
HIDDEN GEM
CAM COPE discovers the untouched utopia of Cochamó,  
Chile’s unsung answer to Yosemite National Park.

Arriero horses grazing in 
the pampas of the upper 

Cochamó Valley
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THE FOREST trail ends abruptly at a rock 
wall where an old rope hangs from out 
of sight above. It’s an immediate and 
uncomfortable answer to a question I 
don’t want to ask: Is there no other way 
up? 

My hiking buddy, Romain, is a crazy-
eyed Grenoble native with a huge heart 
and sure feet anywhere but the dance 
floor. He gives the rope a tug and shrugs 
in my direction. We’ve sweated for two 
hours from our camp on the floor of the 
upper Cochamó Valley in Chile’s Northern 
Patagonia, aiming for a hiker’s vantage in 
a climber’s paradise.

“Can we trust it?” I ask turning 
to Romain after peering between 
overhanging branches and pre-historic 
tree trunks. “Bah oui!” replies the 
wiggling rope.

A cursory glance over a map of 
southern Chile reveals an eon of tectonic 
violence where the Pacific meets the 

Andes. More than 5,000 islands and as 
many peaks, valleys and fjords condense 
here in a beguiling labyrinth that beckons 
as much as it forbids. 

To visit is to experience the call of the 
mountains.

I follow the beckoning rope upwards 
through a high water mark for white-
knuckle fear, but discover my calm via 
good footing and a gradual lessening 
in steepness. Within minutes we’re back 
to hiking and my fear transforms to 
awe as a granite landscape opens up as 
vertiginous as it is verdurous.

Across the valley towering domes 
known as ‘cerros’ in Spanish dominate the 
horizon. Cerro Trinidad, Cerro Elefante, 
Cerro La Junta, the ominous El Monstruo 
and numerous others stand between 
1,500 to 1,900 metres in altitude. But these 
are just peaks within peaks. Surrounding 
us on all sides again are the gargantuan 
volcanoes: Calbuco, Osorno, Yate and 
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A mountain stream near La Junta in the upper Cochamó Valley. 

Left: Negotiating muddy trenches. Bottom left: Hiking in the upper Cochamó Valley
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Chile, up close and personal
Take a closer look at Chile and you’ll find

• Stunning Mountain Ranges
• Exquisite Lakes
• Incredible Deserts
• Fascinating History
• Vibrant Cities
• Exciting culture

• Geysers and Glaciers
• Exotic Wildlife
• Tempting Cuisine
•  Accommodation to suit 

all tastes

Only 14 hours flight from Sydney and you’re there. Even closer 
than Europe and still has it all. 

Chimu Adventures are specialists in travel to Latin America and 
Antarctica. Our dedicated specialists work with you to find the 
very best travel solution for your client.

www.chimuadventures.com
Phone:  1300 678 909

SAMPLE ALL THE HIGHLIGHTS ON 
CHILE PACKAGE FROM CHIMU
Chimu Adventures are currently offering a package which includes a comprehensive 
tour of Chile’s highlights including the desert, lakes district and Patagonia.

The 10-day ‘Highlights of Chile’ trip starts in the modern capital of Santiago before 
flying to Atacama Desert, the driest desert in the world and recently made famous in 
James Bond: Quantum of Solace. Following Atacama, travellers head to the southern 
end of Chile to spend some time in the scenic Puerto Montt Lake District, a natural 
playground of tranquil lakes, raging rivers and ancient forests.

Finally guests will make their way further south into deep Patagonia where they 
will have a chance to explore the Torres del Pain National Park - probably Chile’s most 
famous tourist destination and a perfect finale to the trip.

chimuadventures.com/tour/highlights-chile

Tronador, each rising between 2,000 to 
3,500 metres directly above fjord and lake.

The view over Cochamó is all the more 
inspiring for the knowledge that no road 
has ever penetrated the valley, no internal 
combustion has echoed between these 
cliffs and commercial felling has never 
disturbed its primeval mountain forest 
ecology. Here pumas stalk pudús (the 
world’s smallest deer) amid 3,000-year-
old alerce trees (the second oldest living 
plants on earth) while endemic marsupials 
scamper through the undergrowth. 
And that fresh sparkle below? It’s a river 
untamed, naturally tinted sapphire by 
suspended minerals, teeming with trout 
and host to one of the longest natural 
water slides on earth (lot’s of fun if you can 
handle the near freezing water).

Clambering back down the mountain 
beneath circling condors, Romain and 
I make it to camp on dusk and take the 
flying fox over the river. We visit a smart 
eco-refuge B&B and are invited to sip 
mate (traditional Argentine tea) on the 
porch overlooking Cerro Trinidad. There 
we meet the builders/operators, Daniel 
and Silvina, an American/Argentine 
couple who are the only year-round 
residents in the valley.

Daniel, who was part of the early 
climbing vanguard here, explains that 
when the first rock climbers slogged 
their way into Cochamó in the late 1990s, 
they likened it to a secret Yosemite 
National Park and began a global chain of 
whispers about an untouched utopia. 

But the story of Cochamó does not 
start with the claw fingers who rave about 
cragging dihedrals, slabs, seams, splitters 
and flares. For more than 120 years local 

A fallen tree serves as a bridge across a tributary stream 
to the Cochamó
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*Conditions apply. Prices are per person (pp), twin share and include port charges. Prices are correct as at 17 April 2014, but may fluctuate due to changes in surcharges, fees, taxes or exchange rates. Book by 30 September 2014, unless sold out prior. Price based on the ISL25: 2015 departures 
and ISDG28: 2015 departures in a Suite aboard the Delfin II and a double cabin aboard the Yacht La Pinta. Offers are subject to availability, are not combinable, valid on new bookings only and may be withdrawn at any time. A limited number of offers are available on selected departures. Airfare 
offers are subject to availability of airline and booking class. Once booking class sold out surcharges apply. Flights must be booked by APT. Credit card payments may incur surcharge. A non-refundable deposit of $3,000 pp is due within 7 days. Final Payment is due 100 days prior to departure. 
COMPANION FLY FREE: When two people book a South America holiday and flights from Australia with APT on the same dates, one person will receive a free return economy class flight with LATAM Airlines based on V class, including air taxes up to $175. If booking class is unavailable 
surcharges will apply. Once issued, air tickets are subject to amendment and cancellation fees as established by the applicable airline. Extension from Atacama, indicated on the ISDG28 map, is at an additional cost. Australian Pacific Touring Pty Ltd ABN 44 004 684 619 Lic. No. 30112 APT444

CALL 1300 278 278 Enquire online at www.aptgroup.travel

2015 BROCHURE  
OUT NOW!

UNFORGETTABLE EXPERIENCES

�		Small groups – max. of just 30 guests per tour

�	Local APT Tour Director throughout holiday

�		Stays at luxurious hotels, including  
Alvear Palace in Buenos Aires and 
Copacabana Palace in Rio de Janeiro

�		APT’s Signature Experiences

�	Choice of sightseeing & dining inclusions

�		All internal flights, tipping, transfers  
& most meals

25 DAYS  
FROM $16,495*  
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‘arrieros’, who maintain a unique South American brand of cowboy 
culture, have used the valley as a stock route through the passes to 
Argentina. They’ve adapted to a tourism economy by offering guided 
horse treks on their traditional routes and portage services to hikers, 
climbers and rafters alike. 

Despite providing a world class, National Park-like value and 
experience, most of Cochamó Valley is privately owned and there is 
no current regulation that protects it from the very real threats of 
hydroelectric and forestry projects. 

Recognising this (and the increasing pressures of tourism) a 
group of friends who live in, work in and love the valley started 
Conservación Cochamó, an organisation with a mission for 
sustainable management and protection advocacy. 

Via community projects, public awareness campaigns, 
government lobbying and a range of legal strategies, they have 
staved off developer interests to date, but the future is far from 
certain. Daniel warns of corruption behind the scenes between local 
politicians and tight-lipped investors who have bought up the south 
side of the valley. 

On our way back to camp Romain I pause on the river beach to 
take in the silhouetted amphitheatre around us, the impenetrable 
forest, the galaxy above and the freezing waters rushing by our 
feet. Somewhere in the darkness are dry caves, natural archways, 
waterfalls and other secrets Daniel hinted at. What more is yet 
hidden even from him in the folds of this landscape? Will it be 
destroyed by chainsaws and dams? Or developed with roads, 
restaurants and hotels? We wonder and muse, hand over hand, and 
pull ourselves along the zip cable back to the high side of the river 
where a campfire awaits. 

Pictures by Cam Cope

 

GETTING THERE: Buses to the village of Cochamó (at the 
valley bottom), depart Puerto Montt four times daily. Ask 
to be taken to the last stop where a bridge crosses the 
Cochamó. Then follow the dirt road up the valley to the 
beginning of the trail.

WHEN TO GO: November to April is the best time of year to 
visit as the forecast will be sun or rain. The forecast from May 
to October will be rain or rain.

WHERE TO STAY: Camping is available at La Junta in the 
upper Cochamó Valley for $5 per person per night (low 
season) or $7 per person per night (high season). Or book 
your stay at Refúgio Cochamó from $24 per night (bunk-
beds) and from $65 per night (private rooms). Comfortable, 
eco-friendly accommodation with incredible views of 
Reloncaví fjord is also available at Las Bandurrias Eco Hostal 
in Cochamó village.

HOW TO TOUR: A range of guiding services and packhorse 
trips are available from two-day visits to 10-day expeditions.

For further information, visit cochamo.com 
To find out how to support Conservación Cochamó, visit 
cochamo.org

FA S T  FACTS  ///
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