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PATAGONIA - GLACIERS  –  Lago Argentino -  El Chaltén - 

General Information

The visit to the glaciers in southern Patagonia must surely rank alongside that to the Iguazú Falls in terms of the sheer scale and size of nature’s forms of expression.  

The Patagonian Continental Ice is 17,000 Km2, a gigantic mass of ice that in some places becomes glaciers.  The Southern Patagonian Ice corresponds to Argentina and Chile and the glaciers which are easiest to access are the Perito Moreno and the Upsala. 

The village of EL Chaltén, which lies at the foot of the legendry mountain Fitz Roy is the starting point for walking enthusiasts and climbers to enjoy the breathtaking views and walks in this extraordinary beautiful mountain landscape. 

History 

The  first great Patagonian explorer

The Perito Moreno Glacier is one of 365 glaciers in the national park and was first sighted by Juan Thomas Rogers, an English captain serving in the Chilean Navy in 1879.  The glacier was initially christened Francisco Gormáz, the name of the Director of the Chilean Naval Map Office who financed the expedition, only to be rechristened Bismark a few years later in honour of the Prussian Chancellor.  It was only in 1899 that it received its definitive name of Perito Moreno –Perito means researcher or expert.  Perito Francisco Moreno was arguably the first great explorer of Patagonia, an enthusiastic natural scientist, anthropologist and geographer who helped to map much of the region and whose love for palaeontology laid the foundations for an extraordinary collection of fossils which later became the basis for the celebrated Natural Sciences Museum of La Plata.  Moreno was convinced of the economic and strategic value of Patagonia and by the time he was 25 in 1877 had undertaken many expeditions into the area, then a totally unknown territory, befriended the powerful Indian chiefs and persuaded them to let him travel through their lands, searching for passes through to Chile and the Pacific Ocean and mapping lakes and rivers.  His work received due recognition and he was charged with the delicate task of negotiating the Argentine-Chilean border with the Chilean authorities, a complex task which involved tireless exploration and countless expeditions.  His enthusiasm and dedication far outstripped that of his Chilean counterparts as it was he who advanced the daring but logical theory that the frontier should lie along the mountain peaks, supporting this claim with reports of astonishing detail made along the length and breadth of the mountain range and defending the rights of the Indian tribes and the Welsh colonies to remain under Argentine jurisdiction.  

The National Park since created in the region in which he was most active, today bears his name, as does the glacier, and was declared a World National Heritage location by UNESCO in 1981.    

The giant Patagon Indians

The original inhabitants of the glacier country discovered by Hernando de Magallanes were the Tehuelche or Patagones Indians.  In actual fact, the region has been inhabited for the last 13.000 years by tribes who once shared their lands with extinct creatures such as the famous Chilean milodon, a giant prehistoric bear-like creature and the Eohippus, tiny “dawn” horses.  By the time the Spanish arrived, there were two main tribes left, the Gunun-a-kunna to the north of the river Chubut and the Aonikenk to the south.  The conquistadores were impressed by the height of these native people, broad-shouldered and well-proportioned with a range of virtuosic skills with bow and arrow as well as the boleadoras  used to bring down ñandu ostrich.  They were quick to learn to ride the horses the Spanish brought with them and soon became outstanding horsemen, hunting guanaco and ñandú.  

El Calafate

Most visitors to the glaciers stay in the nearby small town of El Calafate, which now boasts an international airport and is the main departure point for all the tours in the region.  The name of El Calafate comes from the calafate, small berry-bearing bush typically to be found in southern Patagonia and whose fruit is used to make jam.  Legend has it that who ever eats calafate jam will always come back for more… In fact the legend is a story about Koonex, an old Tehuelche lady who was too frail to accompany her tribe’s yearly migration north at the onset of winter.  As was the custom of her people, she decided to stay behind in her tent, but felt so lonely that she asked the birds to keep her company.  These replied that they had nothing to eat, so she turned herself into a calafate berry bush to provide them with food and shelter during the snowy months.  When the Tehuelche tribe returned in spring, they found this new plant and decided to return every year to the same spot to gather its fruits.  

The Tehuelche people left their mark in other ways which visitors can appreciate today.  At the Walichu caves, just 8km from the town in a four-wheel drive or on horseback, you can see cave paintings which are some 3000 years old.  

Flora and fauna

The town of El Calafate is a short distance from the National Park, whose southern plum trees flower red in spring while in summer yellow and white orchids bloom in the crooks of gnarled grey trees.  Red and grey foxes flee approaching cars while the air bears a faint but distinctive waft of skunk spray; cinnamon-coloured guanaco deer balance on rocky crags and below, large Patagonian hares leap from bushes across streams.  Along the roadside crawl little armadillos, whose meat is highly prized by the local inhabitants, and if you are lucky you might just see the tawny back of a puma, a mountain lion.  Rosy flamingos gather at the water’s edge while hawks and kits hover over the hillside, eyeing scurrying voles and other rodents.  And, just possibly, way way up above, you might spy the magnificent silhouette of the condor, apparently motionless, floating on the thermal wind currents that scythe between the mountains.  


