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THE PAMPAS / THE GAUCHO

The gaucho is to the Argentine pampas what the cowboy is to the American west or the stockman to the Australian outback, a figure of almost mythical proportions who helped to forge the country’s cattle-breeding heritage and whose customs and traditions are still very much in evidence today.  Although there were always men who worked on the estancias from the very first, the true gaucho was a race apart, a descendant of the mixed unions between the immigrant Spanish settlers and local native Indian women: dark-skinned and slight with angular features, reticent, sly and stubborn.  As almost any task was carried out on horseback, the horse became the gaucho’s ally and the most valuable of his worldly possessions, whether he was riding out to round-up cattle or to join the struggle for independence under General Miguel Guemes against the Spanish in the 19th century, where the gauchos of the north western province of Salta were commended for their bravery in action.  

The gaucho was largely a nomad who lived in the wild, honing the skills that made his like the substance of legend and song; his exemplary bravery and equestrian flair as well as the tough environment he lived in created unique figures such as the payador, the troubadour who would recite verses to the gentle chords strummed on a guitar, often matching his wit to another payador in contests which could –and still do- go on for hours.  The philosopher, educationalist and also president Sarmiento said of this character that “his home is wherever night befalls him and his fortune in his voice and verses”.  Or there was the rastreador, the tracker expert in finding lost or runaway men and animals, reading volumes into one single imprint and often able to describe the fugitive with amazing accuracy as to height, size and weight.  The baqueano, used as a guide in the more remote parts of the country, knew his territory like no other whatever the light and weather conditions, pointing out the safe areas to ford a river, where the mountain passes lay and the course of each stream… And then the puestero, possibly the most enduring of the gauchos, the precursor of the first agricultural families, who settled down in one spot to farm and rear cattle.  

The skills of the gaucho and the tools of his trade are well honoured and revered today, never obscuring the fact that the figure is very much alive and working on the vast cattle estancias in the province of Santa Fe or herding sheep and goats in the mountains in the north.  As a roaming nomad of no fixed abode, whenever the gaucho was paid in silver, he would either nail the coins to his leather belt, a wide affair which supported his lower back, or to his horse’s bridle.  He might also have the coins melted down into his initials for his belt buckle or into stirrups and other horsewear.  The pleated cotton trousers with cuffs at the bottom, the bombacha de campo, dried off quickly after the rain, were always loose around the knees yet kept the dust from rising up the leg while his poncho served variously as blanket, saddle and raincoat.  All these elements and more are part and parcel of the gaucho’s typical attire, although his poncho is more likely to come out on special occasions only.  

Today’s gauchos still practice their horse-taming skills at bucking bronco rodeo-style events, competing in the carrera de la sortija, or scoring points for bringing down cattle with lassoes or the famed boleadoras, three stones wrapped in leather each attached to a long leather thong swung round the head and aimed at the legs of escaping steers or even ostrich.

A DAY IN A PRIVATE RANCH (ESTANCIA) 

Leave the hotel after breakfast to drive into the Pampas to meet the modern-day descendants of the mystic gauchos and the landowners who today ensure that the Argentine agro-industry is among the most profitable and efficient in the world.  After a 2-hour drive, guests arrive at the estancia gates to be escorted by gauchos in all their finery through the wooded parkland which is a feature of every estancia, to the main house where they will be greeted by their hosts.  

Before lunch, the group will be served chilled white or red wine, as well as beer or soft drinks while the gauchos prepare the traditional “asado” barbeque of steak and other prime beef cuts over an open fire.  Weather permitting, lunch will be served al fresco, under the shade of the centuries-old trees with a delicious spread of fresh salads, while the sons and daughters of the farm-hands entertain the assembled company with folk dances and songs.  After lunch, the gauchos will put on a display of their fabled equestrian skills.

At tea-time, guests will partake in a mateada, one of the many typical sharing rituals which all Argentines enjoy regardless of class or even the time of day.  Guests may be presented with a ‘mate’ set as a gift.  

Mate tea, in the words of the Ministry of Tourism is “green tea with a bitter taste which is the inseparable companion of the Argentine people . The mate cup and the bombilla is the most typical Argentine utensil".  Mate tea is the drink of the gaucho who traditionally did not possess a teacup so he fashioned one out of a dried gourd.  They can also be round made of wood, metal, horn, bone, cow’s feet and even dried and hollowed-out bull’s testicles.  The tea leaves, or shrub-like grass, is grown in the northern provinces of Misiones where it is dried and packed.  The leaf contains mateína, which is like caffeine: its immediate properties are diuretic, noticeably wards off hunger pangs, keeps you awake, supposedly has anti-oxidant properties and is good for cholesterol.  

Sharing mate is one of those social rituals at which the Argentines excel.  The “cebador” pours the hot water into the gourd and hands it to the person sitting next to him/her.  The person drinks it all and hands it back.  The process is repeated with the next person and so on.  When you have had enough, you say “Gracias” firmly.  Do not make the mistake of saying gracias when you are first handed the mate otherwise you are unlikely to get any more.  

More rituals. During the 19th century courting couples were heavily chaperoned which was very inconvenient for those directly concerned.  The young lady would however serve her suitor mate and accordingly a code developed using the mate to communicate messages of a rather more private and urgent nature.  A very hot mate meant “I am burning with love for you”.  With cool water “I am not interested”: very sweet mate means “what are you waiting for to talk to my parents?”; a bitter mate “you are too late, I’m engaged to someone else”; a “washed mate”, meaning one that has been over-drunk and has lost its flavour means “go and find someone else to brew your mate”.  

A day on an estancia as a gaucho or china (gaucho’s wife)

Dress: guests will be provided with the correct attire, including the bombacha de campo (baggy cotton trousers with cuffed ankles), faja (long colourful woven sashes which strapped up the lower back, often tender after many hours on the back of a horse), wide-brimmed hat to keep the sun off and the traditional neck scarves and handkerchiefs.  We also recommend that guests wear comfortable clothes such as T-shirts and tennis or walking shoes.  

Leave the hotel after breakfast to drive into the Pampas to meet the modern-day descendants of the mystic gauchos and the landowners who today ensure that the Argentine agro-industry is among the most profitable and efficient in the world.  After a 2-hour drive, guests arrive at the estancia gates to be escorted by gauchos in all their finery through the wooded parkland which is a feature of every estancia, to the main house where they will be greeted by their hosts.  

Before lunch, the group will be served chilled white or red wine, as well as beer or soft drinks while the gauchos prepare the traditional “asado” barbeque of steak and other prime beef cuts over an open fire.  Weather permitting, lunch will be served al fresco, under the shade of the centuries-old trees with a delicious spread of fresh salads, while the sons and daughters of the farm-hands entertain the assembled company with folk dances and songs.  After lunch, the gauchos will put on a display of their fabled equestrian skills.

Activities: recommended for those with some riding experience, otherwise beginners will be given very quiet horses.  

· Carrera de la sortija (the ring race): riding (fast) the competitor uses a small spindle-like stick  to snag a ring suspended from a string or a pole.

· Polka de la silla: musical chairs on horseback.

· Horseracing: only if there is a suitable number of good riders.

· Rodeo: herding three or four head of cattle from one pen to another. 

· Boleadoras / lassoing: this will not be carried out with live animals.  

Other activities

· Taba: a game of chance played by throwing the left thigh-bone of a horse

· Sapo: a game of chance played by throwing coins into the mouth of a bronze frog.

· Cooking: learn how to cook the tasty empanadas –typical pasties stuffed with minced or chopped meat, peppers and olives- and the pastelitos, crispy deep-fried pastries filled with quince jam.  These will be eaten later on!

There are also several other games that can be arranged, such as composing lyrics to Argentine folk music tunes, sheep-shearing, chasing a greased pig or a bale obstacle race.   However, there may not be time to carry them all out.  

Fiesta Gaucha

A colourful and fun day at an estancia on the outskirts of Buenos Aires with the opportunity to try out your own equestrian skills before watching the experts.  After arriving at the estancia and sampling the traditional empanadas, meat pasties which are either oven-baked or deep fried- you may visit the grounds on foot or take the opportunity to ride round on horseback, enjoying the comfortable sheepskin cushioning the saddle with the reins resting in one hand.  The gaucho riding style has developed over the centuries with comfort as the main priority as they spent –and still do- many hours in the saddle, buckling their blankets, sheepskins and ponchos over the saddle to be used as sleeping mat and blanket at night.  The very pace of the horse itself is gentle, with a particular easy loping canter which both horse and rider can keep up for hours if necessary.  After a short ride, lunch is served at long trestle tables where everybody sits down together to enjoy the famous asado with slabs of tasty beef and ribs roasted slowly over a charcoal or wood fire, preceded by chorizo sausages or morcilla (black sausage) washed down with Argentine wines.  After lunch, the gauchos invite you to share in some of their time-honoured customs of folksong and dance. Wearing the typical bombacha de campo -the cuffed pleated trousers- calf-length boots and wide leather belt, the gauchos dance opposite their chinas who swirl from side to side in their long ruffled dresses, in a display of courtship and chivalry.  After this, the entertainment shifts location to a neighbouring field for an impressive show of the skills that are in fact part and parcel of the gaucho’s animal-herding job, combining precision with speed.  The tour is shared with other visitors.  



