


orro is an inspired name for a horse. Especially when you're

slumped around a campfire deep in Argentine Patagonia and

the mount in question has just carried you halfway across the

Andes. Only an hour before, Zorro and | and our posse of riders
had been galloping across the pampas towards our evening camp beside a
willow-lined river under a rocky plateau sacred to the local Mapuche Indians.

All day we had been mesmerised by the Lanin Volcano, a snow-mantled
deity towering over the rolling uplands. But now our thoughts had turned
to our bellies and after unsaddling our horses with the help of Juan and
Marcelino, our gauchos,
and tearing off our
dust-covered boots and
chaps, we were in turn
hypnotised by the sizzle
and spit of a traditional
Argentine ‘asado’, a side
of beef cooked over the open fire.

We were realising what for many of us had been a long-standing
ambition: to ride over the Andes on horseback. Although — as the condor
flies — the distance from our starting point at Estancia Huechahue
(pronounced Way-Cha-Way) near the town of San Martin de Los Andes
in northern Patagonia to Huife in the Chilean Lake District was only 70
miles, our meandering route over the ground covered more than 200 miles,
climbing and descending up to 3,000ft in a day.

Although under canvas and dependent on the freezing embrace of the

snow-fed rivers for our ablutions, we never wanted for life’s essentials in
this remote part of the world as our hosts went before us, setting up camp
and caring for the horses. Every night was party night under the bright stars
of the southern hemisphere with a waxing moon, an upside-down Orion
and the Southern Cross to light our way back to our tents in the early hours.
Our group of 12 riders had bonded quickly. The glue was our shared
passion for horses, adventure and the world's wilderness cultures. But we
were also a satisfyingly eclectic band. At one end of the spectrum was Penny,
an endurance rider, game for anything from plunging into the limpid waters
of an extinct volcano to
draining a pig's bladder
of wine at a single sitting.
At the other was Cowboy
Pete, my tent partner,
complete with nipple-ring,
an anarchic sense of
humour and the best line in leather equine accoutrements since Billy the Kid.
The rhythm of our days lent a pattern to our lives for our ten days on
horseback. In Argentina, where we neck-reined Gaucho-style mounted on
wide saddles with multiple numnahs and sheepskin covers, we covered
the most ground as we cantered and galloped over the pampas. In Chile,
where we were met at the border with fresh horses, we quickly adapted
to a different style of riding in the steep cordilleras. The Chilean horses,
descended from Andalusian stock brought over by the conquistadores, had
shorter necks and were sensitive to the slightest touch of the leg.
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Richard Madden rode across the Andes
with In The Saddle (01299 272997,
www.inthesaddle.co.uk) who specialise

in adventure riding holidays around the
world for riders of all levels.

The ten-day ride from San Martin de
Los Andes in Argentina to Huife in the
Chilean Lake District costs from £1,675
(ride only) and from £2,765 (15 days ex-
London) including flights, accommodation
and camping, meals and drinks on the
ride, transfers and one night in Buenos
Aires. Riders need to be under 90kg and
experienced riders capable of sustained
trotting and long canters through variable
terrain.




