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Puna de Atacama, Chile
Simon Fraser
Pho£Ographs 63-64

Walking alone in the Puna de Atacama at 5200m, shortly before dawn, I vaguely
recalled the words of Anders Bolinder: In this high altitude desert, the predominant
feeling is one ofutter loneliness; distances grow beyond all known dimensions . ... Now
as I plodded across stony wastes in a grey twilight, amidst a vast desiccated
wilderness of rocks and pulverised dust, I could appreciate what he meant.
Indeed it was his article in Mountain World 1966/67 which had inspired me to visit
these remote mountains, the highest volcanoes on earth, situated on the Chile
Argentine frontier at latitude 2TS. But on this dark, cold morning of 4 March,
1984, I longed to escape from the empty and desolate Puna and to enjoy a more
congenial environment. However, by 0630 I had reached the foot of my chosen
objective, Nevado El Muerto, 6470m. The route led upwards easily and my
depression vanished with the rising sun which now caught the lofty summits of
Nevado de Tres Cruces, 6630m, some 30km to the west and began to flood the
magnificent landscape with light. A narrowing rocky ridge rose from the desert
and merged with steep compact slopes of white pumice, followed by snowfields
leading to a col at 6250m. The soft powder snow was chillingly cold as my pace
slowed with the altitude. From the col, a final steep scramble up rocks and
unconsolidated snow brought me to the summit, a level plateau of wind-scoured
snow with several rock outcrops protruding as on a wintry gritstone moor. It had
first been climbed in 1950, and again in 1979. Above 6000m in the Puna it was
always windy and today was no exception as a Puna gale whipped over the summit
from the west. Twenty kilometres to the NE rose the majestic bulk of Incahuasi,
661Om, where a pre-Columbian ruin was discovered on the summit in 1913.

The huge wilderness ofdesert highlands stretched in all directions, windswept,
frigid and totally inhospitable. Under a great vault of blue sky, I gazed across one
of the most arid, desolate and least known regions of the Andes where the
numerous quebradas (ravines) and escarpments far below were now dwarfed by
distance into an abstracted canvas of different hues and tones of ochre, brown,
red and grey. The sombre desert colours contrasted brilliantly with the white
icing of the high peaks, enhanced again by the deep blue above. It was a spacious
landscape that seemed as vast and as hostile as the polar plateau, and had none of
the intimate feeling of other ranges where compact groups of peaks and valleys
lend a sense of proportion and scale and where the mountaineer descends to
water, warmth, vegetation and, in many places, humanity. Here it was stark,
immense and empty.

After lingering on the summit until 1130 photographing the panorama and the
neighbouring Nevado Ojos del Salado, 6885m, the second highest peak in the
Americas, I descended by the same route and before long was wearily crossing
sandy ridges, stream beds and deep quebradas in the teeth of a relentless wind
which howled around the gnarled rock outcrops resembling huge iron nuggets.
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The Atacarna desert of N Chile is the driest place on earth. The Puna de
Atacama, averaging 4000m in altitude, forms the highest part of this desert, a
lofty tableland of jumbled hills, naked rocks, gravel and salt deposits, with
numerous isolated snow-capped peaks. The main problems in approaching these
peaks are the desert's completely uninhabited character and the scarcity of water.
Technical climbing difficulties are few and oflittle interest to the modern climber,
who is naturally attracted by the fine climbing to be had in Patagonia and Peru.
But even today the desolation of the Atacama poses logistic problems and long
and tiring approach marches to get to the peaks. Indeed Professor Arnold Heim
wrote in 1953: 'Except for the few topographers, who were charged at about the
turn of the century with surveying the frontier areas of the Puna, and desperate
bands of smugglers, the district is so far as possible avoided'. One might well ask,
'why go there?' Lord Conway's comment sums it up: 'Amongst the strange scenes
there are in the world, the scenery of the Puna de Atacama counts as one of the
most striking and wonderful'.

The first modern explorer of this strange world was Waiter Penck, who was
employed by the Argentine Government from 1912 to 1914 to make a geo
graphical and geological survey of the Puna. The next climbers to visit the area
were members of the Second Polish Andes Expedition 1936-1937. In two and a
half months of exploration the four climbers ascended eleven peaks exceeding
6000m, including first ascents of Nevado Pissis, 6780m (the third highest peak in
America), Nevado de Tres Cruces, 6630m, and Nevado Ojos del Salado, 6885m,
on 26 February 1937. They discovered a large active crater at c, 6500m on Ojos del
Salado, carried out various scientific studies, and made a number of archae
ological discoveries. Ojos del Salado was climbed for the second time in February
1956 by the Austro-Swedish Atacama Expedition. A Chilean party reached the
summit about the same time and claimed a height of more than 7000m from
aneroid measurements, A subsequent American Alpine Club expedition led by
Adams Carter established its exact height at 6885.5m which is now universally
accepted. Aconcagua, 600km to the south, is slightly higher at 6960m. Argentine
climbers also began to take an interest in the Puna de Atacarna during the 1950s
and made the fourth ascent of the highest peak. Since then, climbers of various
nationalities have occasionally visited the area to climb and make archaeological
finds.

It is now known that a number of high Andean peaks were climbed and
occupied in pre-Columbian times by Indians who left behind shrines and shelters
on or near summits. The area of these ascents stretches from Arequipa in Peru as
far south as the Elqui valley in Chile. These volcanic peaks have a very high
permanent snowline, averaging c. 5800m and the highest archaeological site in
the world is on the summit of Llullaiyaco, 6732m, first ascended in modern times
in 1952. With numerous high peaks to their credit, it is fair to say that the
Quechuas of southern Peru, the Aymaras of Bolivia and the Atacamenan.s of
northern Chile were the world's first mountaineers, th'ough their ascents have
been relatively unmentioned in mountaineering history books. The first to
discover Indian shrines on Andean summits were treasure hunters and it was not
in their interests to record their findings. The first to report a discovery was
Francisco J. San Roman, a Chilean who climbed several volcanoes between
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1883 and 1889. Conway also reported an Inca burial on Chachani in Peru in 1901,
but not much attention was paid to Indian sites until 1954 when an Inca mummy
was found near the top of Cerro Plomo, 5430m, a peak east of Santiago, some
distance south of the Puna de Atacama. This initiated a considerable interest in
the subject and new sites are being found every year. At least 35 summits over
5000m are now known to have been ascended along a 2500km sector of the Andes,
the majority probably in the period 1400 to 1550.

Cerro Plomo was also my first introduction to mountaineering in Chile. In
Santiago I contacted some local climbers and enjoyed the Chilean equivalent of a
weekend in N Wales: a romp up a moderately high Andean peak. The first night
we camped at 3500m at the end of a dirt road above the winter ski slopes,
completely bare of snow in February. Saturday provided an exhilarating walk in
gale force winds across arid mesas, with the high Andes in front of us and a cloud
sea below covering Santiago. We camped at 4200m below the glacier of Cerro
Plomo. It was bitterly cold and a shallow stream beside the camp was frozen solid
by morning. The next day, Sunday, we reached the whaleback summit after a
hard struggle with the altitude, to be rewarded by a stupendous view of the
central Andes, dominated by Aconcagua and Tupungato, 6550m. After a long
descent and walkout we were back at 600m in the heat and dust of Santiago by
Monday morning. The close proximity of empty mountains and bustling city
made a striking contrast but climbing and trekking are not yet popular pastimes
in this long country with its 4000km of mountains. Even so it seemed incredible
that a virtual wilderness existed within sight of the capital city.

It was difficult to obtain reliable information in Santiago about the Puna de
Atacama and, in particular, Ojos del Salado. Everybody said it was the wrong
season and impossible to climb because of the formidable invierno boliviano, the
dreaded 'Bolivian winter' that swept down from the north. This was slightly
puzzling as it was now the southern summer although admittedly it was the rainy
season in Bolivia. The only solution was to go there and try it.

I travelled the 1000km to El Salvador, a copper mining town at 2400m in the
Atacama where I joined forces with Gary Grubb, an American I had met in
Patagonia a few weeks earlier. There is no public transport beyond El Salvador, so
short of having one's own vehicle or hiring one at great expense in Copiapo, the
only way to travel high into the Puna is to make local contacts. El Salvador has
nothing whatever to offer the tourist but the inhabitants are very hospitable and
friendly and the mining engineers and police went out of their way to help us as
soon as they knew our intentions. They arranged transport for us to a frontier
outpost at the vast salt pan of Salar de Maricunga, 150km from El Salvador and
3800m above sea level. The engineers took us first to La Ola where valuable
mountain water is stored and then piped 100km to the copper mines. Here we
were relieved of our precious salami by a hungry dog who consumed our entire
supply in the time it took us to drink a cup ofcoffee. It was probably the best meal
he had ever had, and had actions been permitted to speak louder than words, it
would probably have been his last. The police picked us up here and took us to
Maricunga. The Argentine border was another 90km to the east. It was a
stunning landscape of huge distances, scudding clouds, howling winds and at
night eerie lightning flashes on distant horizons. The mornings brought still air and
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deep silence, and the absence of wind transformed mere vastness into
immeasurable void and played games with the senses. It was the perfect setting
for Frank Herbert's 'Dune' and only needed the appearance of sandworms to
change fantasy into reality.

The five carabineros were a friendlY bunch who made us welcome in their
remote outpost whilst we acclimatized for a couple ofdays. Theirs was a quiet sort
of life, playing dominoes and quoits, sleeping, eating and trying to fight off
comatose boredom during their month long stretch of duty. I think they were
pleased we had come.

Arnoldo was in charge at Maricunga, an expansive character whose antics
quickly earned him the sobriquet 'Benny Hill'. Arnoldo and his mate Luis,
ostensibly on a routine border patrol, gave us a lift in their Toyota Landcruiser to
the base of Ojos del Salado. The journey took us up the Colorado valley where
Arnoldo picked some ehaehacoma for us, a medicinal plant that helps to relieve
soroehe (mountain sickness). There was a rushing stream and lush grass, a
fountain of life set like a green jewel in the wasteland, but the spirit of the
Atacama is one of emptiness and sterility with only the faintest traces of man. A
few shrines on remote mountain tops from ancient sun worshippers, that is all.

We crossed the Colorado pass, 4580m, and saw some guanaco at a great
distance, grazing some sparse hillsides. Beyond was a flat, waterless desert from
where we had our first views of the Ojos del Salado group. Leaving the eamino
international behind (a dirt track leading to Argentina), we set off cross-country,
and here the 4-wheel drive Landcruiser came into its own. The vehicle lurched up
a barren quebrada, climbing ever higher into the Puna. At 5200m at the base of the
final uplift of Ojos del Salado we reached a refugio erected by members of the
University of Atacama at Copiap6 in 1982. Arnoldo and Luis then returned to
Maricunga, having agreed to pick us up in ten days time.

The refugio was spartan, but gave shelter from the wind and we spent five
nights there acclimatizing and climbing up to 6000m to get a closer view of the
peaks, where unusual glaciers and formations of needle-like neve penitentes slid
between sandy ridges. With negligible technical difficulties, the peaks were
simply a test of fitness and acclimatization, given good weather. Near the refugio
in shallow valleys there were more snow pinnacles up to 6m in height, eroded by
sun and wind into fantastic shapes. The sight of these white fangs growing out of
the sand dunes and stretching down for hundreds of metres added yet another
strange feature to this bizarre landscape and made some exciting photographic
subjects. Our water supply was a hole dug in the sand which filled up with water
seeping beneath the arid surface. To our amazement it was soon colonised by
some tiny insects, but their origin remained a mystery. The only other living
thing we saw was a crested cara-cara which appeared a couple of times.

We moved up to a camp at 5900m, and the next day, 26 February, made a
reconnaissance to try and determine which of three peak~ visible from the camp
was the highest point. We reached a summit of e. 6300m and then decided to
continue climbing to the crater rim where we saw several smoking fumaroles and
solfatara activity. It was an incredibly clear day and despite strong winds and poor
snow conditions and windslab we reached the W summit of the group which may
have been the 6720m subsidiary peak climbed by the Poles in 1937. The views
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were superb in every direction but because of the cold we soon set off down.
There was an exhausting descent in wind-crusted powder snow, where we sank
deeply through a brittle crust, making every step downward a huge and
exasperating effort. The next day was a rest day though I reconnoitred a route to
the NW flank of what we now knew to be the main peak, and walked up a couple
of 6000m viewpoints above the glacier before snow squalls obscured the sur
roundings.

On 28 February we attempted the Ojos del Salado in reasonably clear weather
but a very cold wind, and made steady progress up the NW flank. At 6500m the
weather rapidly closed in and the drift started rising. We continued up a shoulder
to c. 6700m, below the great summit buttress but as it was almost blowing a
blizzard we stopped for 20 minutes to see if it would clear. It did not, but we
decided to press on, traversing what seemed to be a shallow crater and up huge
boulders covered in deep powder snow in which we floundered up to our waists.
Struggling up a gully north of the summit buttress we reached a ridge at 6840m
where conditions were rapidly deteriorating. We were at a notch on a narrow
arete, 40m below the highest point. Exposed rocks led up into the murk but the
wind was roaring up the couloir with great for~e and threatening to blow us off the
mountain. By now we were caked in ice, our eyelashes were freezing together and
further obscuring the visibility and we could not feel our hands and feet. We were
lightly equipped and it seemed judicious to descend whilst we were still able to, so
we slithered back down the gully and regained the NW flank and descended on
bearings, emerging from the storm at 6000m. Back at the tent we had a brew and
then struck camp and descended to the refugio, thicker air and better appetites.
Our disappointment at failing so close to success was slightly dissipated by the
knowledge that this supposedly easy giant had given us a good run for our money.
No doubt the Ojos del Salado, the 'Eyes of the Salt Plains', twinkled at the retreat
of the two puny intruders.

The temperatures had now dropped considerably and the west wind never
stopped. We thawed out and licked our wounds. Gary's fingers and toes were
frostnipped in the storm and remained numb for several weeks, whilst for some
reason my tongue was nearly raw, making it difficult to eat, curries being
particularly troublesome. There was no time left to make another summit
attempt and as only 40m of the route remained untrodden, there was not much
inclination either. But on the day of our expected pick up, nobody came and the
drone of the wind remained our sole companion. On the third day we were still
waiting, so whilst Gary stayed below nursing his frostnipped extremities, I
climbed Nevado El Muerto, returning in the afternoon in time to meet Arnoldo
but still he did not show up. Waiting on the cold Puna was monotonous, and as
time slipped away, so did our patience. Unfortunately the Puna de Atacama was
the worst place on earth to be left to brood for three days on the South American
philosophy of 'maiiana'. In retrospect, like many inconveniences it was a comic
situation, though at the time it induced a type of grating annoyance at South
American unreliability, by no means relieved by the void outside or the sound of
wind on rock when our senses were pitched to hear the noise of a motor.
Recollections of dogs and salami took on greater significance as food stocks
dwindled.
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We decided to walk out the 75km to Maricunga before the food was finished
but owing to the scarcity of water this was easier said than done. With an average
of five vehicles per month on the desert road, 20km below us and no water other
than the salt lake of Laguna Verde, hitch-hiking was not a practical proposition.
We left a note for Arnoldo and a sketch map and set off very early on 5 March,
plotting a course between evado de Tres Cruces and a peak of 5800m, where we
would be within reach of neve penieentes and maybe some melt water trickling
below.

It was a lovely walk on a fine and windless day. We passed every feature of the
Puna de Atacama: rock escarpments, gravel plains, quebradas, flat riverbeds,
glaciers seeping out from under sand dunes and the whole range of striking desert
colours. Nevado Ojos del Salado slowly receded behind us as we plodded across
the variegated surface of the Puna, towards the Tres Cruces massif, still at 5000m.
It took us two hours to cross a wide flood valley where we were irrunersed in a vast
space and silence, the like of which we had never experienced before. At 11.15, a
wind sprang up as if from nowhere and rapidly cooled us and conjured up dust
devils which swirled across the desert. Around the corner there was a gradual
climb to a very wide pass and we stopped to rest by a lake of sapphire blue at
4750m, which to our pleasant surprise contained fresh water rather than salt. The
lake was a blue-green gem, rimmed with neve penieentes along the gravel beach
with the Tres Cruces forming a backdrop to the sparkling water. It was a unique
and magical spot of exceptional beauty.

Presently, to our amazement, we could distinguish a vehicle crawling slowly
along the crest of the stony horizon ahead of us. Arnoldo had eventually
improvised a repair to a broken fuel pump on the Landcruiser and had reached
the refugio this morning and had found our message. He had then returned to the
main track and headed up another valley to meet us and soon, after a jovial
reunion, we were bouncing our way back to Maricunga, having been saved from a
long and thirsty walk.

Reaching the edge of the Pampas de Barrancas Blancas we stopped to cast a last
glance back at the 'Eyes of the Salt Plains'. The volcano rose proudly into the clear
sky, slumbering peacefully. We turned and crossed the pass to Colorado and left
the old giant alone to a solitary vigil over his domain.
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