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 G
ALLOPING at full pelt, with 
armadillo holes threatening 
to trip us up, we sped over hills 
interspersed with rocks, rivers, 
banks and drops steep enough to 
shock even a Hickstead veteran. I 

had no reason to worry. I knew my horse, who 
had carried me across so much of Patagonia, 
would look after me. 

Treble, an attractive skewbald, part-bred 

Criollo and Selle Français, would not look out 
of place in the smartest hunting field and was 
a dab hand in this terrain.

The ranch, Estancia “Huechahue”,  
covers more than 15,000 square acres and  
is on the doorstep of the Andes. The 
reason people come here on holiday, and 
return again and again, is for its camping 
expeditions. I was here in readiness for an 
eight-day riding adventure through Patagonia 
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and over the border into Chile. 
While at Huechahue, guests are welcome 

to muck in with the work on the estancia, 
looking after 350 Hereford cattle and  
helping the gauchos with their daily  
routines, which is how I found myself trying 
to round-up a stallion and his mistresses 
on a far corner of Jane Williams’ estate. In a 
“paddock” of 500 hectares, I experienced a 
“Bye, bye, London, I’m a gaucho now” moment 

— one of the many highlights of my stay.
This beautiful farm is situated 70km east 

of the ski resort town San Martin de los Andes 
in northern Patagonia. On arrival, I was 
welcomed by Jane, a fellow Brit who married 
into an Argentine family and who now owns 
and expertly manages Huechahue.

Jane is a remarkable horsewoman, with 
incredible strength, and a great hostess. The 
estancia revolves around horses and gaucho 

EMMA MCCALL embarks on a  
once-in-a-lifetime experience as  
she rides from Patagonia to Chile

 For five days we crossed the  
wild Patagonian plains. We 

pushed our way through dense 
forests then dropped down lava 
gorges into water meadows 

FEATURE TRAVEL SPECIAL 

Emma on Treble, a skewbald Criollo/Selle Français, one of Jane Williams’ 56 horses at Huechahue

Oxen are vital and effective transport for Chile’s 
lumbering industry  

The lush enclosed greenery of Chile is a strong 
contrast to the big open spaces in Patagonia 

Riding towards the Chilean border 
with Mount Lanin looming ahead
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● See page 114 for special classified section: 
four pages of riding holidays.
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life. Before I even reached my lodge on the first 
day, I was greeted by Dona, a mare who had 
the freedom of Jane’s gardens, and a medley of 
dogs, from a Jack Russell to a Great Dane.

I was not too worried about the riding, 
even though we faced five hours  a day in the 
saddle. By the seventh day — and the seventh 
hour in the saddle — I had proved the saying: 
“It gets worse before it gets better”. However, 
the tack is well designed for these lengthy 
stints, even if human bottoms are not. 

I had never seen a saddle like this before. 
It seemed to tower above the horse and be 
constructed of detachable layers: a wad of 
thick felt padding like a numnah, under a 
military wooden frame, some more felt, and, 
finally, a whole sheepskin on top, all kept on 
by two cinches (a pulley-style girth). 

By the end of the trip, I had nearly mastered 
the tacking up: bridle  
easy; but there was a 
knack to putting on 
the saddle. Riding 
in such extreme 
landscapes, amid 
Mount Etna-type 
drops, meant the 
gauchos were very 
conscientious about 
saddle-checking. Then, 
after each day’s ride, the usual ritual was 
observed — horses were untacked, washed off, 
fed and set free to graze.

On our first day at the estancia, we went on 
a short ride to watch the condors soar over the 
table-top mountains. Then we traversed up an 
incredibly steep, rocky mountain face — first 
on horseback, the last bit on foot (making us 
appreciate what the horses had to cope with) 
to enjoy the sunset, while sipping wine, from 
the peak. 

Returning to the heart of the farm under a 
blanket of stars, with the moon casting light 
on the grey horse in front of me, I put my faith 
in Treble as he picked his way through the 

rocky going in the dark.
Once we left the estancia and began our 

trek to Chile, it was apparent how far we were 
actually going to travel. From day one we were 
continually able to see our destination — or, at 
least the border of Chile, as it was marked by 
the volcano Lanin. It is one of many volcanos 
that dominate the scenery throughout 
the Andes, three-quarters of which lie in 
Argentina, the rest in Chile. 

It is said that these impressive peaks 
comprise the second most active volcanic area 
in the world. From the safe distance of 150km, 
it looked serene and silent but, as each day 
passed and we inched steadily closer, Lanin 
seemed to exert a growing magnetism over us.

We travelled as a group of 11 guests escorted 
by three gauchos and our main guide, half-
Argentine, half-Canadian Jessie Randall, who 

is a gaucho by summer 
and a ski instructor by 
winter. As we were an 
all-British party, very 
few of whom spoke 
Spanish, Jessie proved 
vital as an interpreter, 
especially when we 
arrived in Chile as 
our Chilean huasos 
(gaucho), Loth, had 

limited English.
Sporting his eccentric goat-skin chaps, 

Jessie shared his knowledge of the land, 
recounting myths, stories and traditions 
over endless glasses of wine, mate (traditional 
Argentina herbal tea) and whisky.

For five days we crossed the wide plains 
of Patagonia and it was incredible how the 
landscape varied — the vast openness is 
something photographs never seem to capture. 
We galloped along sandy tracks and pushed 
our way through dense forests, then, within 
the same day’s ride, we dropped down rocky 
lava-formed gorges into water meadows, 
disturbing ibis and plovers making their 
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unusual, honking clown-horn call. Wildlife was 
plentiful, from the odd glimpse of the guanaco 
(similar to a llama), deer and armadillos, to 
parrots and, on one occasion, puma tracks. 

As we neared Chile, the weather grew 
colder and the terrain steeper and denser, 
with forests of monkey puzzle trees, some 
up to 5,000 years old. On the fourth day, we 
encountered snow. 

It was Sod’s Law that the coldest part of  
the trip should fall on the one night we 
were not met by our support vehicle but 
pack horses carrying essentials — so we had 
tents and sleeping bags, but no thermo rests 
(sleeping mat). 

Jessie explained we would be sleeping 
as the gauchos do — using the saddle felt 
as a mattress, the seat the pillow and the 
sheepskin as another layer. Not exactly the 
height of comfort, but after a seven-hour ride, 
a gallon of red wine and a satisfying pasta 
supper we could have slept on bare rocks.

The trip calls for a reasonable standard 

of riding, as the land and distance covered 
is fairly demanding. However, fellow guest 
Gordon, a South African based in Yorkshire, 
demonstrated nerves of steel (and balls, too 
— testified by his passion for fly fishing in 
the freezing Alumine river for hours on end). 
Gordon had little riding experience bar a 
crash course in Ireland, but coped very well 
with the fast pace of his nimble, sometimes 
flighty, chestnut mare. (No one warned poor 
Gord it might not be the best idea to put on a 
flappy plastic anorak once on board!) 

Jean, a former organiser of the New Forest 
and Hampshire County Show, turned to me 
at a particularly steep ravine, and said: “I hate 
heights, they scare me to death. But I’m loving 
every minute of it.” 

By the end of the week, everyone’s riding 
confidence had grown. 

Chile was a totally different experience 
from Patagonia. Crossing the border controls, 
I felt guilty leaving Treble but excited to see 
what Chile would offer. We were met by a 

fantastic picnic lunch that extended even to 
flower arrangements, tablecloths and a swig 
of the local tipple, pisco sour. 

Our host, Loth, cared greatly for his ponies 
which, averaging between 13-14.2hh, were 
considerably smaller than Jane’s horses. 
Thelwellian visions of me on my pony 
Princessa amused my companions greatly. 

We were unlucky with the weather in Chile, 
with continual rain for three days. We stuck to 
the lower ground and ambled through small 
communities and villages, passing colourful 
smallholdings with stallions penned in 
orchards, and pigs and chickens roaming 
around small market gardens. 

The landscape this side of the Andes is more 
enclosed than the vast openness of Patagonia, 
with lush green pine forests, dense bamboo 
thickets and even some rolling grass fields 
that reminded me of English parkland. 

The pace was slower, too, which frustrated 
some members of the group. Adrian, a 
restaurant owner who was fond of speedy 
outbursts, soon realised “the main focus  
here is the scenery”. 

The tack was also different. The stirrups, 
unlike British and Argentine metal stirrups, 
were shoe-shaped — or, in my case, a wooden 
clog which fitted half the foot. Our steeds, 
however small, coped well and, not unlike 
British native ponies, were built like an ox. 
Talking of which, we passed pairs of oxen carts 
hauling out logs from the forests.

At Curra Rahue we swapped mats for a real 
bed, cold rivers for hot showers and enjoyed 
daily “asados” along the way (South American 
barbecues, usually with beef). A dip in the 
natural hot springs at Panqui was restorative, 
as well as relaxing, after a total of some 40 
hours in the saddle covering over 280km. 

But this holiday is not just about the riding. 
It’s an adventure that gives you a sense of 
achievement, a real journey on which you 
experience new lifestyles and cultures.

“I feel rather desolate at the idea of leaving,” 
said one companion, and I felt the same.

Now I’m back to reality, I can only pine 
for those afternoon siestas curled up in my 
sheepskin. H&H

■ EMMA travelled with Wild & Exotic.  
Trans-Andes rides take place November 
through to February; prices start from 
£2,150. Estancia holidays are also available 
May to September, prices vary 
What to wear: the best way to dress is in 
layers. Throughout the day, weather and 
climate can change dramatically so pack 
waterproofs and thermals. Non-seamed 
jodhpurs and jeans are the most comfortable 
for riding, as the sheepskin can rub after long 
stints in the saddle
What to take: a scarf to wrap round the neck 
to cover the lower part of your face. This is a 
vital piece of kit due to the windburn and dust. 
Collapsible water bottles are a good idea, too
Other activities: aside from riding, guests at 
Huechahue can fish, swim, raft, bird watch 
and go stalking for boars
■ Flights, which are not included in the 
holiday price, can be arranged through the 
company. Tel: 01439 748401  
www.wildandexotic.co.uk

COST AND DATES

Our main guide: Argentine-Canadian Jessie 
Randall sporting his eccentric goat-skin chaps

Fashion statement? Chilean clog stirrups may not 
be the height of comfort but win extra style points

Meat eaters’ heaven. There’s always plenty of 
barbecued steak and the local tipple on offer

The garden gnomes are different in Patagonia. Jane’s horses are free to roam around the guesthouses

Hacking through the Patagonian water meadows by the River Alumine — the habitat for the local birdlife, ibis and plovers, with their haunting calls

 Under a blanket of stars, with 
the moon casting light on the grey 
horse in front of me, I put my faith 

in Treble as he picked his way 
through the rocks 


