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For Pappou and Yia Yia.
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Many people encouraged me to write this book, including everyone who read and enjoyed my travel blog, and although I can’t remember all of them, I’m still grateful. Of the ones I do remember, thanks to Nick for planting the seed of an idea in my head; Jason for the cover inspiration; the other Jason for providing so much writing material; Pete, Harry and Jongee for their unrelenting blog-based support; Jackie for her proof reading; and of course my mother for all her support throughout my life. The biggest thanks go to my lovely wife Kat for her unwavering encouragement, proof reading, editing and help with the website. I’m also grateful to Gordon from Ballboy for letting me reproduce the lyrics to one of his songs and Authors Online for publishing my ramblings. I think it’s fair to say that if you don’t like this book, then these are the people to blame.
Finally, I’d like to thank the people of Latin America for their kindness and spirit.
****
Before you start reading, I just thought I should point out that I’m not in any way famous1, and haven’t even appeared on a reality TV show, so you may want to reconsider if this book really is for you. I’m sure my marketing guy2 wouldn’t be too happy with me discouraging you at this early point, but I want us to start on good terms and that can only happen if I’m truthful. In fact, the one thing I can promise is that this account is almost entirely true.3
There may not be any behind-the-scenes football scandals or kiss-and-tell revelations involving C-list celebrities, but I can instead offer you tales of devastating hurricanes, deadly wildlife, disastrous drug deals and plenty of humiliation for a clueless city boy who decided to ditch his boring office life in search of adventure.
****
I was ready for anything, which was vital, as a quick scan around the arrivals lounge of Buenos Aires airport revealed potential danger almost everywhere. The overjoyed family welcoming home their sweet grandmother, the tired businessmen shuffling along in a semi-conscious daze and even the loving couple embarking on their honeymoon were not fooling me. It may have been my first time in Latin America, but I had read all the guidebooks, watched all the documentaries and heard all the urban legends about the drugging, kidnapping and organ harvesting.
They were doing a fine job of disguising all of this however, even going as far as making the airport appear just like every other one I had been in previously. There were confusing signs indicating that taxis could be taken from the gift shop, seats in the waiting area designed with discomfort in mind, a cafeteria serving overpriced limp sandwiches and a bookshop replete with John Grisham and Danielle Steel novels, all effortlessly held together by a nauseating interior design style.
They may have been cunning, but my potential attackers didn’t realise I was sporting a full set of safety paraphernalia. I had four hidden pouches on my body with all my credit cards, cash, documents and photocopies of those documents dispersed between them. As I said previously, I was ready.
A brief inspection of the gift shop confirmed my suspicions that no taxis were available there, so I made my way out onto the street. It was a perfectly ordinary sunny day, unremarkable in every way apart from a whiff of freedom in the air. Before I had time to wallow in my self-indulgence though, I was pounced upon by an overfriendly taxi-driver and before I knew it, we were on the way to the Limehouse hostel. Or at least that’s what I was hoping.
He was rather chatty despite my abstention from the conversation,4 which helped put me at ease. Then it occurred to me that for all I knew, he could have been describing how he was going to drive me to a dark alleyway where he and his most gruesomely terrifying friends would beat me to a pulp.
As it happened, the only threat to my safety on the drive to the hostel was the drive to the hostel. I had heard about the erratic driving style in Latin America, but I was still wholly unprepared for the experience. The lane markings were for decoration only, the distance between two cars at cruising speed on the highway was about the thickness of a piece of card, indicating was evidently only for the weak, changing lanes could happen with no warning or space to support such a manoeuvre and seatbelts were an unnecessary luxury. I was so pleasantly surprised to arrive at my hostel in one piece that I happily handed over my money for two weeks’ accommodation without even checking the place out.
My first trip to the toilet suggested I shouldn’t have been so hasty in parting with my money. The first surprise came when I went in search of the bathroom and instead found a shoilet5 - an ingenious space saving design consisting of a pokey cubicle containing a toilet, a sink, a showerhead and a hole in the floor for the water to drain away. It meant I would be showering on a floor soaked in the badly aimed urine of travellers from all over the world. If that wasn’t disconcerting enough, at least two of the four shoilets were unusable at any one time due to blockages or non-functioning flush systems. It meant that over the course of a day, a viciously pungent habitat would evolve for many of the homeless insects of Buenos Aires. It was less than ideal.
It may sound like I was placing too much importance on the lavatory situation, but there’s nothing like a good crap.6 There was certainly no chance of that happening when I caught a glimpse of ‘old nasty’ - an encrusted turd fossilised into one of the toilet basins that loomed in a way nothing good ever can. Even a mere glance towards it would send a shudder down my spine.
While I was considering the state of the bathroom hygiene, I suddenly remembered this was my first time in the southern hemisphere, so I eagerly flushed the toilet and the water did indeed spin the opposite way to what I was used to. I repeated it to confirm my findings, but impressive as this was, it didn’t help at all with the sanitation issues.
It crossed my mind that my lifestyle change might have been a bad idea. What the hell was I doing in a random hostel in a country where I didn’t speak the language, didn’t know another soul and had absolutely nothing to do? Who was I kidding? I was no traveller, and despite what I had thought at the airport, I could never be ready for what was to come.
After some reflection, I realised it wasn’t such a bad thing after all. I wanted an adventure, something out of the ordinary, new experiences and an escape from the drudgery of my previous life. How could I be ready for something like that? Surely, the mere act of being prepared fundamentally prevents the experience from being fresh and exciting. My breakthrough deserved some celebration so I walked to the hostel bar for a beer, confidently unprepared for what might happen next.
****
I quickly found out that what the Limehouse lacked in sanitation, it made up for in charm. Its entrance was a weather-beaten wooden door, carelessly painted lime green and cunningly hidden between a hot-dog bar and a mini-market. Once inside, guests were faced with an unstable spiral staircase that had undoubtedly seen better days, which led up to the cavernous common room-cum-bar of a slightly worse-for-wear art deco townhouse. The high ceilings and crystal chandelier hinted at an abandoned grandeur. Had I arrived fifty years earlier, I’m sure that instead of the crumbling walls and cracked marble floors, my attention would have been grabbed by the smartly dressed couples tangoing across the room. This contrast between the dilapidation and the faded splendour gave it an endearingly sad charm.
The dorms were spartan, with the decoration consisting of crumbling plaster, uneven wooden floorboards and rickety windows that didn’t shut properly, but they almost all had a balcony looking out onto the lively streets below.
My favourite area was the roof terrace. It overlooked the main avenue through the city, which was a road so wide that it couldn’t be crossed in one attempt. It was a perfect spot from which to observe the many protests and marches that seemed to be a national pastime. It was May, which is autumn in the southern hemisphere, but it was an unseasonably warm and sunny one, so I spent a good few hours on the rooftop with a cold beer basking in the sun. It was also where I met Team England, five London lads on a three-week holiday around northern Argentina.
They were led by Luke who exuded the confidence of a natural leader and was renowned for dressing like a tramp but somehow getting away with it, although he preferred to describe his dress sense as extravagant. I witnessed this first hand when he went shopping to replace the clothes his airline had thoughtfully sent to Murmansk, as he returned with a flamboyant Argentinian general’s jacket. He pulled off the ensemble effortlessly, but I think this was more due to his poise than any visual coordination with his jeans and pink t-shirt.
As night fell, we retired to the hostel bar and sat around a big table chatting with a few of the other residents. The table was, somewhat uncommonly, a flatbed train car and a few twists of conversation later we arrived at a revelation - it would take a hundred and fifty beer bottles to cover its surface. Inevitably, this then propelled us into the challenge of drinking enough beer to accomplish that goal before the end of the night. I’m not sure why, but the bottles had to be empty.
By the time we had drunk the bar in the hostel and the nearby supermarket dry, we were chanting mesa de cerveza7 and taking turns to run to the hot-dog establishment8 downstairs to buy the next batch of beers. During the course of the night, most of the hostel residents had helped out in some way, showing how easy it is to convince people to help with an act of lunacy.
Predictably, we started running out of steam by the early hours of the morning and many of the brave participants started slowly creeping off to bed, tired and legless. When I threw in my own personal towel, we had covered about two thirds of the table, so over twenty gallons of beer were drunk that night in a small dirty hostel in Buenos Aires, all because someone asked a question about the surface area of a table. It was probably the most fun I had ever had with mathematics.
The last remaining participants were Jim and Stuart. Jim was Team England’s lovable friendly giant and Stuart was a stereotypical Canadian pothead who never left the hostel. They each had one beer left and both of them craved the highly coveted title of last man standing, so they found themselves in a Mexican standoff. Or to be more precise, they were in an Argentinian standoff for the last man slumping award.
Stuart flashed his trademark ‘punch me till your fists bleed’ grin and informed Jim that Canadians are notoriously heavy drinkers, so he wasn’t even close to being ready to stop. With the perfect riposte, the type of which I have only ever been able to think of five minutes after I needed it, Jim replied that he would be glad for the company. This was enough for Stuart to admit he was bluffing and stumble off to bed, leaving his beer behind for Jim to polish off as he proudly claimed Team England’s first gold medal of the Argentina Games.
****
When I finally left the hostel the next day, I fell in love with Buenos Aires almost instantly. It had all the cultural and nightlife aspects you could desire from a modern city, but spiced with a dash of a Latin American vibrancy and madness. It was evident that life there wasn’t as sterile as what I was used to, and if there were as many pointless regulations as back home, nobody was paying any attention to them. I found it exhilarating that buses would drive off while people were still getting off, that crossing the road was an extreme sport, that half the cars in the city would never be allowed on the road in the UK and that the police didn’t seem to care what you did, as long as it wasn’t a serious crime. Even then, if you had enough pesos they might be persuaded to turn a blind eye.
It was visually charming too, with crumbling colonial buildings intermingling with modern skyscrapers and sub-tropical parks. The roads were a fusion of narrow streets feeding into wide avenues and crammed with a blend of pristine cars, old bangers and classics in various states of disrepair, all fighting for their own bit of space. It all seemed to be coated in an extra layer of sparkle, which I assumed came from the sunshine rather than anything supernatural.
Every major junction had a group of dirty-looking kids performing different juggling acts for small change from the drivers waiting at the traffic lights. I’m not sure if the dirt was just cosmetic, but their juggling skills were certainly top notch, presumably because that’s all they did all day long.
Poverty was more widespread than I was used to, and it wasn’t uncommon for street kids to wander into restaurants to beg for food from the customers. I discovered a new level of guilt when hungry children asked me for food while I was shovelling steak into my mouth. Fortuitously, the portions in the restaurants were so big that when this happened, I could give away half my food and still be satiated. If there was any food left over after that, which there often was, I quickly adopted the practice of taking it outside onto the street with me to give away. I’m not saying this so someone will nominate me for a Nobel Prize,9 but it was odd how a few days in that environment had opened my eyes to my previous wastefulness. I wasn’t even aware of it as an issue back home.
For those Argentinians not affected by poverty, eating food appeared to be a popular pastime. Not only were their portions comically large, they also had four official meals in the day, as opposed to our measly three. Meat was their most loved ingredient, with a large steak being considered a light snack. At the top of the heartiness scale was the asado, a large-scale barbeque involving a mixture of meats from as many animals as could be eradicated in time. Apart from the usual chops, fillets, shoulders, thighs, breasts, rumps, ribs, racks and wings of all the participating animals, there was also the macabre sounding blood sausage.
One Argentinian tradition I was aware of from reading Che Guevara’s The Motorcycle Diaries was the drink mate - an infusion prepared by soaking the dry leaves and twigs of the yerba plant in hot water, which tasted a little like green tea. From what I could see, not only did most Argentinians drink mate, they also had their own personalised wooden gourd adorned with different patterns and decorations. It’s traditional for the brewer of the maté to pass it around to everyone in the vicinity, with all the participants drinking from a shared metal straw, with the ritual being less about the taste and more about emphasising a community spirit. Or possibly the sharing of diseases.
Since very few locals spoke English, I thought it might be wise to learn some Spanish. Wiser at least than trying to speak to people in English, only to get frustrated when they didn’t understand me, no matter how slowly or loudly I shouted at them. To this end, I booked a two-week Spanish course.
On my first morning at the class I was already sitting down when our teacher entered, which was a good thing because she was so beautiful that I might have stumbled over had I been the one walking in. She had long dark brown hair with a fringe that fell slightly over her sparkling hazel eyes, and as Paula introduced herself, I knew I would have trouble concentrating on the lessons. As I gradually got over my clichéd crush on the teacher however, I found Paula to be fun, intelligent and affable, so I always looked forward to my classes, even if the previous night had been a late one. I also enjoyed her use of daily competitions as a teaching aid.10 It’s extraordinary how much you can improve as a student when there’s a tasty pastry at stake.
Since Spanish school finished at lunchtimes, I was able to explore the city during the rest of the day. I visited most of the sights such as the Teatro Colon (one of the five great opera houses in the world), the extravagant Recoleta cemetery where Evita is buried, the Tigre Delta (a kind of rural Venice), many museums, art galleries, street markets, parks and restaurants. As interesting as they were, they can all be read about in any good guidebook, whereas my exploits with Team England certainly can’t.
Our first night started with a few drinks at some bars in Puerto Madero, the redeveloped docks area. We found it to be far too pretentious11, so we decided to move onto a house party that a few of the guys had fluked an invitation to earlier in the day. While waiting for a taxi, Brian, the psychopath of the group, almost got into a fight with a couple of guys in a flash car because he took offence to them beeping their horn. The wonderful thing about swearing is that it’s so universal. They may not have fully understood his tirade, but it didn’t stop them shooting out of their car, spoiling for a fight. Fortunately for us all, a couple of the Team England members dragged Brian away before he could say anything more, which gave Luke and me a chance to placate the Argentinians with what little Spanish we knew.
We made it to the party without any more threats to our lives and were even lucky enough to attract the attention of three Argentinian women. It was probably down to us being the only straight men there as opposed to any charm we may have been oozing. Still, we were rather impressed with ourselves as we huddled together in a taxi speeding to what the girls promised would be a lively nightspot.
The club was a converted colonial house complete with a rooftop terrace, where I spent a whirlwind night flitting between different groups, meeting new people and engaging in drunken conversations. Being British gave me a certain cachet, which meant my opinion was highly sought after on almost all matters. Before arriving in Argentina, I had assumed everyone would hate the English due to the Falklands war, so I was planning on telling people that I was from Cyprus instead.12 When I realised this animosity only existed in the pages of the English tabloids, I revelled in my Englishness. The people I talked to didn’t even seem to mind when I revealed I wasn’t that close with Hugh Grant or David Beckham, and had only met them a few times at dinner parties.
I’m not sure why time lapses faster than usual when drinking and chatting carelessly to strangers, but it seemed like only a few minutes had passed when the sun made its appearance, signalling that it was time to head back to the Limehouse.
That glimpse of what the Buenos Aires nightlife had to offer meant we were itching for more the next day. So much so, that we were ready to head out before any bars were open, as in Argentina, people don’t tend to go out until around midnight. Someone jokingly suggested a visit to a strip-club to keep us entertained until the citizens of Buenos Aires were out in force, but when it became a more concrete idea, I insisted I wouldn’t be joining them.
Half an hour and twenty dollars later, we poured out of a taxi into a stereotypically seedy and worryingly empty strip-club. We sat down near the stage in order to be in prime position for the show and were each quickly accosted by a girl trying to engage us in conversation. It was a little pointless as none of them spoke English and none of us spoke Spanish, but that didn’t seem to be a deterrent. Once they were all comfortably sitting on us and whispering sweet nothings,13 the manager came over to ask if we wanted to buy drinks for our girls. Whilst most of the group acquiesced, I was hit by a startlingly rare moment of nous and asked how much the drinks cost. At forty dollars a pop, I decided to give it a miss, which signalled the end of any interest in me from the girl on my lap.
When Colin found out how much he was being charged for his drink, he handed over the money but flew into a rage. He had been the most prudent member of the team but that all changed in a flash when he indignantly spat at the bouncer’s as he stormed out of the club. He instantly realised it wasn’t a smart thing to do when was forced to break into a run with the bouncer hot on his heels. When he rounded the next corner, he flung himself into the nearest open bar before the bouncer could see where he had gone.
As this was going on, I decided it might be a good idea to leave. The rest of the group had a slightly different outlook though, and instead got into an argument with the owner about their bill. The language barrier wasn’t helping, but they eventually paid up and we all went off to find Colin to have a laugh about what had just happened.
What none of us realised until further reflection was that the strip-club was more likely a brothel, and by paying the forty dollars, you could take your girl upstairs and get a lot more than incomprehensible conversation. I suppose this is what led to the incredulous look on the manager’s face as a band of seething gringos stormed out of his bar after having paid for sex and not gone through with it. If you ever hear the phrase 'couldn't get laid in a whorehouse', you now know to what it refers.
****
Being a fan of the beautiful game, Latin America’s football culture was one of the many reasons why I chose to visit. Since Buenos Aires has a few teams, I decided to follow the most passionately supported one, Boca Juniors. As they are the team favoured by the lower classes, their stadium, the Bonbonera, is in the middle of the poorest (and therefore most dangerous) part of central Buenos Aires. Tourists are advised to go with a tour group at the cost of around forty dollars, or at the very least to get tickets in the less boisterous seated areas which go for around twenty-five dollars. Naturally I got myself the cheapest four dollar ticket to stand behind the goal with the more ardent and unruly14 fans. I wanted to experience the real thing and not a sanitised version, but I was still nervous, as I had heard a few first hand tales of people being mugged in that part of the stadium. My worries eased when I persuaded a few people from the hostel to join me. I was also planning to meet up with Jerome, a student from the Spanish school, but it was impossible to find him in the throng outside the stadium.
Whilst waiting for some of my companions to buy their tickets, a meaty smell attracted me to one of the food stalls where I got myself a greasy fried chorizo sausage in a bun. As my change was handed back to me, a nearby Boca fan informed me that I needed to hand it over it to him. It wasn’t a request - he was informing me of what needed to occur. I wasn’t going to argue over the equivalent of forty cents, and it happened in such a matter of fact way that it felt more like part of the stadium experience than a threatening situation. I’m not sure why this was, but perhaps I had done such a good job of convincing myself I would be robbed at some point, that when it did happen, it just felt like a normal facet of my quirky new life.
Once we got inside the stadium, it was pandemonium. We weren’t sure where we should go and we didn’t dare ask anyone in case we gave the impression of being helpless vulnerable tourists. It didn’t occur to us that with a few of our party being tall blonde Europeans who looked like poster boys for Aryan supremacy, our origins weren’t much of a secret.
I let myself fuse into the horde, and I was practically carried to the central stands behind the goal by the flow of the crowd. The tightly packed bundle of human emotion around me was electric. The team wasn’t even out on the pitch yet but the stands were full and everyone was singing, shouting, eating, drinking, waving flags, jumping around or any combination of all of those. There must have been about ten thousand of us crammed behind one goal and a similar amount doing the same behind the other. I mentally congratulated myself on not getting the expensive seats as there were probably only another five thousand people evenly spread over the rest of the stadium. Behind the goals was where the action was.
When the match kicked off, a small group of hardcore fans in the middle of the stand started jumping around and singing and didn’t stop until the match was over. Not even half time could blunt their enthusiasm. Boca Juniors won the match 3-0, but I’m reliably informed that the same thing happens even when they are losing, as the fans are devoted to their team. When something exciting happens like a goal or a dangerous attack, then the whole stadium joins in with their jumping, which is a genuinely stirring sight. With twenty-five thousand people jumping up and down in unison, it looked like the stadium was oscillating, and when I stood still, I could feel it rocking on its foundations. I have been to bigger stadiums and matches with more fans, but I have never experienced an atmosphere like that.15
It was clearly more than just a sporting event to those fans, especially the sweet old woman next to me that spent the match swearing like a hardened criminal. It was a good introduction to Spanish profanities and even though I didn’t know what they meant, I joined in with her on some of the songs.
The next day at Spanish school, after Paula had explained to me what all the swear words meant, I asked Jerome about his experience. He said that he also had a good time, apart from being mugged and having his camera stolen. We had been advised not to take cameras, but he decided to take his anyway and keep it hidden in his pocket until he felt it was safe to take it out. When he saw a one-legged Boca fan jumping up and down on a bollard, swinging a shirt in one hand while using the other to balance, the potential photo opportunity was too big to pass up. Minutes later, he no longer owned a camera.
After speaking to a few people that had been to Boca Juniors matches, about half of them loved it, while the other half ended up having something stolen or being intimidated in some way. If you’re prepared to take this risk, which can be reduced by being smart about your appearance and behaviour, then the experience is outstanding value for money. The whole event including tickets, transport, food and the disguised mugging cost me the equivalent of a pint of beer in a London pub.
****
I quickly discovered that when backpacking, or travelling, or whatever you want to call it, meeting new people is absurdly easy. Especially when staying in a hostel. Most people are in a similar situation and will eventually crave some human interaction, even if it’s with someone they would normally be keen to avoid. Starting conversations with complete strangers is de rigueur and can often lead to spending a few days in someone’s company, as I did with Team England. Sometimes however, spending a few minutes with a person is enough to make you want to avoid them at all costs, which was the case when I met Jane.
We started with the normal introduction conversation about where we were from, where we had been and where we were planning on going. She then played a daring conversational gambit and we quickly drifted to her favourite subject - her belief that the CIA had created AIDS and introduced it to Africa as a form of population control. When I asked her how she was so sure of this fact with such unwavering certainty, she said that a friend of hers knew someone who had seen it written in a document in an African prison somewhere. There were only three copies of this document in the world because the CIA had destroyed the rest, but one of them was in this prison. Pretty solid proof I’m sure you will agree, so I nodded and smiled politely, as in my experience it’s preferable not to get on the wrong side of crazy people.
Canadian Chris however, was a much more engrossing acquaintance. He spoke less Spanish than I did, which was a feat in itself, but he had the confidence to interact with anyone around him and he seemed to befriend people at will, and with remarkable ease. It meant he often found himself in unusual situations, such as when a family generously invited him to spend time on their farm, despite having just met him in a restaurant.
His escapades were not always pleasant though. Whilst browsing for a new camera in Buenos Aires, a shady character emerged from an alleyway and approached him. He was selling a brand new Sony digital camera for one hundred dollars, which was a quarter of shop price. Chris was obviously suspicious, so he gave it a thorough check and found it to be in perfect working order. Despite a niggling, intuitive worry he agreed to buy it, but just as they were about to exchange, the seller made a fuss about the price. After some wild gesticulating and renegotiation, the misunderstanding was sorted out and the camera case was finally handed over. They both went their own way, happy with the deal but when Chris returned to the hostel and opened the case, he found the most expensive bar of soap in the world inside. Looking back, he realised that the conman had created the confusion over the price as a distraction to enable him to switch the cases.
With his attitude of talking to everyone around him, things occasionally turned sour, but most of the time he ended up enriched from the encounter. In that respect, he was the guy I wanted to be. More impulsive, less British and most importantly, not scared to appear foolish. It wasn’t something that would happen immediately, but at least I had something to aim for.
****
After two weeks in Buenos Aires, I thought I should try to see what the rest of Argentina had to offer. I chose Mendoza as my next destination, which despite sounding like a villain from an Arnie movie, is a city near the Chilean border.
Most Argentinians use coaches to travel around the county despite the large distances involved because internal flights are relatively expensive. I followed their example and got on a coach that would take me to Mendoza in a measly fifteen hours. It left in the evening and arrived the next morning, so not only would I wake up in a new city, but I would also save myself a night’s accommodation. The biggest shock was the luxury in which we travelled. The seats were wide, comfortable, reclined all the way back and had ample legroom, making it easy to sleep through the journey. There was even a movie and a stop-off for a steak dinner a few hours into the drive.
I stepped off the coach the next day to a heart-warmingly sunny day and headed for the city centre. Mendoza is situated in a semi-desert, which means the weather is often warm and almost always sunny, no matter the time of year. The city is centred around a park that covers four city blocks and features a large open area for outdoor performances, of which there are many. The centre is abundant with colonial buildings, with many of them converted into chic hotels with balconies overlooking the park. Naturally, I didn’t stay at one of these, but they were nice to gaze at while I trudged to the slightly less expensive area, where I found myself a cheerful hostel. The Damajuana had a swimming pool, a garden with a barbeque area, a large common room with comfortable sofas and a free breakfast of mouth-watering pastries at the restaurant-bar next door.
Mendoza has a whole raft of extreme activities to offer visitors, with rafting aptly being one. Paragliding, mountaineering, skiing and bungee jumping were also available, so giving one of these a go felt like the proper thing to do. I didn’t want to be rude. When I picked paragliding however, I didn’t realise that it wouldn’t be my most dangerous experience of the day.
The instructor and his assistants picked up all the participants in their battered old jeep the next morning, and it looked like I was the only male participant that day. As we approached the outskirts of the city, we came upon a protest march by the local college teachers regarding their pay. Since demonstrations were fairly common, I wasn’t worried. The driver didn’t fancy getting stuck behind the mob and thus being reduced to walking pace, so he tried to go around them by driving on the pavement. He almost made it, but the front line of protesters moved into his path at the last second to stop him. He then tried to persuade them to let him through by pleading that he was just trying to earn a living, but when this had no effect, the famous Latin temper took over. He revved his engine as though he was going to run them over, which unsurprisingly didn’t work, and a more heated discussion ensued involving copious use of the word puta.16
At this point, I still felt detached from the situation and found myself enjoying an amusing cameo Argentinian life. A few minutes later a van was being let through the protesters by a police escort, so our driver cunningly snuck in behind it and tried to follow it out. Just as we were about to break through the crowd, one of the front liners17 put his banner between us and the van in front, but our now fuming driver decided to keep driving, dragging Mr Nemesis along with us for a short distance. The shouts from the protesters eventually got him to stop and, in a flash, things got out of hand.
Mr Nemesis actualised his anger by smashing our side mirror with the pole of his banner, so our enraged driver instantly jumped out of the jeep to face the protesters. Since there were about two thousand of them, I assumed he had at least one superpower. It was an incorrect assumption.
The women in our Jeep started screaming at him to get back in because they were scared that if a fight broke out, the jeep would be overturned with us in it. I was more worried about being duty bound to try and break it up, which would have inevitably meant being on the receiving end of at least a few stray punches. Call me unconventional, but it wasn’t high on my list of things to do that morning. In fact it was nowhere on that list.
As my heart rate soared and the adrenalin started to course through my body, I noticed that the policemen were watching all of this at a distance and not even contemplating getting involved. They had either seen it all before and were confident it would end peacefully, or they weren’t being paid enough to risk getting hurt.
Fortunately for us, not all of the teachers were arseholes and a few of them calmed the situation down, got our driver back into the jeep and let us all through before the fists started to fly. We were down one side mirror but at least we were all in one piece and safely on our way to jump off a mountain.
It was a brilliantly clear day when we arrived at the peak and the shadows of the few picturesque clouds in the sky looked like giant oil slicks as they floated unhurriedly over the plains below. It helped ease me into a dream state, so I wasn’t at all worried about strapping myself to a suicidal madman18 who was about to throw himself off a cliff.
I was still in a trance as we ran towards the cliff where an updraft gently lifted us into the sky, and stayed that way for the serene ride down to the bottom. Perhaps my brain wasn’t capable of comprehending the danger I was in, or more likely, my body was all out of adrenalin.
****
Mendoza’s most famous attraction, even more so than the extreme sports, is its winemaking. If you have ever drunk an Argentinian bottle of wine, the chances are that it was from the Mendoza region.
I couldn’t come all that way and miss out on the wine experience, so I felt compelled to go on a winery tour. By tour, I mean a couple of Argentinians in a van drove us around the area, stopping at various wineries for us to taste and buy some cheap bottles of fine wine. That was how I met Max, one of those larger-than-life characters that people can’t help but radiate towards. He was on a short holiday but had previously travelled all over Latin America and had also worked in Bolivia for two years in the Peace Corps building irrigation systems. His Spanish was excellent and he would always make a point of having a chat with almost every local he met. It amused me that he called everyone jefe, which means chief or boss, as it’s such a London expression. ‘Alright chief?’ and ‘Thanks boss!’ become ‘Que tal jefe’ and ‘Gracias jefe’, in case you’re interested in speaking like a Latin Londoner.
A few days later Canadian Chris turned up at the Damajuana and we all went out for a night on the town, which started out with a few bottles of wine followed by a visit to the casino. I managed not to lose any money using the advanced mathematical theory of not betting and entertaining myself by watching everyone else lose theirs instead.
After some bar hopping and pool playing, we found ourselves in the hostel bar, downing tequila shots. Time had once again disappeared in a drunken haze, so it was 4am when Max and Chris decided to head off to a club. At the time, going with them seemed like the best idea in the history of the human race, but for some reason I remembered that I had to be up in two hours for a day trip into the Andes.
I dejectedly stumbled to my dorm, cursing my stupidity at booking the trip, got changed for bed and then realised my wallet was missing. I returned to the bar to look for it and when that was fruitless, I tried rummaging around my cramped dorm in the dark. I’m not sure if my prolonged clattering of lockers and tripping over rucksacks could be regarded as a real search, as all I found were the unspoken curses of my no longer sleeping roommates. I was tired and fuzzy so I gave up, set my alarm and gracefully climbed into my top bunk for a well-deserved two hours sleep.
When the alarm went off, I cleverly knocked it off my bed where it fortuitously bounced under the bed of the girl sleeping in the bunk below me. I was unsurprisingly still somewhat drunk, so I shouted out an expletive and clumsily went looking for the phone under the poor girl’s bed. If my maladroit fumbling and the loud alarm weren’t enough to wake everyone up, I’m sure the Cluso-esque search for my wallet must have finished the job. This time I had the presence of mind to look for my torch first, so I was able to see the rucksacks a lot better as I tripped over them and fell head first into the lockers. If I hadn’t still been drunk, I would have been thoroughly embarrassed.
I was the clichéd drunken roommate, and the more I tried to be quiet, the more noise I made. It’s a good thing there wasn’t anyone with me, as I would have undoubtedly been loudly shushing them.
Tired and annoyed, I gave up my search, started getting dressed and found my wallet safely tucked away in my shoe. I had cleverly hidden it there only twenty seconds before thinking it was lost.
I marched triumphantly to the bus just in time its departure, wholly unprepared for my trip to the Andes. It was unpredictably enjoyable considering my state slowly altered from comically drunk to dreadfully hung-over as the day went on.
After driving for about an hour in the arid flat plains of the Mendoza region, the Andes appeared out of nowhere - a remarkable feat for a gigantic geological entity. As we drove further up the mountains, the colours of the rocks around us changed from yellow to claret to tan around every corner, almost as if to keep us entertained.
The top billing was the Puente del Inca, a naturally formed bridge that was famously used by the Incas to cross the canyon and colonise the area. Experts think it was formed when an avalanche fell into the canyon, which the river eventually eroded through, leaving a bridge at the top. I don’t know what these people are experts in or how they earned that coveted status, but from what I could see, it was a plausible explanation.
As we headed further up the Andes, we crossed the snow line and everything turned white. Our climb ended at the last town before the Chilean border. It had an observation point for viewing the summit of the Andes, which is almost seven thousand metres above sea level and almost four thousand metres up from where we were standing. It was an imposing sight, but the town itself was just a border town with nothing of interest. That was until we found a snowy slope where you could slide down on a car tyre.
It didn’t surprise me when I was the only one to be chased by an excited dog, who barked at my head all the way down the slope, as I’m sure the cheeky scamp could sense I had a stinking hangover. It may have been the salami sandwich in my pocket that attracted him, but if there’s one thing television has taught me, it’s that most animals are to some extent telepathic.
A few days later while wandering around Mendoza, I bumped into Team England and we arranged to meet up that night for some food and drinks. They had completed their tour of northern Argentina and this was their last stop before crossing the border to Santiago for their flight home. They had apparently just come off a three-day drinks and drugs binge, which explained why they all looked like they were about to simultaneously throw up and fall asleep. We agreed to take it easy.
After a fine steak meal, most of us went to a bar while Luke and an Irish girl he was trying to impress went to the town square to try and get hold of some more cocaine from their favourite dealer. When they returned with their booty, Luke wanted to get it down him immediately but nobody else would join him. They had clearly had enough during the previous few days. It’s not something I had experienced too much of in the past, but it would have been rude not to at least sample one of the continent’s most profitable exports and this seemed like the perfect opportunity. There’s a time and place for everything,19 and this was it.
We went to the toilets and after we had both taken a snort of Bolivia’s finest nose candy, there was a thunderous banging on the door, followed by some furious shouting in Spanish. Neither of us fancied a spell in an Argentinian prison, so our anxiety started to grow into panic. The only thing we could think to do was to flush what was left down the toilet, pretend we were gay and pray we wouldn't have to give any demonstrations of our affection for each other. We apprehensively opened the door to find nobody there and took that opportunity to rush over to our table. We assumed the owner must have realised what was going on and was understandably unhappy about people taking drugs in his establishment.
I was buzzing for the rest of the night, but I’m not sure if it was from the cocaine or the adrenaline from the shock.
****
Almost everyone I met in Argentina raved about the glaciers. So much so that I decided to visit one myself, if only to prove them all wrong. The glaciers are in southern Patagonia, which is almost as far south as you can go on land without being in Antarctica, so the bus journey would have taken two days. Since I had spent a lot longer in Mendoza than originally planned, I decided to fly there to save myself a four day round trip.
From the plane window, the Patagonian scenery looked like nothing I had seen before. The severe vertical inclines of the snow-capped mountains were littered with devilish outcrops and precarious overhangs, as if nature was issuing a direct challenge to the mountaineering community. What else could you expect from a terrain created by the relentless bludgeoning force of a glacier on the move? Nature’s way of offsetting that harshness was by meticulously interspersing it with lakes whose deep blue colour was an unyielding adversary to the white snow and luminous grey rocks.
As we came in to land in El Calafate, a small town in southern Patagonia, the scenery changed drastically to a snowy marsh - two words I never thought could be used in conjunction.
It was May so the harshest cold was still a month away, but it still felt like I was arriving to an Antarctic winter, which I suppose I was. After my experience of the ramshackle hostel conditions in Buenos Aires, the enveloping chill I felt on exiting the airport made my worry a little about the possibility of freezing to death.
The America Del Sur, however, turned out to be an unexpected gem and one of the best hostels I have ever been lucky enough to visit. The dorms were spotless, there was under-floor heating throughout the whole hostel and even the bathrooms were functional. The enormous split-level lounge boasted a roaring fireplace and a giant window running the whole thirty-metre length of the room, offering stunning views of Lake Argentina.
I booked myself on a daytrip to the Perito Moreno Glacier and found myself stumbling sleepily onto a bus before dawn the next day. We drove for a couple of hours through a densely forested national park and finally got off at a lookout point, just as the sun was rising. That was where I saw the glacier for the first time, sitting comfortably between two hulking mountains, and I was certain it was the most extraordinary natural thing I had ever seen. It’s hard to explain the majesty of such a sight when even well executed photos can never do it justice, but I can confirm that I felt insignificant next to it. This is something I’ve never experienced when looking at the stars, as the universe is far too inconceivable to have any effect on me, but this glacier was the perfect size to achieve it. Small enough for my puny brain to grasp its immenseness, but colossal enough to make me understand my place next to it.
Whilst still a little giddy, possibly also due to the profusion of oxygen in the crisp clean air around me, I boarded a boat that took us across the lake to an area where we could mount the glacier. I was listening impatiently when the safety speech was interrupted with an ear-splitting fracturing sound, as though a million knuckles had just been cracked simultaneously. This was followed by some shouting and I turned around to see the guides drop to their knees, point at the glacier, and then someone must have pressed the slow-motion button.
A chunk of ice the size of a twenty-storey building had sheared off the edge of the glacier and was slowly pivoting at its base. It finally crashed into the lake with its longest side hitting the water, submerged for a few seconds and then the awestruck silence of the people around me was broken by an almighty rip - the kind of noise I imagine the earth would make if it were being torn apart. It was the ice cracking due to the temperature difference between itself and the water, which set up the climax of our spectacle, an explosion on a scale I had previously only seen in the movies. The flying ice, clouds of white debris and jets of water were accompanied by the sound of a muffled thunderclap that shook the ground around us. If a meteorite had crashed into the lake, I doubt it could have been any more breathtaking.
At three hundred by five kilometres, the Perito Moreno glacier isn’t a particularly big one, but it’s popular with visitors due to it being one of the most active in the world. Every few minutes, chunks the size of small cars fall into the lake, making a distinctive sound as the ice cracks under the water. If you’re lucky though, you get to see something a bit more spectacular.
After spending a few minutes regaining my composure, I donned my crampons and climbed on. We followed our guide upwards, with instructions not to stray from his path unless we wanted to fall to our death through some thin or unstable ice. After a few minutes of walking, where I was mainly concentrating on not falling, I was shocked to find myself surrounded on all sides by glacier. I had been transported to a mystical ice world where the only visible colour was blue. To make up for this limited spectrum, every shade of it was on display.
The form of the terrain certainly couldn’t be described as earthly. The peaks and troughs all around were accompanied by holes that ran to the centre of the earth20, tunnels, caves, frozen cyan lakes and even parts where the ice had folded over on itself. In the darkest, most sheltered parts of these folds were some shades of blue I’m sure I had never seen before. They were so dark but at the same time shone so vibrantly that they defied logic.
Before departing on my travels, a number of my friends compiled a list of tasks for me to attempt, much in the vein of the twelve tasks of Hercules. They read as follows:
1 - Play beach football with, and score against, real Brazilians.
2 - Find and be photographed with a creature (non-human) that could kill you.
3 - Make a gin and tonic using ice taken from a glacier. Bonus points awarded for then drinking said gin and tonic while relaxing in a deckchair on said glacier.
4 - Successfully lie to three people about your country of origin. This works best on Americans and, sadly, Brits. Good bogus ethnic origins are Eskimo, Lesbos and Atlantis.
5 - Be caught having sex (not necessarily with someone else) in a public place (park, office lift, noodle bar, hospital emergency room, etc).
6 - Convince a tribe of Amazonians that your mp3 player runs on witchcraft and bad mojo. Introduce them to the Foo Fighters and the joys of air guitar.
7 - Exchange each of your possessions with random strangers for other items of equivalent value but of no discernable use. For example, swap your re-hydration tablets for an empty cigarette lighter shaped like Godzilla, your rucksack for a Prada handbag and so on.
8 - Steal at least one thing from each country you visit - can of Coke, travel book, holy jade Buddha, antique Soviet tank, etc.
9 - You would be amazed how easy it is to become a street preacher. Take your lack of any understanding of a major religion and become one. Shout your wholly blasphemous ‘gospel’ at confused onlookers. Extra points awarded if you find a real street preacher and start a turf war.
10 - Manage to both cause and then resolve a massive, potentially violent argument via the medium of being a stupid, ill-informed British tourist that enjoys shouting.
11 - Discover archaeological remains that fundamentally change our understanding of human evolution.
12 - By the end of the trip, you must have violated all ten holy commandments at least once, including that stupid one about covering neighbouring asses - or whatever it is.
I never planned to take this list seriously, but I did eventually achieve over half of it, with most tasks being completed unwittingly. Number three was pre-planned though, so I riskily strayed from the group with my pre-prepared beverage. I then broke some small chunks of ice from the ground, found a picturesque part of the glacier and sat down with my drink looking out over Lake Argentina whilst listening to lumps of glacier cracking in the lake.
****
After returning to Buenos Aires for my last few days in Argentina, I found a new hostel in the more bohemian San Telmo area. Within a matter of hours, I had made some new friends, tagged along for the ride and found myself at an exclusive party in a penthouse apartment. I was surrounded by an atmosphere of chic hysteria. The place had been gutted apart from a table for the bar and another for the DJ. This meant there was plenty of space for thirty or so Argentinian rich kids to partake in drinking, dancing, shouting and possibly even copulating. I didn’t look closely enough to confirm the latter.
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