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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Laguna Chaxa in the Salar de Atacama



WELCOME TO Chile

10 TOP EXPERIENCES

Planning Your Trip

IF YOU HAVE…

IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR…

BEST OF Chile

WILDLIFE ENCOUNTERS

CHILE’S NATIONAL PARKS

Carretera Austral Road Trip

Relax in the Lakes District and Chiloé

BEST BEACHES

Exploring the Atacama Desert

HIGH-ADRENALINE ADVENTURES

In many ways, Chile doesn’t make an awful lot of sense. Where else would you find the world’s driest non-polar desert bookending a country with one of the world’s largest continental ice sheets? What about the highest peaks of the Andes Mountains against the freezing waters of the Pacific Ocean, both of which have shaped the culture of this country across millennia?

North, south, east, and west; wherever you turn, this nation transforms in every conceivable way, from the colors of the landscapes to the traditions and ethnic makeup of the people. It can feel at times like you cross international borders when you move between regions: Each area has its own unique character, but all still represent modern Chile.

Strangely enough, Chile isn’t a place that likes to boast about its extraordinariness. There’s an underlying humility here that manifests in a resistance to ever fully embrace quite how remarkable this country is. But this means few outsiders truly prepare themselves for its reality, knowing little about this nation beyond the well-publicized Torres del Paine National Park, Atacama Desert, and Rapa Nui. Few know that Chile lays claim to the world’s oldest mummies, or the highest density of pumas on the planet, or even some of the globe’s finest wine.

Despite how much time I’ve spent exploring this nation, I’m still awed every time I do. Whether it’s clambering through rare Valdivian temperate rainforest on the lookout for pudú, stumbling on a bewitching glacial lake, or watching reverentially as the stars light up the sky above a remote mountain valley, every visit continues to enthrall.
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Salto Grande, Parque Nacional Torres del Paine



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Trekking through Parque Nacional Torres del Paine among precarious glaciers, milky blue lakes, elusive wildlife, and the iconic granite spires.
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2 Road-tripping down the Carretera Austral through Chile’s wildest lands.
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3 Admiring colorful Chilote architecture.
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4 Stargazing in the world’s clearest night skies in the Valle de Elqui.
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5 Spotting unique Chilean wildlife from every corner of the country’s desert, mountain, and ocean ecosystems.
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6 Venturing by expedition cruise to mythical Cape Horn at the ends of the earth.
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7 Wine-tasting at Chile’s top vineyards in the Valle de Casablanca and Valle de San Antonio or in the Colchagua Valley.
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8 Setting foot on Rapa Nui, a Polynesian island like nowhere else on the planet.
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9 Exploring charming cities from dining in cosmopolitan Santiago to finding the best views of bohemian Valparaíso.
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10 Getting an adrenaline rush trying one of Chile’s adventure sports.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Superlative in beauty and scale and at times utterly wild, Chile is a truly unique South American nation, where you can venture from desert to glacier, from pristine coastline to soaring mountaintop, and from clamorous metropolis to rural Indigenous community, all in one trip. Those seeking an unforgettable adventure will not be disappointed.

Santiago

In the country’s most modern city, fine-dining restaurants rub shoulders with typical Chilean bistros and spirited live music venues. Historic buildings host museums and cultural centers remembering Chile’s eventful history. The capital city’s backdrop of the snowcapped Andes means skiing, hiking, and remote weekend escapes are never far away.
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Catedral Metropolitana, Santiago



Valparaíso and Viña del Mar

On the coast west of Santiago is a cooler climate and crisper air, housing the seductive beach resort towns of hilly bohemian Valparaíso and modern Viña del Mar, where Chile’s rich and famous kick back during the summer. Picture-perfect coastal towns surround the two cities to the north and south, boasting glorious sun-drenched beaches. Nearby, the Valle de Casablanca is laced with long-standing vineyards.

Central Valley

Sliced in half by Chile’s main highway, the fertile Central Valley is crisscrossed by grapevines and framed by ski resorts on the shoulders of volcanoes. But the Central Valley has more to offer than just wineries and adventure sports. Coastal Concepción, the largest city in the region and the capital of Chilean rock music, is the gateway to a range of fascinating historical monuments.
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Lakes District

With its backdrop of perfectly conical volcanoes, temperate rainforest, and shimmering lakes, the Lakes District is Chile’s adventure capital. From Pucón or Puerto Varas, hike through national parks populated by unique flora and fauna, including the iconic araucaría (monkey puzzle tree). Summit an active volcano, relax in natural hot spring pools, and learn about the Mapuche in this beautiful region.

Chiloé

The Chiloé Archipelago dances to the beat of its own drum, with a traditional and relaxed pace of life. This is one of Chile’s lushest ecosystems. Parque Tepuhueico and remote Parque Tantauco are excellent places to encounter endemic wildlife such as the pudú (pygmy deer). The area is known for its architecture, which includes historic wooden churches and colorful palafitos (houses on stilts).

Northern Patagonia and the Carretera Austral

Northern Patagonia is an often overlooked landscape of dense forests and hidden glaciers. Drive Chile’s greatest road trip along the Carretera Austral, a picturesque highway. It traverses the region, snaking through barely populated land and world-class national parks filled with quiet trails and rare wildlife.
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fall in Northern Patagonia



Southern Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego

The emblematic granite spires of Parque Nacional Torres del Paine have made this South America’s hiking capital. It’s also a wildlife haven, home to penguin colonies and waters rich in marine life. Tierra del Fuego is perhaps Chile’s least-explored area, a landscape of steppe and snowcapped mountains that attracts hikers, adventurers, and fly-fishers.


If You Have…

• Five Days: Visit high-altitude geyser fields, flamingo-flecked salt flats, and high-altitude lakes in San Pedro de Atacama, stay in a plush vineyard hotel in the carménère-producing Valle de Colchagua, and dine in the country’s most innovative restaurants in modern Santiago.

• Ten Days: With ten days, explore the highlights of Patagonia by hiking, ice trekking, and puma watching in Parque Nacional Torres del Paine and across the border in Argentinean Patagonia, before heading north to the Lakes District to hike in volcanic Parque Nacional Conguillío, lounge in hot springs in Pucón, and explore the quaint, Germanic Frutillar.

• Two Weeks: Fly or take the ferry down to Patagonia to encounter penguin colonies and millennia-old glaciers, hike in Parque Nacional Torres del Paine, and take a road trip along the remote, wild Carretera Austral.



Norte Chico

The Norte Chico is a region of inviting coastlines, green valleys, and wilderness that sees few international visitors. The unsung Parque Nacional Pan de Azúcar, a reserve of remote beaches and wildlife, is one of the region’s greatest draws. Chañaral de Aceituno is the country’s top spot for whale-watching. In Parque Nacional Llanos de Challe, rare periods of rainfall lead to one of Chile’s strangest sights: the desierto florido (flowering desert), when the otherwise barren land blooms with wildflowers in countless hues. Inland, the verdant Valle de Elqui produces Chile’s national spirit, pisco, and offers unparalleled stargazing.

Norte Grande and the Atacama Desert

Stretching from the border with Peru, the seemingly barren plains of the Norte Grande fold into the spine of the Andes. The region is home to the mummies of Arica, colossal waves beloved by surfers, and abandoned mining towns. The gateway to the Atacama Desert is San Pedro de Atacama, a place that promises lunar landscapes, otherworldly salt flats, and the world’s highest geysers.

Rapa Nui

Over 3,000 km (1,864 mi) from the mainland, Rapa Nui is Chile’s most enigmatic island, home to massive and awe-inspiring moai statues. Occupying most of the island is Parque Nacional Rapa Nui, Rapa Nui’s biggest draw, where you can see the moai and other monuments of this early culture. Relax in the laid-back town of Hanga Roa, or join in the celebration of the Rapa Nui culture during the annual Tapati Rapa Nui festival.

WHEN TO GO

Seasons in Chile are reversed from the seasons in the northern hemisphere. December-February is summer, and June-August is winter. September-November is spring, and March-May is fall. Unlike most South American destinations, Chile doesn’t have a specific rainy season, although most areas see more rainfall April-September.

Orcas and humpback, blue, and sei whales appear off the Pacific coast and in the Chilean fjords late November-April. Magellanic and Humboldt penguins breed on small islets off the coast September-March.

High Season

Summer offers warm days and warmer nights across the country and sees crowds in Patagonia, Rapa Nui, San Pedro de Atacama, and the Lakes District. Easter Week (Semana Santa) and the school holidays during the last two weeks of July are also high tourist season. Expect crowds and high prices at the ski resorts during this period.

Hotel prices, airfares, and bus fares soar during these periods. Booking in advance, in some cases up to six months ahead, is necessary. This is also the case for Chile’s 17 or so public holidays, when most restaurants and shops are closed. Many of the country’s main festivals and celebrations take place during summer.

Shoulder Seasons

Patagonia is best experienced in the shoulder seasons, October-November and March-April, when the weather is still warm and the fierce summer winds die down. While there is a growing trend toward accommodations and other tourist businesses opening earlier and staying open later in the season each year, some may not be open at the ends of these windows. In the rest of the country, these months are also a good time for tourist-free beaches. Independence Day celebrations are September 18-19 nationwide.

BEFORE YOU GO

Passports and Visas

Visitors from the United States must have a valid passport to enter Chile. No visa is required, but your airline may ask you for proof of onward travel before you board. Upon arrival, travelers are normally given an entry stamp for 90 days. Australian nationals must apply for a visa prior to visiting Chile. All visitors are given paper entry receipts, which must be presented at departure.

Advance Reservations

To travel in Patagonia during the December-February high season, book accommodations a few months in advance. For lodgings along the W and O routes in Parque Nacional Torres del Paine, prebooking is compulsory; expect to book your lodgings at least four months in advance, or six if traveling over Christmas and New Year.
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Los Cuernos in Parque Nacional Torres del Paine



Overland bus transportation can be booked on the day of departure, but if you’re traveling in Patagonia, it’s best to reserve a few days in advance. The website www.kupos.cl is a reliable online booking platform that has the most accurate bus schedules. Boat transport can normally be arranged up to the week of travel, unless traveling with a car, in which case book at least a month out.

Transportation

Car rental is easy to arrange in cities across the country. Rates are more favorable when you book in advance and hire from within the city, rather than at the airport, particularly during the high season, when demand can often exceed supply in parts of Patagonia and around San Pedro de Atacama.

Getting There

Most travelers arrive by air to Santiago’s modern Arturo Merino Benítez International Airport.

The main overland routes into Chile are from Mendoza and El Calafate, Argentina. Crossing into Arica from Tacna, Peru, in the far north is also common.


If You’re Looking For…

• Fine dining: In Santiago, try out innovative contemporary Chilean cuisine.

• Water sports: Surf the waves in Iquique or Pichilemu. Go white-water rafting on Río Futaleufú.

• Hiking and camping: Explore Patagonia at its most wild and stark along the dramatic W or O routes in Parque Nacional Torres del Paine or in the national parks along the Carretera Austral. Trek up Volcán Villarrica in the Lakes District.

• Wildlife: Head to Chañaral de Aceituno for whale-watching. Visit Parque Pingüino Rey or Reserva Nacional Pingüino de Humboldt to see penguin colonies. Find flamingos in the Atacama Desert and pumas in Patagonia.

• Wine-tasting: Sample Chile’s signature carménère grape in the Valle de Colchagua or Syrah in the Valle de Casablanca.

• Skiing: Day-trip into the mountains for soft white powder close to Santiago at Valle Nevado. Venture into the Central Valley to ski the slopes at Nevados de Chillán.

• Indigenous culture: Stay overnight in a traditional Mapuche ruka in the Lakes District or learn about the enigmatic moai statues in Rapa Nui.



Getting Around

Domestic flights are the most comfortable means of covering large distances in Chile and are becoming increasingly affordable. Long-distance buses are slower but comfortable. For budget travelers, they are often the most practical form of transport. Renting a car allows far more flexibility and provides access to national parks that are otherwise difficult to reach. Budget plenty of time for car travel, as driving distances are vast.

Public transportation is very reliable across the country. In Santiago, the metro and bus systems are affordable and easy to use. Taxis booked through an app such as Easy Taxi, Cabify, and Uber are reliable and generally safe.

It’s possible to take a boat along the Patagonian coasts and fjords, with local passenger ferries and upmarket cruise ships offering a unique perspective of Chile. Adventurous travelers can also cover the full length of the country by bicycle.
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BEST OF Chile

It should come as no surprise that Chile, which is larger in size than Texas, lays claim to a wealth of places to visit. It’s no mean feat to pack in the country’s highlights in a two-week trip, but you can combine standing in awe of some of its most jaw-dropping landscapes and remotest national parks with soaking up history and culture. This itinerary is selective and fast-paced. It requires a number of domestic flights to cover the necessary long distances between attractions.

Santiago

Day 1

Arrive in the morning into Santiago’s Aeropuerto Internacional Arturo Merino Benítez and take a taxi to the city center. Drop your luggage at the stylish boutique hotel Hotel Magnolia, in the heart of Barrio Lastarría.

Just a block from your hotel, take the paved path to the top of Cerro Santa Lucía for dazzling panoramas across the city to the mountains beyond.

Head to the Plaza de Armas, Santiago’s main square. Visit the 18th-century Catedral Metropolitana before spending an hour or so in the superb Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino, exploring the underground room dedicated to pre-Columbian Chilean textiles, ceramics, and religious artifacts.

For dinner, become acquainted with the country’s diverse wines and creatively plated Chilean dishes at Bocanáriz.

Valparaíso and the Valle de Casablanca

Day 2

Take a tour west to the wine region of Valle de Casablanca. Drop in for a tasting and vineyard tour at Villard and Viñamar, then continue south to have lunch in the Valle de San Antonio for a five-course menu with wine pairing at the on-site restaurant at vineyard Matetic.

Have the tour drop you in Valparaíso; it’s an hour’s drive north from here. Treat yourself to a suite at Zero Hotel, a nine-bed boutique in Cerro Alegre with bewitching views of the bay.

Day 3

Join a free walking tour around the graffiti-daubed hills of Cerro Alegre and Cerro Bellavista and then pop into the Museo Municipal de Bellas Artes for a history lesson about the city. Dine on the freshest oysters and seafood at La Caperucita y El Lobo in Cerro Florida.

Spend the afternoon staring out at the ocean from La Sebastiana, the most famous home of Chilean poet Pablo Neruda. Be sure to ride on a couple of the creaky ascensores, historic funiculars that transport passengers up the city’s steep hills.

Southern Patagonia

Day 4

Catch the bus to Santiago and a taxi to the city’s airport to take an early-morning flight to Aeropuerto Internacional Presidente Carlos Ibáñez del Campo (3.5 hr) near Puerto Natales in Patagonia. Take a half-day horseback tour at a nearby ranch, or wander among historic weatherworn buildings and watch birds from the banks of the mountain-fringed sound on which the town is situated. Rent a car for the following day’s drive.

Enjoy dinner at the innovative Afrigonia (make a reservation ahead of time) before getting a good night’s sleep at Yaganhouse.

Day 5

Leave early for the 2.5-hour drive to the southern entrance of Parque Nacional Torres del Paine. Take a 3-hour round-trip boat tour to the snout of the dazzling Glaciar Grey.
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Parque Nacional Torres del Paine



Have dinner at Hotel Lago Grey, where you’ll get views of bobbing icebergs on the lake. This is also a good spot to spend the night.

Day 6

Start before dawn and take the road through the national park to the Centro de Bienvenida. From here, take the trail to Mirador Las Torres (16 km/10 mi round-trip; 6-10 hr), a viewpoint of the park’s eponymous towers. It’s a steep climb up a rocky valley to reach the lake and granite peaks.

Drive back to Puerto Natales. Treat yourself with a night in the gorgeous fjord-side hotel Simple Patagonia, including a dinner of gourmet Patagonian-inspired cuisine.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Wildlife Encounters

Chile is rich in wildlife. Bird-watchers will find over 430 species, 11 found nowhere else on earth, while the coasts teem with Magellanic and Humboldt penguin colonies. The forests that cover much of the Lakes District and Patagonia are abundant in land mammals, including pumas, guanacos, and huemules.

PENGUINS

• Find the Americas’ only colony of king penguins at Tierra del Fuego’s Parque Pingüino Rey.

• Surround yourself with a chattering 120,000-strong colony of Magellanic penguins at the Monumento Natural Los Pingüinos near Punta Arenas.

• Encounter 80 percent of the global population of Humboldt penguins at Reserva Nacional Pingüino de Humboldt near La Serena.

WHALES

• Encounter the extraordinary species that is the blue whale in the waters surrounding Chañaral de Aceituno.

• Boat out to the protected Parque Marino Francisco Coloane for a glimpse of elegant humpback whales.

PUMAS

• Watch for this elusive big cat in Parque Nacional Torres del Paine.

DEER

• Encounter the pudú, a timid miniature deer species, on the slippery trails of Parque Tepuhueico or scampering through the dense forests of Parque Nacional Pumalín Douglas Tompkins.

• Sector Valle Chacabuco and Sector Tamango of Parque Nacional Patagonia provide two of the final habitats of the 1,500 elusive and seriously endangered huemul.

CAMELIDS

• Grazing guanacos are a common sight on the grassy plains of Sector Valle Chacabuco in Parque Nacional Patagonia and on the windswept steppe of Parque Nacional Pali Aike, near Punta Arenas.

• The stark landscapes of the high-elevation Parque Nacional Lauca provide a welcome sanctuary for the delicate cinnamon-hued vicuña, which is prized for its fine coat that is turned into luxurious, expensive wool.

BIRDS

• The leggy rhea, a member of the emu family, can be spotted racing through the grasslands of Parque Nacional Patagonia in Sector Valle Chacabuco and Parque Nacional Torres del Paine.

• Vast groups of James’s, Andean, and Chilean flamingos can be spotted in the saline Laguna Chaxa near San Pedro de Atacama and flocking in the salty waters of the Salar de Surire in Reserva Nacional Las Vicuñas.

• The 3-m (9.5-ft) wingspan of the sacred Andean condor can be spotted in the skies above the Cajón del Maipo and Parque Nacional Torres del Paine.

• With its prized eggs playing a revered role in the ceremonies of the historical birdman cult, the tropical sooty tern breeds just off the coast of Rapa Nui.



Day 7

It’s time to visit Argentinean Patagonia. Board a bus (7-9 hr) for El Calafate, Argentina. Continue on to the southern sector of Parque Nacional Los Glaciares, 1.5 hours west by bus. You can get within a few hundred meters of Glaciar Perito Moreno, an enormous, 25,000-ha (61,700-ac) slab of ice.
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Parque Nacional Los Glaciares



When you get back to El Calafate, sample classic Patagonian cordero al palo (spit-roasted lamb) at Rústico Asador before spending the night at Posada Larsen, with its magical lake views.

Day 8

Return to Puerto Natales by bus (7-9 hr). Transfer to a Punta Arenas-bound bus (3 hr 15 min). Once you arrive in Punta Arenas, try the king crab at the beautifully situated La Yegua Loca, which is also an inn. Spend the night here or at the affordable Hostal Aska Patagonia.

Day 9

From Punta Arenas, it’s possible to take a day tour of two different penguin colonies: Magellanic penguins at Monumento Natural Los Pingüinos or king penguins at Parque Pingüino Rey, in Tierra del Fuego. This private reserve protects a small colony of king penguins—the only colony in the Americas.

Day 10

Visit the Museo Regional de Magallanes to learn about a prominent Punta Arenas wool merchant family. Wander the promenade that parallels the Strait of Magellan for potential dolphin sightings.

Take an afternoon flight to Puerto Montt (2 hr 15 min), then transfer from the airport to lakeside Puerto Varas, just 20 minutes away. Dine at Casa Valdés for fancy but traditional Chilean seafood and stay overnight at bed-and-breakfast Compass del Sur to best appreciate the town’s homespun charm.

Lakes District

Day 11

Rent a car in Puerto Varas and head south to Parque Nacional Alerce Andino (1 hr 45 min). Bring a box lunch and tackle the 16-km (10-mi) hike through dense tracts of endemic Valdivian temperate rainforest to reach Laguna Triángulo.

Drive back to Puerto Varas and stop at the boutique hotel AWA and treat yourself with gourmet dining and a luxurious stay on the shores of Lago Llanquihue.

Day 12

Rise early and venture east around the lake to the majestic Saltos del Petrohué waterfalls in Parque Nacional Vicente Pérez Rosales. Circuit the lake counterclockwise by car, appreciating the looming Volcán Osorno on your right. Stop at quaint Frutillar and catch a show at the glorious Teatro del Lago followed by kuchen at Casa Rosalba.
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Teatro del Lago in Frutillar



Back in Puerto Varas, return your car; you’ll travel by bus the final two days. Enjoy Patagonian craft beer and pizza with exquisite lake views at La Mesa Tropera. Check into a lodging in town and get a good night’s rest.

Day 13

Catch a bus north to Pucón (5 hr) and spend the afternoon sunbathing on the black volcanic sand of Playa Grande or relaxing in the hot spring water of the Japanese-inspired Termas Geométricas. You may feel like you’re in Europe thanks to the authentic Italian dishes at Andiamo. Bed down for an early night in one of the cozy hobbit holes at Chili Kiwi.

Day 14

Wake before dawn for the challenging full-day ascent of Volcán Villarrica. Alternatively, catch a bus to Parque Nacional Huerquehue to hike through umbrella-shaped araucaría (monkey puzzle trees).

Return to Pucón and toast your Chilean adventures with expertly cooked steaks and wine at La Maga and a night at homey Hostal La Nuez. In the morning, you’ll fly to Santiago, then back home.

With More Time

From Santiago, it’s a 6-hour flight to Rapa Nui. Budget at least three full days on the island to best experience its awe-inspiring stone moai. On your first day, visit the Museo Antropológico P. Sebastián Englert and catch sunset at Ahu Tahai. The next morning, watch sunrise at Ahu Tongariki, then take a trip Rano Raraku, the quarry where the moai were carved. On your last day, tour Orongo ceremonial village and the Rano Kau volcanic crater, or climb Maunga Terevaka for panoramic views across the island.


IN THE SPOTLIGHT

Chile’s National Parks

Chile is the ideal place to stray from the main roads. Go wilderness camping in a silent forest in Patagonia, take a multiday trek through dramatic mountain scenery, or scramble up the slope of an active volcano. The country’s vast network of national parks allows the adventurous traveler to peel back Chile’s layers and see the country from a new perspective.

Chile’s remarkable ecological wealth cannot be underplayed. It features 88 of the world’s 110 ecosystems, many of which are contained within 342 marine and terrestrial public protected areas—which amount to nearly 37 percent of the country’s land and waters.

The best way to immerse yourself in the natural wonders of the parks is on foot on one of the main scenic hikes.

Hiking in the National Parks

Parque Nacional Radal Siete Tazas

CENTRAL VALLEY

Pristine deciduous forest and scenic trails, combined with the star attraction Siete Tazas (Seven Cups), make this an unforgettable place. Passing glorious viewpoints of the seven teal pools for which Parque Nacional Radal Siete Tazas is named, the trail to Cascada Siete Tazas and Salta de Leona (1.5 km/1 mi one-way; 30 min) is an easy and rewarding hike.

Parque Nacional Villarrica

LAKES DISTRICT

If you’re fiercely adventurous, it’s hard to pass up the opportunity to climb an active volcano. The trek up Volcán Villarrica (7 km/4.3 mi one-way; 6 hr) is grueling, but you’re rewarded at the top with striking views of half a dozen other volcanoes and even lava in the crater.

Parque Nacional Conguillío

LAKES DISTRICT

Amidst the ancient forests of Parque Nacional Conguillío, Sendero Sierra Nevada (10 km/6.2 mi one-way; 3 hr) has panoramas from the top of volcanoes and the region’s iconic araucaría (monkey puzzle) trees. Keep an eye out for condors as the trail climbs the flank of Volcán Sierra Nevada.

Parque Tepuhueico

CHILOÉ

Embark on the accessible Sendero La Cascada (2 km/1.2 mi one-way; 40 min), a trek through the pristine Valdivian temperate rainforest of Parque Tepuhueico, which harbors timid pudú, a rare species of deer. Along the way, you’ll stop at the magnificent Cascada Río Bravo.

Parque Nacional Cerro Castillo

NORTHERN PATAGONIA

Visit Parque Nacional Cerro Castillo to do the Cerro Castillo Traverse (51 km/31.6 mi; 4-5 days), a trek through mountain scenery past gleaming lakes and craggy mountains.

Parque Nacional Torres del Paine

SOUTHERN PATAGONIA

Known for its granite spires, Parque Nacional Torres del Paine is home to dramatic cliffs and colossal glaciers. The popular W route is an 80-km (50-mi), 4-5-day hike that passes through spellbinding Patagonian scenery.

Planning Your Visit

Parks are generally open year-round with reduced hours during winter and occasional closures for poor weather at high elevation. Parque Nacional Torres del Paine is open during the winter, but visitors must enter with a registered guide to do any hiking.

Entry Fees

Entrance tickets for national parks can be purchased online at www.pasesparques.cl; some no longer accept payment on entry. For those that do, it is always in cash; credit cards and foreign currency are not accepted.

Camping

Some parks have campgrounds administered by CONAF or by a concessionaire. It’s a good idea to reserve in advance in January-February, as they are popular during these months with Chilean tourists. To camp at an official campground in Parque Nacional Torres del Paine, make online reservations in advance, at least four months ahead for November and February-March and up to six for December-January.

What to Pack

Chile’s climate is notoriously fickle and varies extensively across the country. Layers, including a waterproof jacket, pants, and hiking boots, are essential.

Fires are not permitted in national parks or reserves, so bring a gas stove if you plan to cook. Food services within the parks are few and far between. Few parks are more than a 30-minute drive from towns offering accommodation and food. In addition to provisions, be sure to bring enough water for the duration of your stay. Parks work on leave-no-trace principles, so take all rubbish out with you.

Transportation

Hiring a vehicle or taking a tour to a national park is often the only means of getting there. A high-clearance vehicle is normally sufficient, but 4WD is often recommended.
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Carretera Austral Road Trip

For the drive of a lifetime, hop on the Carretera Austral, the highway through Northern Patagonia. Along the way, you’ll see remote national parks dotted with glorious lakes and glaciers clinging to cliffs. There are also opportunities to spy rare endemic wildlife. Paved in some parts, the Carretera Austral is a real adventure, requiring a high-clearance vehicle and plenty of patience.

Day 1

Pick up a rental car from Aeródromo Balmaceda near Coyhaique and drive 1 hour to Villa Cerro Castillo. Organize a horseback tour or hike the steep but rewarding trail to Mirador Laguna Cerro Castillo (14 km/8.6 mi round-trip; 6-8 hr) in Parque Nacional Cerro Castillo for spectacular views.

Stay overnight at the comfortable domes at La Araucaria back in Villa Cerro Castillo. Bring food with you for cooking or buy basics from the local shops.

Day 2

Drive south to Puerto Río Tranquilo (3 hr). A scenic 1-hour drive west in Parque Nacional Laguna San Rafael you can take a 30-minute hike to reach a lookout for the 18-km-long (11-mi-long) Glaciar Exploradores.

Return to Puerto Río Tranquilo and book a tour to the Capillas de Mármol (Marble Caves) for the next morning. Bed down at the smart El Puesto inn and get a rustic dinner at the unpretentious Ruedas y Ríos.
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Lugunas Atlas



Day 3

For the best light and least wind, take a morning boat or kayak tour out to the Capillas de Mármol on Lago General Carrera. Alternatively, take a day tour by car and boat out to the Ventisquero San Rafael (San Rafael Hanging Glacier). Return to your lodgings in Puerto Río Tranquilo for the night.

Day 4

Start early and drive south to Parque Nacional Patagonia (3 hr). Hike one of the park’s many trails like Lagunas Altas (23-km/14-mi loop; 6-8 hr). If you have camping equipment, camp overnight in Los West Winds Campground. Otherwise, a 30-minute drive south brings you to Cochrane. Stay overnight in the convivial Lejana Patagonia.

Day 5

Continue south to Caleta Tortel (2.5 hr), one of the most unusual settlements along the Carretera Austral. Take an excursion to the mysterious Isla de los Muertos or the colossal Glaciar Jorge Montt via boat tour and then return to Cochrane for the night.

Get an early start tomorrow for the 7.5-hour drive back to Aeródromo Balmaceda, where you’ll return your rental car and board a flight back to Santiago.

[image: image]

Relax in the Lakes District and Chiloé

Stunning hiking, intriguing architecture, and more than a few volcanoes make the leafy Lakes District and the surrounding area an interesting alternative to the arid north or icy south of the country. Plenty of hot springs, unusual architecture, and excellent restaurants make this route ideal for those also seeking less high-adrenaline activities.

Day 1

Catch the overnight bus from Santiago (10 hr) to arrive in Pucón early in the morning. Go on a canyoneering or kayaking tour for the day, then have a relaxed evening enjoying organic and hyper-local ingredients transformed into fancy Chilean cuisine at Trawen. Stay in the cozy and chic boutique hotel, Lounge Brasil.

Day 2

Spend the day on a tour of the area’s best hot springs, like the riverside Termas Los Pozones or the Japanese-inspired Termas Geométricas. Return to Pucón and enjoy a national delicacy—barbecued steak—at meat-worshipping La Maga, before heading back to your lodging.

Day 3

Take the bus to Valdivia (3 hr). Take a tour of Museo Submarino O’Brien, a submarine docked just off the fish market, where you can also meet the local sea lion colony.

Hop on a bus to reach the Kunstmann brewery for their 90-minute tour, followed by tastings in the bar. Head back to Valdivia for the night and stay in Ecohostal Huellas del Bosque, a cozy lodge hidden in away in a nearby forest.

Day 4

Take the bus to Puerto Varas (2 hr 45 min), then catch a local minibus to Frutillar, on Lago Llanquihue. Hang out on the beach or check out the Museo Colonial Alemán to learn about the region’s German heritage.

Book a table at Frutillar’s best-kept secret, the unpretentious but delicious Se Cocina, just outside town, and catch a musical performance at the striking Teatro del Lago. Return to Puerto Varas for the night and lodge at Compass del Sur, a friendly hostel-cum-guesthouse.

Day 5

Take a public bus to Puerto Montt and connect with a bus to Castro in Chiloé, a 3.5-hour journey in total. Spend the afternoon photographing the palafitos (houses on stilts) in the Gamboa neighborhood and peek into the Iglesia San Francisco de Castro to admire the local Chilote architecture.
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Pop into the Feria Artesanal down by the waterfront for a little shopping. Stay overnight in Palafito Hostel, which hangs across the waterfront.

Day 6

Hire a car and drive 30 minutes south to the pretty village of Chonchi. Try your hand at the accordion in the delightful Museo del Acordeon before a lunch of traditional Chilote seafood at the matchbox-size La Ventana de Elisa. Continue south (45 min) to the picturesque Queilén and take a boat tour out to the Magellanic penguin colony nearby.

Bed down in the spectacular El Coo Lodge, a palafito-style inn with sea views across to the mountains.

Day 7

Hop in the car and drive an hour northwest to reach the Zona Bosque entrance of Parque Tepuhueico. Take a leisurely stroll through Valdivian temperate rainforest on the lookout for pudú. Sample the famous smoked pork at Tradiciones Morelia near Cucao and then catch a sunset.

Have any early night in Palafito Cucao Hostel on Lago Cucao and keep your eyes peeled for southern river otter. Then get ready to drive back to Castro and take the 2-hour flight back to Santiago from Aeródromo Mocopulli de Castro.


Best Beaches

BEST FOR SURFING

Punta de Lobos near Pichilemu has 6-m (20-ft) swells and is considered the best left point break in the country.

BEST FOR SUNBATHING

The white sand of Playa Las Machas just across the bay from the town of Bahía Inglesa is perfect for swimming and basking in the sun.

BEST FOR UNTOUCHED SANDS

Playa Blanca inside Parque Nacional Llanos de Challe has white sand and is one of the country’s most pristine beaches.

MOST PHOTO-WORTHY

Near Cucao on Chiloé Island, picture-perfect Playa Aulen is where the sand dunes and crashing Pacific waves meet and from where orca and whale sightings are possible.

BIGGEST PARTY

Right in the heart of Viña del Mar, Playa El Sol brims with bronzing bodies during the day that spill into the nearby clubs and bars at night.

MOST TROPICAL

White sands and palm trees make Anakena on Rapa Nui the country’s most tropical paradise.
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Exploring the Atacama Desert

The north of Chile promises dreamlike landscapes of volcanoes and geysers, plus some of the country’s oldest history. Distances are long and the aridity of the desert extreme, so it’s far more pleasant to take buses or tours than to drive yourself, although a vehicle allows you to stop at some hidden gems en route.

Day 1

Take the 2-hour flight from Santiago to Aeropuerto Internacional El Loa near Calama. From here, take a shuttle (1.5 hr) to San Pedro de Atacama, the region’s most popular tourist town. Jump directly on a tour, where you’ll see the flamingos of Laguna Chaxa, take a salty dip in Laguna Cejar, and watch the glorious sunset at Laguna Tebinquinche.

Freshen up for dinner back at the cozy adobe bedrooms of Ckuri Atacama or blow your budget on the elegant, all-inclusive Nayara Alto Atacama. Sample llama stew and pisco sours flavored with endemic plants at Baltinache.

Day 2

Start early with a tour out to the volcanic pavement of the Piedras Rojas and the gleaming blue Lagunas Altiplánicas.

Spend the afternoon sandboarding down the dunes of the otherworldly Valle de la Muerte. Return to San Pedro for an early dinner at unpretentious Las Delicias de Carmen for its famous pastel del choclo (beef and corn pie). If it’s not the full moon, join an evening stargazing tour.

Day 3

Rise early for a dawn tour to the Géiseres del Tatio, a 2-hour drive from town. This is the third-largest geyser field in the world, with 80 active spouts.

From San Pedro, take the airport shuttle (1.5 hr) back to Calama, then hop on an overnight bus to Iquique.

Day 4

Spend the morning in Iquique taking a surfing lesson at the beach, a sandboarding class on the sand dunes above the city, or a tandem paraglide from even higher up.

In the afternoon, catch the public bus out to Oficina Humberstone. Spend the afternoon wandering the ruins of this nitrate mine that has been partially reclaimed by the desert.

Back in Iquique, dine at the Casino Español and stay overnight in the comfortable Hotel Terrado Suites.

Day 5

Take the 3-hour bus ride north to Arica, just below the border with Peru. Start with a trip to Museo de Sitio Colón 10 to see 7,000-year-old Chinchorro mummies, discovered in this exact spot in 2004. Grab a local micro (30 min) to Museo Arqueológico San Miguel de Azapa to learn more about the fascinating Chinchorro people.

Fall asleep to the sound of the waves at the lovely Hotel Apacheta. Take a flight back to Santiago (2 hr 45 min) the next morning.
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With More Time

With three additional days, you can head into the altiplano and visit two stunning parks. From Arica, head east to Putre, a 3-hour bus ride. Check into the Terrace Lodge. You’re at high elevation, so take a day to acclimate. Take a guided tour of the Reserva Nacional Las Vicuñas, which houses Monumento Natural Salar de Surire, a vast salt flat. The next day, tour Parque Nacional Lauca to admire the wildfowl at Lago Chungará.


TOP EXPERIENCE

High-Adrenaline Adventures

Chile is the ideal destination for adventure activities. Find everything from sandboarding to trekking atop glaciers.

SURFING

Pichilemu, the self-proclaimed capital of surf, boasts Chile’s longest wave at Playa La Puntilla. Just south is Punta de Lobos, which has swells up to 6 m (20 ft) on its left point break.

North of Santiago, surfing hot spot Maitencillo is home to Playa Aguas Blancas and Playa Larga with consistent surf thanks to an exposed river break forming good-quality waves.

In the far north, Iquique has arguably the best waves in the country. El Colegio at Playa Cavancha is considered one of Chile’s best right-hand waves. La Bestia is ranked one of the world’s top 20 breaks, attracting professional surfers.

SKIING

Valle Nevado, just a few hours’ drive from Santiago, features 44 trails covering 45 km (28 mi) with plenty of advanced runs.

With the longest skiable season in the country, Centro de Esquí Volcán Osorno is a short drive from Puerto Varas. Expect marvelous vistas from its mostly intermediate and advanced ski runs.

Volcán Lonquimay provides the backdrop for the runs of Centro de Esquí Corralco in Malalcahuello, one of the country’s top resorts.

The Nevados de Chillán, a group of three stratovolcanoes, host a ski resort of that name with 35 km (21 mi) of runs, including backcountry stretches formed long ago by lava flows.

CLIMBING VOLCANOES

Volcán Villarrica is the best-known volcano that you can climb and often has lava bubbling at the crater.

In Parque Nacional Pumalín is Volcán Chaitén, which you can hike without equipment to the edge of its jagged crater.

WHITE-WATER RAFTING AND KAYAKING

Río Futaleufú has some of the most exciting rapids in the world. Go white-water rafting along Class III-V rapids.

Rise with the sun for a spectacular kayaking tour along the Río Chepú in the Valle de Chepú in Chiloé.

Navigate through fragments of millennial ice as large as houses as you paddle your way across Lago Grey to sit within a few hundred meters of the calving, powder-blue snout of Glaciar Grey in the spectacular setting of Parque Nacional Torres del Paine.

DIVING

White-sand beaches and clear warm water teeming with fish make Bahía Inglesa in the Norte Chico a prime destination for diving.

The protected marine park around Hanga Roa in Rapa Nui boasts great visibility and the chance to see some 142 endemic marine species.

ICE TREKKING

Appreciate Parque Nacional Torres del Paine from a different angle—atop an ancient block of ice—by strapping on crampons and boating out to Glaciar Grey.

Venture through deep crevasses in the ice as you hike over the top of the breathtaking Glaciar Perito Moreno in Argentina’s Parque Nacional Los Glaciares.

SANDBOARDING

Glide down the slopes of the sand dunes in Valle de la Muerte, one of the otherworldly landscapes of the Atacama Desert.

Iquique is the epicenter of sandboarding in Chile, with the golden sands of Cerro Dragon offering spectacular city and ocean views, particularly at sunset.
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