool such as ponchos, rugs and throws is excellent.

The road south from Molinos to Cafayate, the wine capital of the north-west, passes through the spectacular Quebrada de las Flechas -Arrow Canyon- where a forest of sharp granite spires juts up into the sky on either side of the road like a quiver full of giant arrows.  At its entrance lies the beautiful village of Angastaco, which means carob tree eagle, and well worth visiting during Easter week for its Via Crucis procession.  

The approach to Cafayate is flanked by billowing white dunes of glittering mica that rustle constantly as the wind sculpts them into different shapes.  One of the driest spots in the country –it is said to be sunny every single day of the year- the town is famous above all for its wines and is surrounded by vineyards and wineries many of which are open to the public.  However, there is always something to do in Cafayate, which offers a varied balance of cultural activities ranging from craft exhibitions and the Bravo Archaeological Museum to folk music concerts.  In February, the town holds the Serenata folk festival, one of the finest in the country.   Visitors also have the opportunity to rent bicycles or hire horses to visit some of the many attractions in the valley, including the cave paintings in San Isidro and the wildlife along the banks of the Colorado river, as well as the wineries. 

The combination of altitude, climate and terroir, together with insightful investment in technological innovation, has gained Cafayate an international reputation for the quality of its wines.  One of the key factors is the altitude of its vineyards, which lie in valleys some 1600 to 2600 metres above sea level.  This means strong sunshine, great differences in day and night time temperatures and thin, dry air.  The first vineyards in Salta were planted in the 18th century by the Jesuits who brought the Torrontés grape with them from Spain where it was considered to be rather mediocre.  However, on Argentine soil, the variety flourished and has become the country’s insignia white grape producing a deliciously fruity and aromatic rich white wine.    The region produces some truly excellent wines for export under the watchful eye of winemakers such as Michel Rolland at the San Pedro de Yacochuya winery in the district of the same name, or José Luis Mounier at Finca de las Nubes in El Divisadero.  In the town of Cafayate itself, the provincial governor has recently opened the winery El Porvenir, sparing no expense in creating facilities for visitors and enthusiasts to learn about the wine-making process and enjoy tasting some of the region’s finest.  

Return to Salta 

Shortly after leaving Cafayate, the road enters the impressive Quebrada de las Conchas, Shell Canyon, with its extraordinary and intensely coloured rock formations, including the impressive Devil’s Gorge and the amphitheatre, giant funnels scooped out of cliffs.  

Overnights in vineyards available



