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Praise for Simon Gandolfi


‘Enlightening, involving, inspiring’ – Overland magazine

         



‘Flash wheels and support vehicles are for wimps, as 73-year-old Simon Gandolfi proves as he rides a Honda 125’ – Guardian

         



‘An epic, amazing, and frankly mind-boggling journey, and trust me, that description barely covers it’ – London Biker



‘Gandolfi has a pleasingly robust attitude to guide books and pays little head to warnings to keep to the safe tourist trail’ – Sunday Telegraph
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TIERRA DEL FUEGO


TUESDAY, 7 AUGUST 2007

         

I got hit by a truck today – three trucks if you count the two trucks on the main truck’s trailer. An attention-grabbing start and humorous, in a perverse sort of way.

         

Writing the full truth is less easy.

Firstly why would a reasonably sane man in his mid-seventies, overweight and having suffered two heart attacks, set out to ride from Tierra del Fuego to New York on a small motorcycle? Fear of decrepitude has much to do with it. My wife is younger than me by almost 30 years. I fear her reaction, should I become a doddery old man, and I suspect that our late-teenaged sons find me an embarrassment. I am mistaken for their granddad – or an old vagabond. So is this journey an attempt to prove to myself and to my family that I can hack it? Or simply an escape from the ‘me’ who grows grumpy and geriatric in a Hereford cottage: mediocre writer, inadequate lover, out-of-touch and out-dated dad.

Of course there is the positive side: I have always relished travel through foreign lands and find liberating the escape into a foreign language. When speaking English I am marked as a product of private education with an accompanying presumption of conservative opinions and prejudices. I become classless when speaking French or Spanish; my voice lightens. I smile more readily, am more courteous, more patient, less given to irritation.

My steed is a Honda 125 Cargo built in Manaus, Brazil – the classic pizza delivery bike, single seat, single cylinder and kick-start. I bought the Honda new two years ago in Veracruz, Mexico, and rode south 16,000 kilometres through Central and South America to Ushuaia at the tip of Argentine Tierra del Fuego, where the bike has been in storage for the past six months.

I fly from London to Buenos Aires and take the double-decker bus south. The distance is 3000 kilometres. The bed seats on the lower deck are occupied by mature citizens. We frown at occasional bursts of upper-deck jollity before retiring into hibernation, from which we stir fatalistically at pit stops to refuel on water, coffee and empanadas. Departing Buenos Aires Wednesday evening, we reach Rio Gallegos, capital of Santa Cruz Province, early Friday. A connection departs immediately for the Magellan Channel and on across Tierra del Fuego to Ushuaia.

Silesian missionaries founded Ushuaia in 1893 on the steep north shore of the Beagle channel. Timber and sheep estancias fuelled growth into a muddy slum of weatherboard bungalows, sheering sheds and lumber mills. Bungalows and sheds rotted in the rain or surrendered to the frequent gales. The modern town is an unplanned concrete ribbon. Nature is the redeeming feature. Views south across the channel to the white peaks of Isla Navarino are magnificent. The Cerro Martial Mountains behind the town offer an adequate ski resort in winter and summer trekking for ardent masochists. Cruise ships sail for Cape Horn.

         

Paulo’s workshop is a myth-teller’s paradise, where bikers collect on winter evenings to boast of vanquished dangers. Oil cans and tool-boxes serve as chairs round the stove; maté is the drink of choice. To prepare maté, pour boiling water over rancid grass, and sip through a metal straw.

         

Paulo services my Honda and fits fresh tyres. Late July and the pass above Ushuaia is snow and rutted ice – impassable to motorcycles. A truck driver will deliver the bike 200 kilometres north to Rio Grande. The driver is sure that I can ride safely from Rio Grande to the Chilean frontier, then west for Puerto Natales from whence the ferry sails the fjords and islands north to Puerto Mont. Ahead will stretch a road journey across thirteen nations …
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TIERRA DEL FUEGO

            



The white peaks and black rock of Tierra del Fuego’s mountains tower above dark pine forests. North stretches bleak moorland of tufted grass and peat bog, small burns and tarns. Clarity of light foreshortens distances and hills seem no more than ridges sculpted and scoured by incessant gales. To the east lies a slate grey sea scummed with foam. Sheep quiver in the cold. Wind fluffs the tails of a few sad ostriches. Raptors perch on fence posts. Guanacos patrol the road edge in search of a lift to anywhere else. Wild geese and tourists enjoy Tierra del Fuego. Argentines loathe the place. Graciela Abbat is the exception.

Graciela owns the Hostel Argentino in Rio Grande. She is mid-forties, small, lithe, black curls, black eyes; imagine a mountain cat, tranquil at rest, fearsome when on the move. Our connection is a single November evening at the end of my ride south from Mexico. Graciela and I sat in the hotel kitchen and talked intimately late into the night. Graciela criticised we tourists for merely skimming the surface of the countries we visit and made me promise to return, that she would introduce me to the true Tierra del Fuego.

Thus Rio Grande was on my itinerary.

Nothing kind can be said of Rio Grande. The town serves Tierra del Fuego’s oil field and has doubled in size over the past few years. Wide straight streets are accelerators for icy squalls. Architecture is concrete box. Rare survivor from the 1920s, Hostel Argentino is a low, L-shaped tin shack. A gloss coating of canary yellow is Graciela’s failed attempt at cheerfulness. Backpackers are summer’s clientèle. Winter is for oil workers. I am to sleep in Graciela’s studio.

The studio is out back of the hotel in a garden of log piles, frozen mud and snowdrifts. The studio is new. The bed is new. The mattress is the best I’ve slept on in Hispanic America. Heating works. Bathroom gleams – unfortunately without water. Excavating a burst pipe must wait for warmer weather. Graciela has moved back to her old room in the hotel.

This is the tale of a journey so I will be brief in describing my four days of preparation in Rio Grande. By day I ride short distances along the sea front – tentatively and without confidence. Fear keeps me awake at night, fear that I am too old for the journey, too unfit. Only in the evening do I relax and share vast helpings of beef at the kitchen table, splash red wine into waiting glasses, listen to tales of politicians’ malfeasance, join in raucous following of televised football matches. Sunday I am invited to a barbeque. I leave Monday morning.

I dress in three sets of Alpinestar’s thermal underwear, pyjama bottoms, cargo trousers, biker boots. On top are further layers of Alpinestar, three T-shirts, cord shirt, two jerseys, leather bomber jacket. Over all comes a zippered pale-blue thermal work-suit bought on sale half-price in Ushuaia and I wear two pairs of gloves. Elastic ties hold a small suitcase above a top box clipped to the cargo rack. I wheel the bike alongside a concrete block and mount it. Half a dozen well-wishers watch as I heave a leg over the saddle. Two kicks on the starter and the engine buzzes.

Graciela kisses me on both cheeks. ‘Be careful, Little Grandfather.’

‘Certainly …’

Helmet on, goggles lowered over my bifocals and off I wobble. Imagine a large, pale, grey-bearded blue balloon …

The two-lane black top follows the coast out of town: low grey sky, grey-green ocean. Riding at fifty kilometres per hour together with a temperature of zero centigrade gives a wind chill factor of minus twenty-two degrees. I sit upright; to avoid cramp, grip lightly on the controls. The bike purrs happily. My confidence grows with the miles. This is easy, pleasurable. Why did I worry? Why do I always worry?

The road turns inland, rounds a bluff and climbs. Fresh snow sprinkles the heights. I hadn’t expected snow. Oil workers at the Argentino had reported the road clear so it must have fallen overnight.

I should turn back.

I ride slowly onward.

Why?

Because my greatest fear is of being thought a coward, losing what my youngest sons refer to as street cred. The barbeque party yesterday was to wish me farewell; Graciela’s kiss on the cheek this morning was reward for the intrepid traveller. Turn back and I become a laughing stock. Such are my adolescent thoughts as the road climbs. Snow has melted beneath truck tyres on the lower slope, sheet ice at the crest. The bike slews to the right. Leaning to the left is automatic. The wheels shoot sideways and my left shoulder slams the ice. I scrabble from beneath the bike, try lifting it. The bike slides away. I untie the suitcase, release the top box and drag the bike sideways to the verge. There, in the snow, I lift it upright, set the stand and reload my baggage. The effort leaves me huffing and puffing. Only a fool would continue. No fool like an old fool … My only excuse is that the Automobile Club of Argentina has a hotel at the frontier. I am a paid-up member of the club. Fifty miles from Rio Grande and I have ridden 30. Surely I can make it. Ride where the trucks haven’t compressed the snow …

The road dips and the going is easier. Then comes the next climb. I fall again. The first car in twenty minutes passes as I heave the bike upright. This is the oil field and a nodding donkey watches as I reload. I fall a third time, each fall on my left shoulder.

A pickup stops; the driver asks if I’m OK.

Fine, I lie. How far to the frontier?

Over the next crest.

The driver will drop my baggage at the Customs Post. Unburdened, riding is easier. The road dips towards the sea. No more ice. I park at the ACA hotel. No rooms. Sleeping in the lobby is forbidden.

I haven’t the strength to argue.

Sensible would be to park the bike at the Customs Post and catch a lift back to Rio Grande. The left leg of the thermal suit flaps open, the zip ripped. Perhaps I am suffering from the beginnings of hypothermia – or am too exhausted to think. I ask a Customs officer what chance there is of cadging a lift on a truck to Porto Venir on the West coast of Chile’s Tierra del Fuego.

Possibly at the Chilean frontier, a further ten miles.

The road heads inland. The first few miles are gravel – sea level and no snow, easy. To continue was sensible. Then the road climbs. An ice rink …

Better try the snow verge. The front wheel slams into an open drain. I scramble to my feet, unload the bike, heave it out of the drain and back onto the road. The frontier is a further three miles. An Argentine police officer in a Volvo saloon stops to ask whether I need help.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I say and fall twice more, each time on my left shoulder. Tempting to surrender, lie on the ice, let the cold take me – or a passing driver. However, even to surrender demands a decision.

I ride at a slow walking speed, both feet on the ice. A truck klaxon bellows behind. I try to swerve off the road but have no control. The rear wheel crumples as the truck hits. The bike slews. The truck’s fender hits my right leg. The bike tips. My left shoulder smacks the ice. I am astride the bike and trapped beneath the fender. The truck slides some forty metres before the trailer’s rear wheels slew off the road. The trailer is loaded with two truck tractors. The driver clambers down from the cab. He is Argentine: grey-haired and in his early fifties. He expects to find me dead. Relief brings him close to tears. He asks if I’m hurt. I’m not sure. I need to rest a while. A couple of minutes pass before I try moving my limbs. The limbs function. The driver and his mate prise the bike loose, lift me to my feet, hold me upright.

I mumble what every English gentleman of my generation mumbles in such circumstances. ‘Please excuse me. I’m so sorry. All my fault …’

Two young Chilean police roar up in a double cab 4x4 pickup. The Argentine in the Volvo saloon reported that I was in trouble.

The cops ask if I am OK.

I say: ‘Yes, that I think so.’

The cops wish to arrest the truck driver.

Convincing the cops that I am culpable takes a while. The driver holds me in his arms, hugs me and names me Brother. Better he calls me an irresponsible old fool.

I take a first step towards the pickup. A spike twists inside my right ankle. Fortunately the cops are supporting me.

‘I think I’ve broken something.’ I say and giggle. Note the claim to responsibility: Catholic guilt.

The cops chair-lift me to the rear seat of the pickup and dump my suitcase, box and smashed bike in the back. Thoughtful young men, they decide to return me to Argentina where a nurse staffs a frontier medical post and State hospitals are free. Unsaid is the thrill of fish-tailing the pickup at speed on the frozen road.

The young Chilean cop drives one-handed. The truck skids and slides through ruts in packed snow. The speedo quivers around 120 kilometres. My little Honda makes 100 kilometres downhill with a tail wind.

‘What are you trying to do?’ I ask. ‘Kill me? Can’t you leave that to the Argentines?’

I continue with such inane remarks and find them hilarious. We reach the Argentine frontier. The cops carry me into the First Aid post. The nurse is a kindly grandma. My two Chilean cops, two young Argentine cops and an older sergeant watch as the nurse checks my temperature, pulse and blood pressure.

I ask whether I am alive.

A Chilean cop says, ‘You shouldn’t be.’

I say, ‘It’s something to boast of, being hit by three trucks.’

My hysteria infects the watching police officers. Raucous describes the scene as the nurse removes my thermal suit. An Argentine cop grips my leg. The nurse unzips and removes my boot and cuts through three sets of Alpinestar’s slinky thermal underwear. The ankle is puffy.

‘It’s probably just a sprain,’ I say.

The nurse pokes and I yelp.

The five cops nod in agreement with whatever thoughts they share.

Argentina and Chile are in almost permanent dispute. Chile aided the Brits in the Malvinas/Falklands War. How come these cops are friends?

The sergeant says, ‘Enmity is for politicians.’

The nurse binds my ankle. The cops chair-lift me to the ambulance and load my baggage. The nurse straps me to a stretcher and holds my hand. Having my hand held is good. We discuss children and grandchildren and the decline in respect showed to mature citizens by the younger generation. The driver hits a rut. The nurse falls on me – a second assault.

Riding the eighty kilometres from Rio Grande took six hours. The return takes sixty minutes. I am wheeled into the hospital and x-rayed from head to toe. I hate being x-rayed: the doctors may discover something truly frightening.

The x-ray technician reports that my ankle is broken. I am wheeled to a doctor’s office. The doctor is middle-aged and somewhat careworn. He says, ‘You have damaged your thorax.’

‘My ankle.’

‘No, your thorax.’

‘My ankle,’ I insist.

The x-rays arrive. The doctor holds them to the light. ‘Your ankle is broken.’

I am about to reply, ‘No, my thorax.’

The door slams open. Graciela …

She grabs my ear lobe, shakes. ‘So, Little Grandfather, now what have you done?’

‘Nothing,’ I say – nursery denial.

‘Broken his ankle,’ the doctor says – such betrayal!

‘What were you doing?’ Graciela demands. The tone of voice is exasperated mother.

‘There was ice on the road,’ I say.

‘Why didn’t you turn back?’ Graciela knows the answer. ‘Men,’ she exclaims. ‘You’re seventy, Old Man. When are you going to grow up?’

Silence.

The Consultant orthopaedic surgeon arrives and studies the x-rays. The truck sheared the round bit of what I consider to be the ankle bone. The surgeon advises pinning and wiring the bone – plaster for two months, a further month of minimum activity. The explanation is for Graciela. I am a non-person – a situation with which children are familiar.

Pointless to address the surgeon. I ask Graciela the cost.

The surgeon shrugs, and to Graciela, says, ‘His insurance will pay.’

Graciela sniffs disdain. ‘Insurance for an old fool travelling by motorbike?’

To me she says, ‘I wish for a second opinion.’ And to the surgeon, ‘When must we decide?’

‘One day, two days at most …’

The surgeon applies a temporary cast. I am wheeled to Graciela’s car. Graciela collects my backpack and biker box and drives to the Hostel Argentino. Two oversized oil riggers carry me from the car. A small lobby gives onto a big living room warmed by a wood stove. The kitchen boasts the original wood-fired range converted to natural gas. The kitchen table seats a dozen. The riggers settle me in the corner, back to the range. They assure Graciela that the previous night’s snow was the first in almost a fortnight; that I met with bad luck.

Graciela doesn’t believe in luck. ‘He’s an old idiot,’ she says.

Argentines are argumentative. No one argues with Graciela.

She fills a mug with coffee. My hands shake. ‘Don’t spill,’ she says.

I shouldn’t be here. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m a nuisance.’

‘You try to be a nuisance,’ says Graciela. ‘Better sleep in my room where I can keep an eye on you.’

A single bed is carried through to Graciela’s bedroom. I am carried through to Graciela’s bedroom. Graciela is expert in dealing with the physically impaired; she has a grown daughter confined to a wheelchair. I am stripped, washed, clothed in my striped pyjamas and put to bed. An upright chair makes do as a walking frame. ‘No more accidents,’ Graciela commands. ‘You must go to the bathroom, bang on the door. Someone will help.’

I lie in bed and wonder at my fortune, yes, that I am alive and so little damaged – but far more, to find myself in the care of such friends. Why should they, these Argentinians, each with his or her problems, treat an old Englishman as if he were one of their own?
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RIO GRANDE

            



I wake sweating and delay as long as I dare before easing out of bed. The upright chair is my walking frame, slide and hop, slide and hop. Progress is slow. I am in need of speed, acutely aware of Graciela asleep in her own bed, and that I am an intrusion.

I abandon the chair outside the bathroom, close the door and hop the last two metres. My balance is poor at the best of times. On one leg, I’m nervous of missing the pan. I’m nervous of making a noise. Shake, shake, then hop and slide the chair back to bed where I lie on my back and worry.

Countless non-worriers have advised me over the years that nothing is achieved by worrying – also that an obsessive sense of guilt is puerile.

Less puerile than telling a worrier not to worry? Or chiding a Catholic for his sense of guilt?

So, yes, I worry.

I worry about what I can tell Bernadette to assuage her concerns. And I worry, as always, about money. And about being a failure – how else can you describe ending a six- or seven-month bike ride on the first day?

If I have the operation here, what will it cost? Two months in plaster; two months’ diminution of my already slender funds. A month’s convalescence – further financial seepage. And the cost of rebuilding the bike … Can it be rebuilt? Or do I give up now, and catch a flight home? No book written, no articles – no possible excuse for further travel. Accept my age. Surrender.

Meanwhile Graciela snores gently – more a purr than a proper snore. And bed is a prison. I want to move, or turn on the light and read – anything to stop the tightening spiral of questions, none of them answerable at two in the morning – nor at three o’clock – nor at four o’clock.

My third bathroom safari: the chair catches on an uneven floorboard and bangs Graciela’s bed. Graciela switches on her bedside light. A small slight woman in a sleeveless nightgown should appear vulnerable. I feel vulnerable.

Graciela says that I am sleeping in her room so that she can help me to the bathroom. I reply that I hate waking her. Graciela says that having a chair bang her bed is a more stressful than being asked quietly for assistance. And she says that I snore – not a soft purr.

Graciela has many friends. One is the orthopaedic surgeon she has summoned to offer a second opinion on the ankle. In his early sixties, Pepe Gonzalez is a one-legged barrel of a man, blued-eyed, grey bristle beard, wispy hair. He divides his life between a medical practice in Buenos Aires and a 17,000-hectare estancia in Tierra del Fuego. Grazing is poor in Tierra del Fuego; so is the climate – 200 hectares feeds a skinny steer, so 17,000 hectares is a smallholding. Pepe inspects the estancia on horseback. In Buenos Aires he rides a rebuilt 1970s Triumph Bonneville: the missing leg was victim of a bike crash.

         

I sit with my back to the kitchen range while Pepe examines the x-rays. My age concerns him. He advises against pinning; operating will delay recovery; two months in plaster could transform me into a shuffling old man. Better a cast for four to five weeks, a further month of careful use. Pepe will arrange a meeting with the hospital consultant. Meanwhile I must exercise the leg without putting weight on the foot. Pepe demonstrates the exercises: lie on my back, lift the leg to the count of ten, hold the leg up, then lower to the count of ten.

Pepe has brought aluminium crutches manufactured in the People’s Republic of China. I am not good on crutches. My balance is uncertain. Maybe the painkillers are to blame. Or am I merely nervous at having to email Bernadette and my daughter, Anya? Keep it light …

Beloved B, I took a slight spill yesterday. Not much damage but delayed a few days …

         

Or is honesty the best policy?

Got run down by a truck transporting two trucks on its trailer. Ankle broken. Bike requires rebuilding …

         

Graciela’s ex-future novio, Fernando, has driven to the frontier in his pickup to collect the bike. Fernando is a contract maintenance engineer and probably a few years younger than Graciela. He is a strong, slender man, big-eyed, black hair thinning. Briefly married, he cares for a nursery-age daughter. Graciela imagined him early in their relationship as a future husband. She now accepts that Fernando will never remarry. Thus the ex-future – and novio – because Fernando remains her lover. He is a central link in Graciela’s inner circle. Xavier, the driller, is another. Xavier has been working oil rigs for nearly 30 years. He is a short man with a permanent twinkle in bright blue eyes, clipped grey beard, and lopsided smile.

         

Xavier and Fernando unload my Honda into the back porch at the Hostel Argentino. The rear wheel is crumpled, rear forks twisted, mudguard splintered, and mirrors shattered. The left footrest and gear lever require straightening; clutch and brake levers are twisted, handlebars out of true.

News of my crash has spread through the biker community via the Internet. Dakar Motos is a way station for foreign bikers passing through Buenos Aires. The owner, Javier, has emailed, offering to repair the bike. Thus a possible future takes shape: five weeks in plaster, bus across Argentine and Chilean Tierra del Fuego to Puerto Natales, passenger ferry north through Chile’s fjords to Puerto Montt and bus north to Santiago. From Santiago I can bus east to Buenos Aires, collect the bike and continue up through Uruguay into Brazil and on through Venezuela. Easy …

My Argentine cousins in Buenos Aires have read my blog of the accident and email that I must fly direct to Buenos Aires. A second email of commiseration comes from the manager of the hotel that is my Buenos Aires home from home, the Gran Hotel España. Graciela is away at lunchtime tending to her daughter. I hop to the corner restaurant with four of the inner circle as my guests: Fernando, Xavier, Pedro and Carlos. Pedro is a forty-year-old electronics technician specialising in security systems. He wears his hair midway down his back and cultivates the swagger of a pirate. Carlos studies engineering at the Technical College attached to the oil refinery.

Carlos and Xavier order churasco: a plate-sized chunk of grilled meat surmounted by two fried eggs and piled with mammoth potato chips. Fernando prefers Milanese, with eggs and chips. The Milanese is two thick slices of breaded veal each folded in two to fit the plate. Pirate Pedro and I stick with the midday special: spaghetti with meat sauce plus a hunk of stewed beef.

Pepe arrives from his estancia and drives me to the hospital. Doctor Lopez is the consultant. The two men examine the latest x-rays. A small shift of the bone is evident. Lopez again advocates screw and wire, but now a full cast for three months and a further month of rehab. Pepe argues that I am 74; that I don’t have four months; that keeping me immobile is a recipe for disaster.

         

Pepe lost his right leg from above the knee. A stroke lessened the feeling in the right hand and he no longer operates (except on sheep). He does run a large estancia, rides his Triumph Bonneville or a horse. He has a medical practice specialising in long-term rehabilitation. He is closer to my age than Lopez, suffers from the same impatience with his own physical frailties and is an expert on living life to the full. Take Pepe’s advice and I may limp a little; however, I will complete this journey and produce a new book.

         

Choose the screw and wire and I risk an old man’s shuffle – and no book. I am a writer: no book is a disaster. Doctor Lopez is aggrieved and forbids Pepe use of the hospital’s facilities. Pepe builds the new cast in the Hostel Argentino’s kitchen, more of a boot with a wooden arch support and rubber heel. The plaster requires two full days to dry. Once dry, I can rest the heel on the ground, though not put weight on the foot. Balancing will be easier. Pepe says I can travel in less than four weeks, more than three weeks. He will get me a wheelchair. Have I made the right decision? Time will tell.

I am occupying the spare bed in Graciela’s bedroom. A further three weeks is a massive imposition. Pepe and I speak English together. I tell him that I must find somewhere to stay. Pepe translates for Graciela.

Graciela says, ‘Why do you want to make my life more difficult, Old Man? In my room, you are convenient.’

I try to express my thanks.

Pepe squeezes my hand. ‘Simon, it is impolite to thank friends.’

I find that I am weeping. So much for the phlegmatic Brit.

On my first visit, Graciela criticised travellers for seldom experiencing more than the surface of the countries through which we pass. What am I taught by three weeks in the kitchen corner? Argentina has suffered two major catastrophes in recent times: defeat in the Falklands/Malvinas ended ten years of brutal military rule, then came the collapse of the economy. Riding south last year, I never heard people discuss the military years nor the crash. Even now I am the one to lead the conversation. Three women sit across the table.

‘We wish to forget,’ says one.

The other two nod their agreement. ‘There is so much that we wish to forget’

Silence apart from the suck of tin straws in maté …

X tells of his father, a writer, arrested during the military dictatorship and condemned to ten years in jail. Police ransacked the family home once or twice a month, broke china, smashed toys, ripped books, and deliberately imprinted their prisoner’s children with fear. At the change of government, the father was released under amnesty. X is a close friend of Graciela. They have known each other for a dozen years. X has never talked to Graciela of his childhood and of his father’s imprisonment.

Two men in their twenties plonk a bottle of red wine on the table. They are bright kids, cheerful and ready to party. They are down from the north selling holidays for schools. Teachers are on strike today – no work. They talk of the North as bordering on Paraguay and Bolivia where, they say, people are dying of hunger. One young man says, ‘In some countries, Governments murder their people. Ours is the most cruel – it kills all hope.’

A cab driver sips maté. He is in his fifties and from a small town near Mendoza. He and his wife have been in Tierra del Fuego for six weeks. She works in a shop. He drives from seven in the evening to seven in the morning. Back home there is no work for fifty-year-olds. They had a good life before the financial crash. He was a teller in a bank. She clerked for a lawyer. They owned a small house in town and a weekend cottage. They saved. They contributed to a pension plan. Their children expected to attend university. The crash came and the good life ended. In those two years only the rich survived financially, those with hoarded capital hidden abroad, and adroit politicians. The present President made a fortune in real estate.

The cab driver and his wife speak quietly to each other, cook for each other on the range, touch each other frequently through need for reassurance that something other than despair exists. He relates their history without bitterness. Bitterness demands emotional energy.

Sunday lunch for Graciela’s inner circle is in the garage at the home of the ex-future novio. A charcoal grill runs full width of the back wall. The table is laden with bottles of wine. Present are a head of department in the state government together with his pregnant wife and a two-year-old granddaughter. Other guests include a third-generation lawyer. The lawyer denounces endemic corruption. The official is embedded within the system. The confrontation across the table is indirect and I almost miss it. The ex-future is turning meat on the grill. Pirate Pedro opens bottles. The official’s pregnant wife feeds their granddaughter. Xavier twinkles. The lawyer pushes his chair back and is gone.

         

How bad is corruption here in Tierra del Fuego? The previous governor created 7000 non-existent jobs for supporters. The governor, his wife and brother-in-law are charged with illicit enrichment. The province is bankrupt and begging funds from federal government.

Rio Grande has the feel of an island in the vast empty spaces of Tierra del Fuego. Islands are closed communities. We are four in the pub on Saturday night, three men and Graciela. Pub? So the street sign says. The oblong space is in a new building. Rental as a hardware store or shoe shop would seem more suitable. Pub it is. We sit at a corner table beneath photographs of Rio Grande in the thirties. Two nondescript young men sit at the bar. They attempt humour with the bar woman and with the waitress. The humour is ignored. Will the young men realise eventually that they will never belong, never be insiders?

Graciela, Xavier and Pirate Pedro are insiders.

The publican kisses Graciela and chats.

Other customers pay respects.

Pirate Pedro fetches a cable from his truck for the music system.

Graciela watches her younger son (21) complete an application form at the kitchen table. For Graciela this is a rare moment of relaxation. She is content to watch and love. Maternal, she points to an empty box on the form.

I might be watching Bernadette and our eldest boy, Josh. At what age do sons stop bringing home their application forms for Mum’s advice? And do Mums ever have sufficient energy to stay awake during a film on TV or showing of a DVD? Bernadette and I have been together for nearly 30 years. I don’t recall Bernadette ever staying awake through an entire film on television. Graciela slept through three showings of The Last King of Scotland last week. Yesterday she nodded off to Apocalypto.

         

I slip out late in the evening to collect a couple of beers from the corner restaurant and leave my jacket on the back of a restaurant chair. I return for it later. The lights are dimmed. A bunch of kids are swilling beer and already midway drunk. One of them demands my nationality. English? To whom do the Malvinas belong? Argentina, right?

I say, ‘To those who live there.’

‘No, no. The Malvinas are Argentina.’

I reply that Argentina has possessions far more valuable than the islands – the best footballers in the world.

Confrontation evaporates.

Each hour I lie on my bed and do leg lifts. Today I achieve three consecutive series of 30 lifts. While exercising, I cogitate on an article I have been asked to write on the difference between young travellers and oldies. Young travellers journey alone by day and gather in the evening to swap war stories. Oldies enjoy exploring in a group by day with a knowledgeable guide and separate in the evening into couples and foursomes. Arrogant generalisation …

Pepe has visited the barber for a haircut. The result resembles Tierra del Fuego pastures: short and blown tufty by the wind.

Pepe asks if my ankle hurts.

How to differentiate between ache and pain?

Pepe believes in direct action. He wears work boots. He swings his artificial leg and hacks the underside of my foot. ‘Does that hurt?’

‘No.’

He raps me on the ankle. ‘Does that hurt?’

‘No.’

‘Good,’ he says.

I say, ‘Sometimes it aches in the night.’

‘Of course it does,’ says Pepe. ‘It rests against hard plaster.’

I feel foolish.

Party time at the Hostel Argentino: Xavier, the oil driller, is barbequing chickens in the yard. We are celebrating the arrival of two Spanish pedal bikers from Valencia. The bikers have ridden the mountain route from Buenos Aires via Bariloche, Monson and Calfate, then across into Chile and back via Porvenir to Rio Grande. Tomorrow they will head for Ushuaia. One is a salesman, early forties, handsome, voluble, lots of charm. The 40-day bike ride makes a great tale for his customers and will boost sales. The second biker is younger by ten years, an odd-job man in the modern sense: basic electrician, basic plumber, painter and decorator, simple carpentry. He is the more thoughtful of the two and talks little. The Spaniards complain of ruthless Argentine truck drivers, of being forced off the road. I prefer a different image: the driver who held me in his arms and called me brother.

My neighbour at table eats two full chickens. I drink more than one glass of red wine and hop off to bed.

The Spaniards party to five in the morning. They are on the road at seven. Such men were the conquistadors … he gang have driven me over to the pub for a change of scene. Tierra del Fuego is populated by incomers. Most are men: women take their pick. Three young women sit at the bar. One believes herself too tall. She watches another young woman dressed in a pale beige work-suit play the coquette, displaying her shape, pursing her lips for a kiss from a tall, handsome novio. Yet there is a hollow core to her confidence. She wields her beauty, yet knows that she is not beautiful, merely moderately pleasing – condemned to play a different role outside Tierra del Fuego. Perhaps a wallflower …

         

The tall young woman is envious, yet sees the hollowness.

Pepe has brought a wheelchair. It is a 2008 model drop-head sports-coupé of a chair. I do spins. I weave between the tables in the hotel lounge. I make for the kitchen. The wooden doorsill is a vertical barrier one centimeter in height. Buff! I back up and attack the sill at speed. Double Buff!

Graciela, the ex-future and his daughter (six), schoolteacher Luisa and I spend the weekend in a beachfront cabin on Lake Fagnano, midway between Rio Grande and Ushuaia. Our host is a serial lunatic. As a teenager he rode a 50cc scooter from Buenos Aires to Ushuaia: 3000 kilometres. Aged 40, he circumnavigated Lake Fagnano solo on a pedalo. The lake fills a narrow trench in the mountains and is 117 kilometres long. It runs west to east. The prevailing wind blasts from west to east. The weather changes in minutes, dead calm to a gale, bright sunshine to driving snow. Little wonder that Roberto Daniel Berbel is known locally as Robo Loco.

White peaks rise above pine forest while the light continually changes on the lake, as does the colour of the water: dark blue, light blue, slate grey, pale smoky grey. Birds of prey spiral leisurely overhead. A brace of duck, feet splayed, skid into land on the dark, silky-surfaced lagoon that lies behind the strip of paddocks along the foreshore. Graciela and Luisa play cards in the cabin. The ex-future tends a meat mountain on the outdoor barbeque while his daughter plays a complicated game with small dolls. I am outdoors in my wheelchair. Graciela has wrapped me in a grey blanket. A continual swell breaks and sucks at the pebble beach. The blanket makes me feel old. I am old. Tough shit …

We sit on solid benches at a solid wooden table in the log cabin. An enormous wood stove warms us. As does red wine. We snack on a sausage or two. Then we eat meat. We eat more meat. Then we seriously eat meat. First comes the thin end of the skirt. Then the middle thickness. Finally the thick end. Finally? A steer has two skirts. We recommence at the thin end of the second skirt – surely cholesterol suicide; though Doctor Pepe claims that Tierra del Fuego meat is cholesterol free because animals have to range across such immense distances in search of fodder. Pepe is a meat producer …

Glutted, we drink more red wine and listen to Robo Loco’s guitar, his harmonica and his patter. He possesses all the party tricks and performs them with brilliant élan. The ex-future’s daughter is in heaven as he pulls his mouth askew with a long black hair plucked from School teacher Luisa’s head.

And I am in heaven. I am amongst friends. Robo Loco presents me with a copy of his book recounting the pedalo marathon. The gang adds signatures and comments to the front page. I lie in bed and listen to three sets of gentle snores and worry that the crutches will slip on the tiles when I make the next trip to the bathroom.

We drive back to Rio Grande the following night in heavy snow. The ex-future is a good driver and we are safe in his big double-cab pickup.

Safe? Trucks scare me.

Weird, I will be happy to be back in the Hostel Argentino tucked up in my own bed in Graciela’s room with my foot propped up on a stiff pillow.

My own bed, that’s the weird bit: pretending to be home because I want so badly to be home with Bernadette and the boys.

I am on television this afternoon. The programme is broadcast live. The compère is a gaucho poet in the true Argentine tradition: early sixties, thin as a stick, white moustache, black Basque beret, silk neck scarf fastened with a silver-gilt brooch. The gaucho poet has been conversing with trees and horses, red wine and cigarettes for 50 years. His voice carries a hoarse rhythm as he talks to the camera of nature’s gifts and nature’s cruelties, while I cruelly picture bit-part actors in the B-movie Westerns of my youth.

An elderly guitarist plays a classical introduction. Later he plays a great tango. Most of the programme is focused on the English writer with the leg in plaster. I worry that I am using the wrong verb tenses.

Later the musician asks for my thoughts on the Malvinas.

Duck and run …

The editor has brought me a CD of my television appearance. I have never watched myself perform in Spanish. My manner is disturbingly familiar. Where have I seen that exaggerated raise of eyebrows, the opening wide of eyes, hands spread to proffer a self-evident truth to a captive audience? The conceit that invests a superior being?

Truth is unavoidable.

We were resident in Cuba in the nineties. The Commandante’s four-hour speeches have left their imprint.

Fidel, over the years, became a caricature of Fidel.

I am a caricature of the caricature.

I haven’t shaved since the accident. Woolly is the image. Xavier drives me to a front-room hairdresser. The hairdresser is in Spain for three months. Her replacement is an overweight teenager.

Retreating would hurt the girl’s feelings and might hurt Xavier’s feelings. I recall being equally imprisoned by guilt when visiting historic churches on the southern leg of this journey. Enter during a service; the priest remarks an unfamiliar face. Leave before the service ends and he may obsess into the night: did he fail to save a soul from eternal damnation? Rather than cause such anxiety, I have, in one day, attended three masses, a funeral and an elevation of the Eucharist. How can I now deny a teenage hope-to-be coiffure?

The beard first: the girl approaches with an electric trimmer. Zip and a bald patch marks my right cheek.

I confess to the same error ten years ago when trimming our youngest son’s hair. Jed remains unforgiving. I am more liberal. I say, ‘That isn’t quite what I imagined.’

The girl says, ‘This is the first time I’ve cut a beard.’

Her tone suggests that the blame is mine.

The bald patch is too wide to hide. Shaving my cheeks is the only option. I commandeer the clippers.

The girl is forlorn. I imagine her going on an eating jag. She says, ‘Can I cut your hair?’

‘A very light trim. Very light,’ I insist.

Snip go the scissors. Blood drips from a gash in her palm. She emits a small screech and vanishes in search of a bandage.

Xavier and I muffle hysterical laughter.

Xavier produces a cold beer from his satchel – a true friend.

For his birthday, the ex-future is our guest for lunch at the Hostel Argentino. How to describe an Argentine birthday lunch? Immense heaps of beef, a vast chocolate cake, red wine, innumerable toasts and the Spanish version of ‘Happy Birthday’.

A large concrete notice outside a Government building on the next block to the Hostel Argentino boasts the legend:




        


    










GOBIERNO DE TIERRA


DEL FUEGO


ANTARTIDO, E ISLAS


DEL ATLANTICO SUR

         

LaLa Land would be more appropriate …

And I have been invited to a televised meeting of academics. Surely the Malvinas/Falklands will be discussed, so I run a practice session with one of the organisers.

My knowledge of Argentina is very limited.

Are people suffering from hunger?

Is the independence and integrity of the judicial system assured?

Is the Government clean of corruption?

If not, surely Argentines should have more pressing aims than acquiring a few boggy islands …

I have been uninvited.

I am a manic depressive. I have learnt tricks that snap the mental circling. Ski a black run, reach the bottom, ski it again. An hour and your only worry is whether your legs will hold up. A depression has threatened over the past couple of days. I can’t ski. I can’t even travel. Morose, I sit with my back against the kitchen stove.

A young doctor and her novio present me with CDs of tango and the Misa Criolla and a beautifully illustrated edition of the great poem of Argentina’s gauchos, Martin Fierro. The edition includes the English translation and a dictionary of gaucho slang.

         

The doctor holds me in her arms while I weep.

Damn these Argentinians. How dare I be depressed? I am so fortunate, so privileged …

Xavier drives us to the Chinese restaurant for prawns at midday. The restaurant is closed. It was closed for lunch last week.

‘Chinese work 365 days in the year,’ declares Xavier. ‘These aren’t proper Chinese.’

Observation from the corner by the old iron kitchen range: Marginales is the Argentine word for those who were called hippies in my youth. Modern marginales carry mobile phones.

         

The truck ran me down on 7th August. Today is Wednesday, 5th September. Pepe has a steak knife, scissors and newspaper. He bangs my cast. ‘Any pain?’

         

‘Not on the broken side,’ I reply.

Pepe is uninterested in pain on the unbroken side. He saws the cast, splits it and taps the broken bone. ‘Pain?’

‘No,’ I say.

‘Stand,’ says Pepe.

I stand.

‘Any pain?’

‘No,’ I say.

Pepe gives me a bear hug. No more cast. He wraps the leg in an elastic bandage. I must walk with the aid of crutches for a while.

I thank him.

Pepe says, ‘Thank yourself,’ and taps his temple. ‘You did the curing. Cure comes from the head.’

If so, Pepe governed my thoughts with his energy and determination. He gave me belief.

How do I feel?

Immensely grateful. Immensely relieved. I have been scared of coming out of this as an invalid and a drag on my beloved wife.

That’s enough truth. Anyone for tango?

My healed bone is Pepe’s victory, proof that he was correct in his argument with Doctor Lopez. He rewards me with dinner at the Posado de los Sauces, Rio Grande’s most expensive restaurant (though I don’t see the menu). Food is unquestionably fine. They serve fish. Fresh fish. Fish that has never seen the inside of a freezer!

Pepe orders for me Black Hake, a south Atlantic fish caught deep on long line. The fish is perfectly grilled, the steamed vegetables are crisp, wine (a ten-year-old red Malbec) is divine.

The guests at other tables?

Estancia owners, visiting foreign businessmen, upper echelon oil executives – a different world from the Hostel Argentino.

         

Less naturally tanned complexion? Yes, of course.

I walk alone to the bank. The bank is two blocks uphill the far side of the six-lane Avenida San Martin. I use the crutches at the intersections and for support while taking a short rest. A security guard beckons me to the head of the queue at the cash machine. From the bank, I take a cab on a shopping spree: two pairs of boxer shorts, shampoo and a couple of throwaway razors.

Happiness is an email from Javier at Dakar Motos reporting the arrival of the Honda in Buenos Aires. What more to write from the kitchen at the Hostel Argentino? This will be my last weekend and I am hosting a thank-you barbeque. Xavier takes me shopping. I suggest ten chickens. Javier says five. These aren’t battery-bred half-water English supermarket chickens. These are free-range chickens raised at a Catholic Mission outside of town: solid meat, size of a mini-turkey.

Then to the butcher for ten kilos of Tierra del Fuego beef at 1.30 dollars a kilo.

For the ladies I select a kilo of strawberries and fresh cream.

Argentine strawberries are huge.

Argentine apples and pears are the size of a small melon.

Big back home and you eat fruit without taste. Not so in Argentina. Best apples I have ever tasted. Great pears. Delicious grapes. Superb strawberries.

Each new act of kindness adds to the pain of separation and to the guilt of wishing to be gone. Saturday the Argentine Pumas whip France in the opening match of the Rugby World Cup and Carlos from the Petrol eum school drives me to his novia’s home for beer, tapas and conversation. Graciela cooks a delicious stew of squid and shrimp. Sunday I join in devouring a final meat mountain with the Sunday gang at the ex-future’s car port. Mobile-phone marginales present me with a freshly crocheted black wool hat.

         

A final drink at the pub: an oil-company truck driver leans across the table. He is a big man, not yet drunk but getting there: ‘You think you understand us, Old Man. You think that we would care for any stranger. No, this was for you, because of you, who you are …’

I pretend to study the drink menu, hand shading my eyes. I will be gone in the morning. How will I cope? And what he says is untrue. Argentinians dream of being tough tango heavyweights. They are real softies and would care for any traveller.

My last night of sleep at the Argentino: soft purrs come from Graciela’s bed. I recall the vile headlines in the British yellow press during the Falklands/Malvinas war. A good Argie is a dead Argie. Much of the British Press is owned by foreigners and tax evaders of very dubious morality. Odd that successive governments should permit such people to manipulate public opinion. Murdoch terrorised Prime Minister Blair. Will Prime Minister Brown, child of the manse, be more courageous?
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