
Patagonia Chile 

Un Amigo Nuevo ς A new friend 

Eighteen hours after boarding the airplane, I am standing on Chilean ground looking for my host. He is 

nowhere in sight. 

¢ƘŜ ǘǊƛǇΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ōŜƎŀƴ two years earlier on the beaches of Varadero Cuba as my wife points out a 

lone fly angler on the beach.  I guzzle my cervesa, snatch the 8wt leaning against my Palapa and walk 

toward the fellow angler.  With a thick Spanish accent, but otherwise good English, he introduces 

himself as Francisco, and we are off to chase the small Jacks and Spanish mackerel that are bouncing 

ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜΦ  .ŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŦƭǳǊǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ άWǳƳǇƛƴƎ WŀŎƪǎέΣ I introduce myself as a fly-fishing guide 

from Canada; Francisco tells me that he is from Chile, a guide as well - in Patagonia.  Our short 

acquaintance ends with the obligatorȅ ά¸ƻǳ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǎƻƳŜ ǘƛƳŜέ ǘƻ which I reply, άThat will be 

awesomeΦέ As we exchange e-mail addresses, I secretly think we will never meet again. 

Bienvenido a Chile ς Welcome 

How is it that I could be standing in an airport waiting for someone that I fished with for a few hours 

thousands of miles from our homes two years ago?  I feel for my money belt, stare accusingly at a single 

wooden chair then at the car rental kiosk. My stomach grows emptier as each passenger leaves the 

small airport. I need a cigarette. 

Twenty minutes later a concerned looking couple in their late 20s bolts through the doors. Francisco and 

his girlfriend Karina offer apologies for their tardiness, knowing that anyone in my position would be 

freaking out.  We share in our relief and feel like old friends at once. 

Two years of planning gives you plenty of time to determine what to 

do, and what to see, and most importantly, what to photograph.  I 

want a photo of a South Andean deer, called Huemul ς of which there 

are but 1500 left on the planet.  It is kind of a pipe dream, because 

deer back home count in the hundreds of thousands but are still 

tough to photograph ς the deer here are near extinct and cover 

thousands of Kilometres. 

Half way to Coyhaique άtŀƴŎƘƻέ (as Francisco insists upon) stops the 

truck abruptly.  άI have never seen one so close, look there are 

three!έ IŜ ȅŜƭƭs. 

With camera in hand, I run for the river where three Huemul does 

congregate.  I tell Pancho that it is an omen; good things will come on this trip. 

 

 



Pesca de Lago ς Ardillas ς Fish of the Lakes 

Our host, Rodolpho, meets us at the Ardillas Lodge and we unpack.  Half an hour later I am standing on 

the bank of a flat blue lake surrounded by rock cliffs that tower high above on three sides. The wind is 

brisk and the temperature is seven degrees at both ends of my trip so my clothes are perfect.  

A six-weight rod loaded with a full sinking line and a streamer seems appropriate as Pancho points me to 

an inside corner where the shallow bank drops immediately into the abyss.  Two casts later, a nice 21-

inch rainbow trout comes to net.  It amazes me as I have little 

experience with sinking lines and streamers.  Two more casts give up a 

22-inch Brown trout.  I look at Francisco ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōƛƎ άǘƘǳƳōǎ ǳǇέΣ and 

declare that our Karma is indeed intact. My heart is jumping through 

my chest. 

Lake fishing does not excite me, but knowing that this lodge is in the 

lakes region I am not about to bring my preconceived notions to Chile 

especially after catching two trophies in four casts.  I am a guest, and 

determined to go with the flow no matter what direction the flow 

leads.   

I am just being a good sport when Rodolpho motions toward the lake. I 

have doubts about the possible success ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎΩǎ ŦƛǎƘ, in fact, I really do not want to go fishing as it 

is cold, damp and I am tired. After a drink and light munchies, we jump into a boat, motoring across the 

lake. wƻŘƻƭǇƘƻΩǎ ōƻŀǘ ƘǳƳs along the bank and around a point to a secluded beach, all the while my 

attention is half on the lake and half on the surrounding terrain that looks like great territory for a Puma 

ς another ƻŦ Ƴȅ άǇipe dreams.έ 

Pesca con Mosca ς Fishing with a fly 

άhY ȅƻǳ ŦƛǎƘέ ǘƘŜȅ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀŘŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

beach.  As I take a few steps a huge trout bolts from cover a few yards 

away.  The message is; slow down and keep my eyes open.  The fly of choice 

is a size 4, black bodied foam rubber ant called ά/ƘŜƭƭŀέΦ Chella in Spanish 

means Flip-Flop or Sandal. They joke that it is from the family Cheloptera. 

Chella is nothing I would trust back home, but all I read on the internet 

states that they are quite successful flies in this part of the world.  My excitement peaks as I take two 

nice trout in the eighteen-inch range. Pancho makes a half hearted attempt to cast to the fish at my 

insistence, but I know that he only wants to see me get into fish right away.  A true άGuia des Pesca con 

aƻǎŎŀέ (guide of fishing with fly).  It really does not dawn on me until later that this is the first time they 

have been to this lake this season.  Sweet! 

 

 



el Cambio de Planes ς Change of plans 

Technical trouble during the opening of the Ardillas lodge prevents us from continuing there so the next 

day we are bound for Coyhaique 4 days early and the Salmo Patagonia Lodge, with a new host and new 

surroundings. I am looking forward to another crack at some of the big trout at Ardillas but what the 

heck. άDƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƭƻǿέ I think. 

The Lodge at Ardillas is modest but comfortable; the hospitality is fantastic and the fishing tremendous!  

Salmo Patagonia is a step above.  It is definitely high-end and the photos of trophy fish on every wall 

increase my expectations; Equipped 8 rooms and ten independent cottages ŦƻǊ ά5ƻ-it-ȅƻǳǊǎŜƭŦŜǊǎέ, full 

bar, living room for a few dozen, and dining room to seat fifty or so, this is no camp.  It will serve as my 

home away from home for the next two weeks. As I stand on the side deck admiring the vista high 

above the town of Coyhaique, I am totally at peace... my hat blows off and jolts me back to reality. 

Salmo Patagonia Lodge - 

I am nervous as I meet Luis Antunez - owner of the lodge, 

as he is not expected me for another three days.  Luis is 

gracious and apologetic because his lodge is not yet 

ramped up for the season.  Paintings lay about the huge 

dining table awaiting frames to hang in the new cabins.  

The paintings are amazing, all of fish and fishing. I come to 

understand that Luis is in fact the creator of these beautiful 

works. I offer to help get things ready but Luis will have no 

part of it.  I am his guest! 

I become acquainted with Karina as Pancho runs errands in town.  She gives me the quick tour of 

Coyhaique and familiarizes me with the town layout. Coyhaique (pronounced Koy ay kay) is the area 

capital, which houses between 50 and 55 thousand people.  It is nearly as modern as any small town of 

similar size in North America and as friendly. Karina has just finished university and planning a six-month 

European adventure.  She is returning to Santiago de Chile in a few days. How ironic it is that I was in 

such a hurry to get into a career after finishing school, and now in my later years I find myself chasing 

such dreams? I grew up too fast, and now need to make up for lost time. 

The new guests of the Salmo Patagonia are a surprise to Luis as well, arriving from Ardillas Lodge, but 

Luis takes it all in stride and has his staff brought in early.  The rooms are fine and the food is amazing.  I 

did not realize that Luis is not their true Chef because his food was fantastic and I can tell watching that 

Luis enjoys cooking.  Any Lady will be lucky to snag Luis - Lodge owner, artist, guide, labourer and Chef - 

a true gentleman - and single! 

 

 

 



 

Las Guías ς the guides 

I have an idea that today will not go well when I 

focus my Camera on the boat. Pancho is already 

removing fly line from around his own neck after 

only two strokes of his oars! By the end of the 

day the two anglers catch a dozen trout after 

having Pancho paddle (read trawl) them while 

dragging their streamers ς A task guides perform 

only after all else fails! I caught the same number 

of fish as the two anglers but I have no boat and 

perhaps a hundred yards of lake that I can reach without risk 

of drowning.  I enjoy my day thoroughly, another day of new 

experiences. 

Day two presents Pancho with more to work with, and it 

shows.  The two anglers are much better at fly-fishing and 

have a great day.  My afternoon of fishing is constantly 

punctuated with laughter and splashing coming from their 

boat.  I make a decision to take a belly boat this day so I will 

have more access to the lake. It turns out to be a good choice 

and I manage a great day of many Browns and Rainbows all on 

the surface. They are beautiful wild fish with spots patterns of Red, Orange Black and Brown, all in the 

12 to 16 inch range. 

Rio Schein - 

By day five, we have our first day all to ourselves and Pancho chooses the Schein River as our 

destination. 

The Schein is a spring creek that flows through a large savannah between the borders of Chile and 

Argentina.  ¢ƘŜȅ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ƛǘ ŀǎ άbƻ ƳŀƴΩǎ [ŀƴŘέΦ The wind is howling as it was when I first arrived in Chile, 

but instead of 7 degrees Celsius, it was now about 17.  We leave our identification at the border and the 

guard asks us to return the chain that crosses the road.  He and his wife continue their card game while 

their newborn coos contently.  We have to return by 10 Pm as the border closes by then. 

The Schein River averages about 4 feet in width and perhaps 3 feet in depth with many holes perhaps 5 

to 7 feet deep!  If not for the ripples on the water it is hard to tell where the air ends and water begins, 

it is just that clear.  I motion to Pancho as I take a huge drink from the river just to prove I can and live to 

tell the tale.  I have never fished a river like this, but I have seen pictures, which boast huge and 

secretive fish in such places - I am excited just looking at it. It is possible to fish both sides of each oxbow 

formed by the changing direction of the confused river. 



I catch only one fish on the Schein but I consider 

it my trophy of the trip.  The fish is gorgeous, and 

at 19 inches it is no slouch either.  I break off a 

nice fish on 3x tippet, and a huge V that 

dissipates just before taking my fly adds to the 

mystique of the place. Photos I take of the Schein 

as the sun retreats make the place look surreal. 

We have to leave by 9:30 ς Just as the huge 

browns begin sipping BWOs.  It is all I can do not 

to stay and risk arrest.  

A late start to summer meant that runoff from 

the mountains muddied up the local rivers rendering them unfishable, so we begin a few days road trip 

to see where Pancho intends on creating a new fishing program over lesser-traveled waters.  In Chile 

άlesser-travelledέ means likely not fished yet.  Up to this point we have only ever seen one person 

anywhere fishing and one guide and client couple during the entire week. 

The Austral Highway ς  

Horses were the major way of traversing the country 

until 1987 when the 1240 Km long Austral Highway 

was finished. Until then this part of the country was 

not accessible except via Argentina, therefore more 

of the Patagonian culture of Southern Chile relates to 

Argentina than Northern Chile ς Even today once you 

ŀǊŜ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǘƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ άIƛƎƘǿŀȅέ ǘǳǊƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ 

Pavement to Rubble.   

We make a stop at a nearby lago outside of town to 

see a trophy fish that Luis found and wishes to 

transport in a few weeks. As it happened, in 1996 

Luis found a similar trout in a lake that appeared to be a world record.  Luis called ESPN and invited 

them to document its capture; the fish turned out to be 28 pounds.  Someone recognized the location of 

the lake and later recaptured the fish and killed it to have it mounted.  

Pancho and I park the truck beside the highway and walk to the edge of a cliff overlooking a lake of 

about 15 acres.  Even at 70 feet above the lake there is no mistaking that I was truly observing the 

biggest fish I have ever seen.  The mammoth fish is near motionless in the clear water.  We look at each 

other in amazement and scan in vain for other forms of life in that lake.  This fish is clearly 3 feet long, 

the sole survivor who must have eaten himself into loneliness.  Two ducks share the lake, but 

suspiciously without chicks! This fish is at least as large as the record Luis caught in 96, but will not meet 

the same fate. Luis has arranged to have the fish relocated to a private lake.  



To catch that fish would be the dream of a lifetime 

but I cannot bring myself to it as I did not ask Luis 

for permission and we are out of cell coverage.  

Pancho and I just watch in amazement for a time 

then quietly head back to the truck and on down 

the Highway. 

The secondary roads are of dirt and rubble where 

the conditions even during the summer can be 

unpredictable.  Every mile or so we come against a 

gate which I have to exit the truck, open and then 

close in order to pass.  This series of gates keep 

local farm animals close to home; ǘƘƻǳƎƘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ 

imagine farmers have any idea how many animals they possess judging by the sheer number of animals 

that we observe throughout the country, and lack of people to do any counting. 

El Gaucho ς The Cowboy 

The first afternoon of our two-day trip is on Lago Alto.  I had asked a few days ago for Pancho to get me 

into a position to take a good photo of a genuine Chilean Gaucho. It was another of my dream shots. 

The problem with this request is that it is be extremely rude to just stop and 

start snapping photos without asking first.  Pancho had a plan. 

Our destination today was the homestead of a gaucho named Abel Troncoso.  

According to Pancho, Abel is over 90 years old and lives alone far from 

civilization.  That pretty much describes where we find ourselves today.  It is 

amazingly beautiful and at the end of our road through the final gate is a two-

room shack.  Smoke hangs onto the tin roof not wanting to rise beyond the 

safety of home. Goats, chickens and two cows sun themselves leisurely about 

the yard. Pelts from foxes that Abel had trapped hang like clothes on some 

line from my childhood.   

Pancho has a bag of a few groceries containing Chilean yerba Mate, and some 

canned food for our host. He hands me a can of fruit to give to my new 

acquaintance. We knock on the creaky door and Abel invites us into the dirt-

floored shack, ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƭŜƎƎŜŘ ŎƘŀƛǊǎ ƭƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƻŀǘΩǎ ƘƛŘŜ await us and 

the sweet smell of the wood stove hangs in the air. The room is mostly dark, except for the shards of 

light that cut through the smoke betraying the integrity of the walls. The windows are made of plastic 

vapour barrier that appears to inhale and exhale as the wind decides which way to blow. 


