Patagonia as every schoolchild knows is that desolate, ice-capped region at the tip of South America. Well in fact its not. Patagonia stretches north to south for over a thousand miles, from the tip of Tierra del Fuego well up into the Mediterranean climate and wine producing areas of both Argentina and Chile where many of the countries’ excellent wines come from. A good reason for visiting in itself. But down in the southern tip of Chile is another good reason to visit the area, the Parque Nacional Torres del Paine, the jewel in the crown of the country’s multitude of natural attractions. The park is famous for the Paine rock massif which rises up out of the flat pampas from nothing and in particular for its three immense granite towers which are over 5000 feet from base to summit. Pictures of the towers are everywhere in the Chilean tourist literature and you can hardly fail to recognise them once there.
Julie and I visited the park in March of this year, a trip which we had been planning for some time and which was the focus of our month-long trip to Argentina and Chile. Getting there was no easy thing as you can imagine. From Buenos Aires, where we had arrived from Manchester we had a two and a half hour flight to San Carlos de Bariloche in the heart of the Argentinian lake district where we spent a few days exploring some of the local peaks and enjoying not only the wine, but the produce of a local micro-brewery. They did a mean Imperial Stout at 7% ABV. From here we took another flight of an hour and a half down to the southern Patagonian town of El Calafate. From both of these flights the view was mile after mile of rolling brown pampas with no settlements at all. It was only when getting close to Bariloche and to a lesser degree El Calafate, that small patches of green appeared amongst the expanse of brown. As the plane lost height these patches of green identified themselves as small estancias or farms with clumps of trees for protection against the wind. Distant views of the Andes were occasionally seen and rivers could also be picked out. Getting close to El Calafate a huge turquoise lake came into view and the plane touched down at its edge with absolutely no sign of a town.

It was windy, it was barren and it was spectacular. Driving from the airport into El Calafate was like approaching a wild west town with wooden and concrete houses appearing by the road and on the barren hillsides seemingly without any logical plan. Moving on, these settlements got more numerous until something resembling a town materialised. Leaving our bags at the hotel, with an impressive view of Lago Argentino, we wandered out to explore and get our tickets for the next part of the trip. The centre of town was actually well laid out with all the amenities that travellers might need. It was even tree-lined in the centre and had a few small park come visitor centre. But the overall impression was that this was a frontier town in the middle of nowhere. Although, a nowhere with a bus station, and a dozen companies offering bus trips to climbers’ and trekkers’ meccas such as Cerro Torre and Fitz Roy and of course Puerto Natales in Chile and then on to the Parque Nacional Torres del Paine. But before that we made a trip to the area’s biggest attraction, the Perito Moreno glacier.

The next day we set off for the glacier. As the bus drives you the two slow hours towards the glacier there are no snow peaked summits, no ice and its not really that cold, but suddenly as you turn a bend in the road you spot a huge wall of ice coming out of the horizon pushing the pine trees aside and forcing its way into the southern end of the Lago Argentino. As you get closer, its immense size becomes apparent, a blue and white jagged plug of ice almost 5 kilometres wide on its V shaped face soaring 60 metres high above the lake and the narrow channel it forms as it pushes towards the near edge that we stood on. Seeing the jagged sky blue seracs of the glacier you can see where the design for the Argentinian flag comes from. Despite it size the glacier is actually just a small offshoot of the immense Southern Patagonian ice field which stretches back over an incredible 10,000 square miles. If you are lucky and we were, you will see giant lumps of ice detaching themselves and plunging into the lake preceded by thundering creaks and crashes as the ice breaks away. The viewing areas are busy with other tourists and there are warning signs requesting that you don’t climb down to get a closer look. Apparently 32 people have died in the last 20 years from exploding pellets of ice thrown hundreds of feet.
The next day we set off to Chile. The tarmac road follows the edge of the lake then takes off across the pampas along an undulating dirt road. There’s not much to see except distant hills and the occasional Guanaco, a type of llama and the nandu or Darwin’s rhea, a strange bird something like a cross between an emu and an ostrich. Five hours later we arrive in Puerto Natales a town on the pacific coast, although with the coastline so fjord-like and invaginated you’d think you were on a lake scattered with small islands. Just time to get some money from one of the ubiquitous ATMs and we’re off to the park on yet another bus, much smaller this time with only five passengers. There is Batholomew a jovial young Pole and Adrian and Sylvia a couple in their late 20s from South Africa who are on a ten week tour of Peru, Brazil, Argentina and Chile following a period of working in London to save money. We swap experiences of our journeys as we bump along another dirt road. Bartholomew has been travelling a couple of months already and has been up Aconcagua, South America’s highest peak. He’s backpacking with a tent and everything that goes with it. Later as I help take the sacs off the bus I realise just how heavy his is and I ask if he took it all the way to the top of Aconcagua. “Of course” he replies then lets out a mad laugh.
The amazing thing about the Parque Nacional Torres del Paine is that it is only about the size of Snowdonia National Park, but its peaks rise up to 10,000 feet above sea level and while you approach it at little more than sea level, it seems to come out at you from nothing. The triple towers, the highest of which is 9,300 feet, can be seen from some distance away and you have to resist the temptation to take too many pictures, rather than wait for better chances much closer up.
After paying our park entrance fee we finally reached Laguna Amarga, the bitter lake, so called because of its high concentration of salt deposits. It was mid-afternoon, earlier than we expected, so the five of us decided to walk up to the Albergue Chileno to stay the night. This would give us a good chance to get up to the towers the next morning, before heading on round the park. Although there are miles of trails around the park, the most common two routes are the full circuit and the so-called W route which takes in the east, south and west flanks of the park plus a further north south valley in the centre of the massif. This latter option was our choice since it sounded the more interesting and fitted in with our schedule.
The weather was good, dry and mild with high cloud and I was optimistic about the prospects of a good view of the towers. The park is renowned for its ferocious weather, with 80 mph winds and torrential horizontal rain coming off the pacific. There is evidence everywhere of the harshness of the weather, with an abundance of streams, lakes and stunted bushes and trees growing sideways. The worst thing would be to walk up to the base of the towers to find them obliterated by cloud.
The five of us set off together at a steady pace. We were probably no more than 200 metres above sea level and the going was easy as we contoured round to the start of the trail up to the hut. Bartholomew was already pulling away despite his SAS-weight sac. I felt sorry for Sylvia who didn’t seem too clear about what she had let herself in for and besides which she didn’t look much like a trekker. Julie and I marched along climbing slowly and getting used to the weight on our backs. The first couple of days are always the hardest on any backpack trip. We’d bought a good 1:25,000 map of the park in El Calafate, but as part of our park entrance fee had received another map which had the timings for all the walk legs of the park. This is common in the European Alps and is surprisingly accurate and very useful. We also bought a Silva-style compass because we’d been told that a northern hemisphere compass wouldn’t work in the southern hemisphere. Although sceptical of this it was confirmed by ex-Rossendale member Darren Blackhurst who now lived in New Zealand. The trail climbed gradually over shale through sparse bushes and stunted beach trees. Down to our right tumbled the Rio Ascencio which we were following upstream to our night's stop. After a couple of hours we descended to the river and crossed on a wooden bridge before continuing upwards again. Soon we could detect signs of habitation and the Albergue came into view amidst the narrow sided valley. A welcome sight, but better still were distant views of the three Torres far up to our left. This was a great spot for a hut and the sight of wood smoke from the chimney was welcoming, since even at 7.30 in the evening, with the sun behind the hills, it was already chilly. Inside was the usual hubbub of a mountain hut with walkers seated around wooden tables chatting together about anything and everything. The facilities and food were much as you'd find in an alpine hut and after a filling meal we dropped into our bunk beds well after 10pm, tired but relaxed and anticipating the following day.
After a breakfast of scrambled eggs, toast, jam and coffee we made a late start for the Torres, leaving our sacs behind at the hut. Two hours of steady climbing through more beech, then pine and finally loose rock brought us close to the base of the Torres. Bartholomew who had been camping had set off well ahead of us, but the South Africans weary from the previous day's trek still hadn't surfaced yet. We passed a few walkers on the way up, while others were already descending. The last section to the base of the Torres was steep and picked its way through large white boulders and loose rock. As the cloud swirled around, the peaks of the Torres tantalisingly came into and out of view. Eventually a false summit turned into a col and a steep drop down into a cwm housing a turquoise lake ahead of the Torres glacier from which the three towers pointed like fingers into the thinning clouds. Balancing unsteadily on the loose boulders the view was too much to take in in one go. The Central Tower rising a sheer 5000 feet from the glacier to its summit dominated the scene. How anyone could think of climbing it was unimaginable, but in 1963 Salford born Don Whillans and Chris Bonington were the first to reach the summit. Getting such a big view into the lens of the camera was not easy, particularly with the boulders shifting beneath our feet, but we reluctantly departed this awesome scene with pictures snatched between the shifting clouds.
Retrieving our sacs from the hut Julie and I retraced our steps down the valley forking right to pick up the path westward to follow the edge of the Lago Nordenskojold. Names like this and others such as Lago Pehoe, Campamento Japones, Campamento Britanico and Valle Del Frances more than hint at the muti-national interest and expeditions the park has attracted. The trail alongside the lake undulated through dense, low lying vegetation with the huge rock massif to our right and lower lying turquoise lakes dotted between more green vegetation to our left. Occasionally we passed other walkers, but generally the scene was one of total wilderness with no sign of any civilisation or cultivation save for the path itself. Our next stop was the Albergue Los Cuernos named after the black-capped horns of the massif which reach 2600 m (8500 ft). The hut was full, even in early  March, the equivalent of a northern hemisphere September. But we hire a recently built cabana for a little extra, a few dozen metres away, close to a raging waterfall powering out of the undergrowth and with a little wooden deck, views of the Cuernos and Lago Nordenskjold. How romantic! Eating inside the hut there are all sorts of nationalities. The next morning we speak to an American called Al who's eating two breakfasts. No he's not a sumo wrestler, but it turns out he arrived the night before at about 2 am after walking all day and losing his way in the dark and missing the evening meal. Now he's making up for it.
We had planned to walk on today to the Pehoe hut, but after radio-ing through, the guardian at the Cuernos hut tells us that it is full. Without a tent, we decide to stay another night, but leave our sacs and walk on making a detour up the Valle Frances to get a view of the Glacier del Frances which drops from the Cerro Paine Grande. This isn't a bad compromise since today sees the first rain of our trip and although not heavy, its decidedly damp outside. The path meanders through the hut's camping area and stunted beech trees. There's barely space for the tents in between the rock strewn pathways. The path continues over the pebbly shore of the lake at one point and it feels more like a seaside stroll than a mountain walk. Although up to our right the rain has created a zig zag of streams that tumble straight down the side of the massif across the boulder fields and into the lake. At one point we have to scramble gingerly across a stream to continue our way.
The weather deteriorates as we head north up the Valle Frances passing the Campamento Italiano amongst a clump of trees, the rain more steady now. Soon the valley opens up and we get a dramatic, if misty, view of the nearby Glacier del Frances. Almost simultaneously we hear a thunderous crash and just make out an avalanche of snow and ice careering towards the river. We press on up the valley in the hope of improving views. We meet an Israeli couple that we'd spoken to in the hut, coming back down due to the mist and rain. Its not long before we do the same and make our way back to the hut.
The next morning is cold and damp but clear. We retrace our steps to Rio Frances and cross the long suspension bridge above the bubbling river, with the glacier in the background. It’s a long trek to the Pehoe hut, with the sun making it a pleasant journey. However the renowned Patagonian winds blow us sideways at times and whip up the lake surface like mini tornadoes. In between the occasional showers the numerous lakes appear bright turquoise and we get brilliant views of the Cuernos and the Paine Grande which at 3050m (10,000 ft) is the highest peak in the park. Finally in late afternoon, under brilliant blue skies and battering winds, we reach the wide flat expanse between Lago Pehoe and Lago Grey where the next hut is nestled. Its an awesome setting and we couldn’t have been luckier with the weather. Despite tiredness I take a walk around the area to fully appreciate its grandeur and snap a few pictures. Paine Grande dominates the scene piercing the azure sky brushed by wisps of white cloud racing by. The ground is covered with the cherry pink calafate berries which have a pleasantly refreshing sweetness, varieties of which grow in the UK.
The Pehoe hut was rebuilt a few years ago and is more like a large youth hostel in design, with a huge eating hall, modern facilities, log stoves and big windows that make the most of the wild views outside. We even get a complimentary Pisco sour, a grappa-style cocktail and national drink of Chile.

With the weather forecast looking favourable we are tempted to try the full circuit of the park, but reluctantly decide this would eat into our other plans. So the following day we set off early for our last hut, Campamento Grey, right on the shores of Lago Grey and about a kilometre from the head of the mighty Grey Glacier. There’s a bright blue sky and thick hoar frost as we hit the trail. The campers must have been frozen last night! We are too, in the shade of the nearby peaks. But after two hours we reached the mirador above the lake, where in bright sunshine, we could see uninterrupted views of the lake dotted with ice bergs, the Grey Glacier producing them and the snow-capped peaks around. What a magnificent view. In scenes like this its hard to appreciate the true size of the surrounding  features, but when we spotted the tourist boat (able to carry up to 50 passengers) chugging up to the glacier and how it was dwarfed by the seemingly small glaciers, the extent of the scale was brought home to us dramatically. Further viewpoints closer to the glacier became even more amazing and the still air, sunshine and azure blue skies only added to the wonderment. Although not as big as the Perito Moreno glacier, the isolation and the conditions made the whole experience of the Grey glacier truly memorable.
We left our sacs at the hut and continued up the steeply climbing path, which followed the edge of the glacier, for close-up views. This path climbs to the pass at over 2,400m (8000 ft) and turns east eventually coming to the next hut 14 hours further on. But we turned round after an hour to return to the warmth of the Albergue Grey. A much cosier resting place than our last one, although still with hot water, good food and good wine!
And so our last day of trekking in the park arrived. We had an early start and away for 8am in order to catch the boat across Lago Pehoe at 12.30pm. Another sunny day, but the first couple of hours were in chilly shade over frozen ground. We retraced our steps through pine and deciduous woods passing purple and white foxgloves. There was just enough time for a last drink in the sunshine at Pehoe before boarding the boat across the copper sulphate coloured lake while viewing the receding, but grand views of the whole massif behind us. There was still one surprise waiting us before we disembarked and took the long bus back towards Puerto Natales, a great waterfall linking Lago Nordenskjold with Lago Pahoe powering down the rocks and making the whole scene more alive than it already was. 
