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Exploration in Northwest Argentina, March-April, 2011 
George Wooten 

 
Many thanks to Pacific Biodiversity Institute 

for supporting this endeavor 
 
This report is a synopsis of my personal impressions of an exploratory trip to northwest Argentina talem 
by six volunteers from Pacific Biodiversity Institute, headquartered in Winthrop, Washington, USA. Our 
route followed the bright green line in the map below. 

 
Elevation map of our travel route in northwest Argentina (green), showing provinces (gray outlines), 
camps (aqua triangles) and major peaks (pink triangles) over 6,000 meters elevation in Catamarca 
Province. 
 
I have a lasting impression of Northwest Argentina as a land of extremes. For example, Catamarca 
Province has half of the 20 highest peaks in the western hemisphere, all over 6,000 meters. The Cerro 
Galán resurgent caldera is the largest post-Miocene caldera in the Andes (35 km across). Pampas de los 
Guanacos is considered one of the world’s hottest town, with temperatures reaching 65 C (150 F) in the 
summer. 
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On the first day out, our route took us past a road sign reading, “Fin de la Tierra”, which was a correct 
assessment. En route, we were constantly challenged by the extreme conditions, so we never actually got 
very far into any of the big roadless areas that were our original destination. Nature sent us floods, 
landslides, snowstorms, wind storms, stinging pumice, sand dunes, thin air, thick snakes, dense jungles, 
and multitudes of insects, spiders, tarantulas, and flocks of birds so numerous that driving was impaired. 
So actually our journey only went to the beginning of the End of the Earth. 
 
We started our journey in the suburbs of San Miguel de Tucuman. To get to Tucuman required a 17 hour 
plane ride from Seattle to Buenos Aires, followed by a sleeper bus ride to Tucuman. Much of the 
northeastern Argentina looks like Iowa, with big farms and silos, so it was easy to catch some sleep on the 
bus. At Tucuman, it still doesn’t feel very different from Washington state. The suburb of Yerba Buena is 
a bustling town with lots of outdoor cafes, bicyclists, joggers and a backdrop of misty mountains, kind of 
like Bellingham. We stayed at Posada Arcadia with a gracious host, Marta. 
 

  
 
At Tucuman, I met Peter, Emily and Nick. Emily is a mapping specialist who lives in Santiago, Chile. 
Nick is a Canadian Biologist who recently emigrated to Cordoba, Argentina.  
 
At Tucuman we recharged for a couple days to prepare ourselves. Nick returned to Cordoba to rent a car 
with high clearance and in the meantime we took the opportunity to meet with Alejandro Brown, a 
notable Conservation Biologist who works with Pro Yungas, a Conservation Group working to preserve 
the Yungas rainforest that extends along the edge of the mountains. 
 
Then we had a lucky break. The sun came out. Normally the summer rainy season ends in March, but this 
year the weather was unusually wet. This posed many challenges throughout our trip, but on the good side 
it produced a desert bloom that allowed us to see many species that would normally be dormant. 
 

San Javier Trail in the Yungas cloudforest 
Emily, Peter and I took advantage of the rare sun and hiked into the Yungas cloudforest on the San Javier 
trail. The Southern Andean Yungas forest contains multi-canopy humid evergreen rainforests, sub-
tropical seasonal forests and cloud-covered pastures. The Yungas forest occupies a narrow ecological 
band along the east edge of the Andes from Venezuela to Northwest Argentina. Precipitation is high with 
seasonally persistent cloud cover. The ecosystem includes premontane seasonal forests, montane tropical 
forests, upper temperate montane forests, fog grasslands and Andean grasslands. 
 
The weather was hot and humid, but we made it to the top, passing dozens of local joggers on our way up. 
The vegetation was a jungle, primarily of deciduous trees, but most of the vascular epiphytes were 
evergreen. The climate doesn’t freeze here, so tropical species are mixed with temperate species. Older 
trees were draped with multitudes of epiphytes including bromeliads and even pendant cacti, along with 
many lichens, mosses and liverworts. In addition to many strange new species, we saw a few familiar 
trees including a species of walnut and groves of alders. 
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Calchaquies Pass 
When Nick returned, we all began our expedition, heading west into the sunset, getting as far as 
Calchaquies Pass, where we camped under some old trees near some ancient ruins. The pass was 
exploding in blooms in full fall display, aided by the recent storms. I was surprised to see ferns and cacti 
growing together. Generally, ferns are plants of high humidity and cacti are plants of arid lands. As it 
turns out, this area was both humid and arid. Very strange. 
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Amaicha del Valle 
Dropping down from the pass, we transitioned into midmontane shrub-cactus habitats near Amaicha del 
Valle, dominated by large saguaro-like cacti in the genus Trichocereus. We drove all day, with a stop in 
Santa Maria for lunch and supplies, which included a visit to the carniceria. Meat is a large part of the 
Argentine diet. Our campouts would include asados, or slowly grilled steak dinners. The mild elevation 
sickness of the morning was cured by cafe con leche and a chaser of soda water, which is customary in 
Argentina, and really improves the coffee aftertaste, in my opinion. 
 
The rest of the afternoon was spent in a long drive south between the mountain ranges in an area that 
vaguely resembled the Southwestern US. The ground was sand and gravel and the vegetation was 
dominated by a close relative of creosote bush. The pea family was also prominent. Near sunset, we 
headed north toward the small town of Villa Vil that has some hot springs. The hot springs had recently 
been buried in flood deposits, so we opted to camp on a powerline road above the town. Our campsite 
was located where we spotted Zorro, a.k.a. the Andean fox, culpeo, or guará (Lycalopex culpaeus, 
formerly Zorro colorado). He doesn’t have a facial mask but he does have a black-tipped tail. 
 

  
 

  
 

Villa Vil 
In the morning, we could not believe our eyes. We were camped right next to one of the world’s most 
beautiful waterfalls, but it wasn’t even on the map. The Eden-like quality of the area was enhanced by the 
fact that the waterfall was in full flood stage, but this also meant that the road north was blocked by flood 
waters just ahead.  
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Peter asked me if it felt like I was in South America. Actually, it felt so different that I have no reference 
point to compare this with anything remotely familiar. It could have been another planet. From working 
with the satellite images I thought this was going to be a desert crossed by dry arroyos, but instead, there 
were a lot more plants and a lot less bare ground. Our campsite was the home of many different ants, 
including leaf cutters, which one thinks of as being jungle species. And the large cacti were covered in 
dozens of epiphytic lichens and bromeliads. There were arid species like mesquite (called algarrobo); 
some of the groves were old growth. Instead of being arid, the part of the Villa Vil valley that we visited 
would be better described as a verdant wetland complex, cloaked in fog and rain. 
 
The road north of Villa Vil is the only road between the two huge roadless areas to the north, that are 
dominated by volcanoes, lava flows and salt playas. We had hoped to hike into Laguna Blanca Park near 
Volcan Galán, a large resurgent caldera which is visible as a circular ring in the map at the beginning of 
this report. This volcano last erupted about 2 million years ago, followed by dome building and tilting of 
the overlying sediments that led to the formation of the present-day waterfall. But since the road was 
blocked by flood waters just a little way north of our campsite, we had to change our entire itinerary from 
this point forward.  
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Taton Cemetery at Midnignt 
Our next camp was reached by an all-day drive through sandy, sparsely vegetated creosote bush 
shrublands. We forded many streams, which often required getting out of the car and finding a shallow 
passage. Once again we were confronted by a verdant landscape unlike anything we had imagined from 
looking at satellite images in GoogleEarth. We pressed on into the night, passing an immense religious 
statue on the way to Taton, a town famous for its walnut groves. In the darkness, it was hard to tell what 
we were driving through, but the full moon glistened across a silvery plain. Our questions were soon 
answered by a flat tire. Like American car rentals, of course there was no wrench to get the locking spare 
tire loose, so there we were - stranded in a sea of sand dunes! 
 
After many cell phone calls, most of which didn’t get through (we did reach Aileen in Washington state), 
we were able to reach the rental operator. But just then, the lights of a truck bore down on us and pulled 
up to see what the gringos were up to. Getting out a box of tools, they hammered and pried for about a 
half hour until the spare tire was safely mounted, and then they headed off into the moonlight. 
Throughout our trip, the Argentine hospitality was always evident. 
 
We camped nearby in the only place that looked solid, which turned out in the morning light to be a 
cemetery. Where he put up his tent, Nick found a piece of very old looking pottery, which he imagined to 
be pre-Columbian and I imagined to be his imagination, but later it turned out he was probably right. In 
fact pre-Columbian pottery and ruins turned up at almost every campsite. 
 

   
 

    
 

Taton Dunes 
On our first day at Taton, Peter and I took a hike while Nick and Emily got the tire fixed. The dunes at 
Taton are immense and we decided to stay a second night to study the dunes more closely. In the pictures 
above, the leftmost picture on the second row shows mountains with a large white patch draping the 
summits. From that vantage we couldn’t tell if it was sand or snow. If you guessed it is snow you would 
be incorrect.  
 
When we got into the dunes we became familiar with a flat little sand pea with leaves that hug the ground 
very tightly and we also saw a cigar-shaped cactus camouflaged to look like a rock. We found the most 
common plant defense to be spiny leaves and branches, a characteristic which becomes ubiquitous as the 
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environment becomes harsher to the west. Here, we were still at the edge of the clouds, and so there were 
still some unarmed plants. 
 
The mountains seem to be very old here. The valleys are piled high with heaps of well-eroded boulders, 
some of which are sand-polished by the wind. Some of the foothills are the remains of older valley 
bottoms composed of sediments from even older mountains now eroded away. The erosion patterns made 
interesting color patterns of waves of dark and light dune materials, sort of like a Bev Doolittle painting. 
On our second night at Taton, Nick made a delicious smoked eggplant dinner, while we were entertained 
by a giant walking stick insect with bulging eyes. 
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Canyon Camp 
After leaving Taton, we traveled west a short distance across the valley to the next mountain range. We 
forded several streams until we reached one that was too big to cross and this was our campsite, in the 
foothills of a huge mountain range at the confluence of two large rivers.  
 
We all took a hike the next day. Nick and I followed a rocky valley to the top of the hill above us, while 
Peter and Emily went out to explore the river. 
 
On the way up the hill, Nick and I passed many strange and unusual cacti and bromeliads clinging to the 
canyon walls. Wherever there were steep gravelly slopes the mountains turned out to be clothed in a 
ground-covering bromeliad instead of soil. We found pools of water in the canyon bedrock (tinahas) that 
were hatching frogs and toads. On top, we were lucky to see several Andean condors and a Southern 
Viscacha (Lagidium viscacia), a yellowish hare-like rodent in the Chinchillidae. 
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Punta de Agua 

On our second day at Canyon Camp we visited some nearby tributaries and hiked upstream from the road 
end. There were several small settlements in this valley, of which Punta de Agua may be the largest, 
however it only had a couple small stores and a school. Driving up each tributary involved fording rivers. 
Most of the rivers were chocolaty brown arroyos in flood stage, however a few coming out of the higher 
mountains were crystal clear. Much of the erosion and sediment transport must be seasonal. 
 
We had a morning hike upstream from Punta de Agua, but in the afternoon, we were unable to get across 
the river at Cienaga, and so we took down contact information of some local horse packers who might be 
able to pack us in to the north at some future date. They carried cell phones and talked through mouthfuls 
of coca, both of which are normal here. On the way back we saw our second tinamu. I would describe 
these birds as a cross between a ruffed grouse and a roadrunner. Three different species occur in 
Argentina. 
 
We spent another night at Canyon Camp and then awoke early to return to Fiambala. But after fording 
several braids in the main river we ran into a channel that had risen too high to drive across. We were 
stranded on an island in the middle of a broad braided river channel. Peter soon realized that this was the 
type of river that was naturally changing courses all the time and we might be able to move the river into 
the shallow channel behind us that we had just forded.  
 
Copying the methods we saw at an irrigation flume at Punta de Agua, we started by placing a couple 
rocks in the shallow water above a point bar. Working this dam up river, we created a funnel that would 
divert the flow. Then we removed a few boulders blocking the new channel and hydraulics did the rest. I 
was so involved in the operation, I didn’t notice the old channel was much smaller until Emily came up 
and congratulated us on our good work moving the river. 
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The Puna 
We reserved a room at a hotel in Fiambala and then drove to Las Grutas, the customs station at the 
Chilean border. Although this is a paved highway, few people were on it. At the pass we had a 
commanding view of the volcano of Nevado San Francisco standing at 6,016 m (19,738 ft). Our elevation 
on the highway was 4,047 meters, and I was feeling a number of effects from lack of oxygen, including 
dizzyness and headaches. But the trip was worth it because we got to see a lot of wildlife, including 
guanacos, hundreds of vicunas, Andean condors, Andean flamingos, frogs, and an amazing diversity of 
plants, all set in a backdrop of otherworldly mountains and clear blue sky. This is the only place I know of 
where lichens are scarce - can you guess why? 
 
This area is referred to as the Central Andean Puna, or Altiplano, and it consists of intermountain 
mountains, valleys and salt playas within the widest part of the Andes. Vegetation is dominated by sparse 
spiny shrubs and dwarf shrubs. The shrubs here are all strange looking, with tiny leaves and many 
variations of thorns, spines and/or prickles. A golden-colored bunchgrass that was growing at the highest 
elevations turned the high mountains into pure gold, creating a surreal landscape. 
 
Wetlands (called vegas) are common along this road, but they only occupy a small part of the landscape 
in the valley bottoms. Most vegas are salty or alkaline, as evidenced by white rings. The largest complex 
is next to a new hotel and museum. We also saw burros here, as well as a few cows, at 3,000 meters 
elevation. 
 
At the end of the day, we had begun to acclimate to the elevation, so we returned to Fiambala to meet 
with Bruce and Karen, also from Washington state, and return the next day. 
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Back to the Puna 
That night we met Bruce and Karen in Fiambala and the next day we all headed to camp at a public 
fishing spot at 3,000 meters elevation. The fish are non-native brown trout from Europe. We had a short 
hike into a vega that supported a swift moving, clear stream. We got close-up looks at a number of dwarf 
shrubs and dwarf cacti. Shrubs often have a hemispheric or conic form, which results from a combination 
of wind shearing, animal browsing and adaptive growth patterns. 
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A longer hike in Puna 
After a brief warm up hike, we set up camp and set off for a hike to high ground. But although we were 
fine at 3,000 meters, some of us were still not acclimated to 4,000 meters elevation, so we split into two 
groups, the more extreme hikers and the less extreme hikers. Nick, Emily and I opted to be merely 
extreme and explore a road that we hoped would be a shortcut to Ojos del Salado, but it was just a dead 
end. We hiked up into a box canyon against warm winds we estimated to be 60 mph. The weather was 
hot,  but the wind and sun balanced each other out, heat-wise. We were even able to take a swim, but 
changing clothes was difficult because blowing pumice sand stung our bare skin and threatened to steal 
our clothes. 
 
We were unable to get very far up the valley, but we learned a lot about the geology and the plants. The 
rocks here are all polished as smooth as glass by the blowing sand and pumice, and thus they tend to be 
free of lichens as well. Rocks are scattered willy-nilly across the ground except in deep sand dunes. The 
sand dunes are held together by a plant we called “leather leaf”, which is the only plant that doesn’t have 
prickles or spines. Sadly it is the one plant that the one or two cows up here can eat and that is likely to 
change the vegetation when the dunes are no longer anchored.  
 
We finally found lichens growing on the lee side of the bedrock outcrops. Apparently the wind always 
blows the same way. The vegetation is composed of scattered prickly, gnarled shrubs and very few 
herbaceous plants that appear to be annuals able to germinate and flower in a short time. Herbaceous 
perennials are few, except for grasses. But even the grasses are prickly, and they will give you a rash if 
you brush against any of them. 
 
After the hike we found the other extreme hikers and returned to our campsite at 3,000 meters. The wind 
roared ferociously all night, ripping the fly off my tent and causing vivid dreams and little sleep. We were 
literally “blown away” by the experience. You can get an idea of the force of the wind by linking to the 
following video filmed in this canyon. The wind completely drowned out my voice so the sound is filled 
in with music instead. 
http://www.okanogan1.com/videos/index.htm 
 

   
 

   
 

http://www.okanogan1.com/videos/index.htm
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Tinogasta Camp 
Near Tinogasta, we found wild potatoes, wild gourds, many species of cacti, and colorful shards of 
pottery. 
 

    
 

     
 

   
 

Belen 
Just east over the mountains from Tinogasta, the climate becomes more humid. The shrubs grow taller 
and many herbs begin to fill in the understory vegetation. We visited with a farmer, who proudly showed 
us his gardens and his livestock, which included turkeys, goats and chickens. Near Belen we visited 
Shincal, the southernmost outpost of the Incas. Although excavation has only recently begun, visitors can 
follow stone stairs up pyramidal hills, and see the process of reconstruction of walls and buildings.  
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After leaving Belen, we drove back to Tucuman, camping one night along the road near Piedra Larga. On 
the way, we tried to find some horse packers to arrange a future trip. By chance, we stumbled into a huge, 
pristine, lowland wetland. We were surprised to find this habitat in such good condition, since it was 
easily accessible to vehicles and potentially, irrigation withdrawals. We spent an hour at the wetland 
identifying birds and plants. The wetland was a reminder that wild places are rapidly disappearing from 
the earth. Our project seeks to protect large functional habitats while they are still intact and unroaded. 
Small isolated natural areas are more difficult to protect, because roads establish further developments 
that are difficult to reverse. 
 

The Chaco and then home 
 
The last few days of Argentine field exploration involved a trip to North Central Argentina taken by Nick 
and myself. Our destination was Copo National Park, dedicated to conservation of the fast vanishing 
Chaco ecosystem. The Chaco can be divided into the Dry Chaco (Chaco Seco), a xeric tropical 
forest/shrubland on alluvial soils; and the Humid Chaco (Chaco Húmedo), consisting of tropical humid 
forests, savannahs and bogs on alluvial soils. 
 
Our journey first took us north from Tucuman to Metan. Metan is set in the foothills of the Yungas forest, 
making it very green and beautiful. Unfortunately, we ran into a gas shortage beyond Metan and had to 
turn back to get gas, then stay the night at Metan. We found a cozy hotel and Italian-style food (Argentine 
food has roots in Italian cuisine). 
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The next day we drove until afternoon, when we ran into two Argentine veterinary biologists at a truck 
stop. These two were working on a project funded by the Conservation Land Trust and Douglas 
Thomkins. Called the Iberá Project, they are working in a consortium to patch together a conglomerate of 
public and private parks that will protect the Esteros del Iberá (Iberá wetlands). These wetlands occur in 
Corrientes province, Argentina, and northward into Paraguay. The wetlands are swamps, bogs, stagnant 
lakes, lagoons, and natural sloughs. They contain some of the last viable habitat for the giant anteater 
(Myrmecophaga tridactyla) and the Chaco peccary (Catagonus wagneri). One of the biologists, Tobias 
Strumas, told us that these species also occur in the chaco, that extends into the area of the Park we were 
visiting. They had just captured a live peccary that would be released in the Park the next day. They 
shared CDs of the Iberá project with us, along with email contact information.  
 
That night we made it to the National Park and stayed at a Ranger Station run by a woman named 
Daniella. She was familiar with this ecosystem and obviously loved her job, since it involved getting to 
see all the parks in Argentina over time. We had dinner together while listening to música folclórica. I 
stayed in a wooden bedroom with a real bed since my tent fly was ripped and unable to keep out roaming 
wildlife. I was concerned about snakes, spiders and insects, all of which were very common here (we saw 
seven snakes the next day). Despite the fact that the floor was seething with millions of tiny insects, and 
the air was so thick with flying insects that inhaling them was unavoidable, I reasoned that these critters 
were mostly interested in eating wood and each other, and slept well without so much as a single 
mosquito bite. 
 
The next day, Daniella took us on a personal tour of the forest where we saw signs of many different 
animals and learned to differtiate the two dominant plants here, quebracho blanco (Aspidosperma 
quebracho-blanco) and quebracho colorado (Schinopsis lorentzii). These two tree species are close 
relatives of mesquite. They are being logged to clear the land for crops, to make lumber, and to make 
charcoal. 
 
It wasn’t easy, but we drove around the entire park to record the locations of intact vegetation. At about 
10 pm, our car got stuck in the mud. But perseverance and Nick got it out in time to reserve a hotel and 
have dinner in nearby Pampas de los Guanacos. On the way we squeezed past a cattle truck buried to its 
axles in mud. This town is subtropical and we were informed that the temperature gets as high as 65 C 
(150 F) in the summer. And hot it was, which why everyone in town was getting their work done and 
conducting business at midnight. Lucky us, perfect timing. 
 
The next day was my last in northwest Argentina. It was a long day. Flooding had closed many roads and 
the detours were in bad shape. I was able to catch a 3 am bus from Cordoba to Tucuman. Buses run all 
day and all night, so I got a few ZZZs and had some time the next day to sight-see in Buenos Aires. A 
visit to Buenos Aires is a must when visiting Argentina. It is the capital of Argentina and birthplace of the 
tango. The buses all come and go from Retiro District, which has beautiful, broad boulevards and many 
opulent colonial buildings. 
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Archaeology 
 
During our explorations in northwest Argentina, we frequently saw ruins and remains of earlier cultures. 
Northwest Argentina was the southernmost outpost of the Incas for about 50 years, ending in the colonial 
period, so we saw historical artifacts from colonial, Inca and pre-Inca cultures. Ruins consisted of cliff 
dwellings and free standing structures that appear to have been modified by colonials. Pottery remains 
were common wherever we went. 
 

    
 
Conclusion 
 
This concludes my reprise of my trip to Northwest Argentina in 2011. Pacific Biodiversity Institute 
continues to work hard to map and protect the remaining wild areas in South America. We have now 
completed the first map of all large roadless areas on the continent, which you can view at this link: 
http://www.pacificbio.org/initiatives/latin_conservation.html 
 
If you enjoyed this essay you may want to consider participating in the South American Wildlands 
Conservation Initiative described in the link above, either as a funder or a volunteer. 

http://www.pacificbio.org/initiatives/latin_conservation.html

