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Mark Johanson is an American journalist who has lived in Santiago, Chile,

for more than a decade. His stories about travel, food, culture, and

sustainability have appeared in publications such as Travel + Leisure, AFAR,

Food & Wine, The Economist, Men’s Journal, Newsweek, Bloomberg, CNN, and the

BBC, among others. ... Read More
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On Chile's Southern Highway, the Views—and
History—Are Cinematic

Fifty years since Chile's Carretera Austral connected remote mountain communities in scenic Patagonia, the region
remains a wonder to any traveler who passes through. Writer Mark Johanson takes a drive.
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The Carretera Austral runs through

Northern Chilean Patagonia, one of

our Best Places to Go in 2026.

Consider this your sign to plan a trip

—find more tips here.

One of the world’s most celebrated road trips owes its existence to a dictator’s

obsession. It was the 1970s, and Augusto Pinochet had just staged a brutal

military coup to take control of Chile. Like many despots, he was paranoid:

Among his greatest fears was that the isolated south might one day drift into

Argentina’s orbit. So, in 1976, he ordered the construction of an audacious

highway running latitudinally through Northern Patagonia, a land where

craggy mountains crumble into fjords, volcanoes poke through clouds, and

dense rainforests swallow the light.

The resulting Carretera Austral (Southern

Highway in English) bound together that

distant frontier to the Chilean state by force of

gravel, dynamite, and military will. Today, it

begins at an inlet of the Pacific, near the port

city of Puerto Montt, and ends—770 miles

and four car ferries later—in the frontier outpost of Villa O’Higgins. Fifty years

after construction began, surrounding communities are taking stock of what the

road has delivered and what the decades ahead might bring as it increasingly

draws tourists to natural wonders along the route.

In early April, I flew from my home in Santiago to the lone commercial airport

along the Carretera Austral, just outside the four-block outpost of Balmaceda.

The road south from Balmaceda unspools for 45 miles through snaggletooth

peaks and wind-combed valleys, before arriving at Villa Cerro Castillo, an eight-

block village dwarfed by its namesake massif. Until the 1970s, towns like this in

Chile’s sparsely populated Aysén Region were effectively cut off from the rest of

the country. To get around, ranchers relied on horses, boats, and remote

airstrips, and access to goods and services was limited.
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Surrounded by snaggletooth peaks and wind-combed valleys, Villa Cerro Castillo is one of
the towns that was connected to the rest of Chile by the Carretera Austral. Getty

That changed with the construction of the Carretera Austral. This rugged

highway connected Aysén’s isolated communities to the rest of Chile and

ushered in a new era of tourism: Since 1976, the soul-stirring landscapes that

first drew hitchhikers and dirt-bag cyclists have begun to lure jetsetters who

want to appreciate the views from boutique lodges. One of the newest is Alto

Castillo, a five-cabin hotel with soaring views over Cerro Castillo National Park.

The property was opened in late 2023 by Chilean Carolina Cerda and her

Argentine husband Adrián Pintos on a 185-acre hilltop estate. “People really

wanted to visit this part of Patagonia, but accommodations were simple,” Cerda

explained, fussing over afternoon black tea and homebaked butter cookies as we

chatted. “Now, tourism is going in a different direction, but it’s not about

excessive luxury; visitors still want to feel like they’re in Patagonia.”

WATCH THIS
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Framed in native lenga wood, the rustic-chic cabins at Alto Castillo feature

Mapuche textiles, wicker Chimbarongo baskets, and paintings honoring the

gauchos who first settled these lands. Wood-fired Salamander stoves combat

cool evenings, and multi-course dinners unspool at a long communal table. I

dined with a German family who’d traveled the Carretera Austral from top to

bottom over three weeks. “Every day—really every bend in the road—we’ve seen

a remarkably different landscape,” the father, Christian, shared, as we picked at

pork roast and sipped on carmenere from Vinos Patagonia.

Alto Castillo, a five-cabin hotel on an 185-
acre estate Mark William Johanson

Alto Castillo has soaring views over Cerro
Castillo National Park. Mark William

Johanson

The nearby Cerro Castillo School Museum shares the longer-held history of the

region. Nomadic Tehuelche people roamed these lands for three millennia,

leaving their mark on cliff walls like the Paredón de las Manos (a 15-minute

walk from the museum), which features more than 100 ochre handprints

estimated to be anywhere from 5,000-13,000 years old. The first European and

creole pioneros (“pioneers”) arrived in the 1930s, unleashing giant fires to both

colonize and claim the land for the Chilean state.
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When the Carretera Austral arrived four decades later, it created a kind of

magnetic pull for scattered communities, said soft-spoken longtime resident

Francisco Croxatto. “People began to, quite literally, relocate existing homes

closer to the road,” he explained. I met Croxatto over porotos granados—a

hearty stew of cranberry beans, maize, and squash—at El Puesto in Puerto Río

Tranquilo, 73 unpaved miles south of Villa Cerro Castillo along a stretch scarred

by the debris fields of the Hudson Volcano. “Now, 40 or 50 years later, you see

that this backbone of connection has brought with it many things—some

positive, some negative.” Croxatto shared that the Aysén Region (which holds

most of the Carretera Austral) had less than 50,000 residents when

construction began. Now, there are more than 100,000 inhabitants, thousands

more seasonal workers, and a growing number of second homes. This is

particularly true of Puerto Río Tranquilo, which houses the Instagram-famous

lakeside grottos known as the Marble Caves.

Attractions like the Marble Caves have drawn a growing number of travelers to this part of
Northern Argentina. Getty

“Twenty years ago, there was barely any tourism here and everyone was a

rancher,” said Croxatto’s wife, Tamara Ullrich. “Back then, you might go 15 days

without seeing a visitor. Now, there’s a boat or kayak leaving for the Marble

Caves every 15 minutes, and 99% of the people depend on tourism.”

Croxatto and Ullrich are among them. They run Exploradores Park, a private

1,400-acre reserve in the nearby Exploradores Valley. After lunch, I detoured

one hour west of the highway into the valley’s dense forests of ñire and lenga,

which glowed amber and ruddy in the autumn sun. The weather changed

constantly: broody clouds, spitting rain, sun again. It was a valley of many

rainbows. From the park entrance, I climbed over roots, ferns, and fungi, past

giant coihue trees dressed in coats of frilly moss. About a mile later, I reached a

hilltop overlook with views of Exploradores Glacier and the greater Northern

Patagonian Ice Field. In front of me was a glistening white expanse, but also

turquoise pools and vast scree. In the 30 years Croxatto and Ullrich have run

this park, they’ve watched as it—like most Patagonian Glaciers—has receded

further from view.

The couple lead ice hikes for both tourists and researchers, but they had to

suspend services in 2026 when the government deemed Exploradores too

unstable. The glacier is, quite literally, breaking apart. Elsewhere in the valley,

however, there are signs of ecological recovery. The formerly degraded forest

around Exploradores’s frontal moraine has returned to a more feral state

following years of careful conservation.

Exploradores Park, a private 1,400-acre reserve in the breathtaking Exploradores Valley
Getty

I returned to Puerto Río Tranquilo in the afternoon and veered south on more

gravel “highway”. It’s remarkable—or suspicious, Croxatto says—that 50 years

on, half of the Carretera Austral remains incomplete, constantly flattened and

repaired by private contractors, but never fully paved.

“When the road is bad, it’s a total car killer,” said Francesco Rossi, the GM of

Mallin Colorado, near the fly-fishing hub of Puerto Bertrand. “On the flip side, if

it was fully paved with lights and fences and everything, it wouldn’t be the

same.”

Mallin Colorado is a 30-year-old estancia run by seven siblings in the

Christensen family. I stayed in one of their Maiten Suites, new for the 2025-2026

season, which had a large bay window framing Lake General Carrera. There

were oil paintings by one sibling, Felipe, and woolen blankets by another,

Marcela. Eight horses promised gaucho-inspired adventures, while chef Pedro

Villarroel whipped up belly-warming dinners like pastel de jaiba (crab cake

cooked in a terracotta bowl).

One drizzle-spitting day, I hiked a six-mile trail to the top of the hotel’s 500-acre

reserve. Even in the fog of rainclouds, the lake below glowed in neon blue, the

color of liquid laundry detergent. The next day, I followed the fast-flowing Baker

River south toward Patagonia National Park, entering sunnier realms of

bronzed steppe.

Mallin Colorado, a family-run estancia neart the fly-fishing hub of Puerto Bertrand,
opened several new suites for the 2025-2026 season. Mark William Johanson

This reserve in the Chacabuco Valley lies at the heart of NGO Rewilding Chile’s

plans to return Patagonia to its natural state. At the Puesto Choique biological

center, wildlife ranger Alejandra Saavedra showed me corrals holding 32

transplanted rheas—a distant relative of ostriches and emus—that would soon

be released, helping to disperse seeds across the plains as the birds are so

naturally inclined to do. She then took me into the golden grasses to view

camera traps monitoring the near-threatened pampas cat, which is the size of a

house cat but looks like a leopard.

Rewilding Chile, its parent NGO Tompkins Conservation, and their

collaborators have released 221 rheas here—all in the two decades since

American philanthropists Doug and Kris Tompkins began purchasing

degraded ranchlands for large-scale restoration. Kris also built tourism

infrastructure, including a luxury hotel now run by Explora, and donated the

land around it to the Chilean state in 2018.

Saavedra told me there were once 25,000 head of livestock in the Chacabuco

Valley. “By removing fencing and restoring vegetation, guanacos [a wild relative

of the llama] have returned to occupy spaces they couldn’t use before,” she

explained. A healthy population of about 3,000 guanacos has drawn roughly

30 pumas to the area. Their return has sparked conversations among ranchers

over Patagonia’s future—and who stands to gain.

The fast-flowing Baker River gushes toward Patagonia National Park in the Chacabuco
Valley. Mark William Johanson

From Patagonia National Park I steered north again, retracing my 200-mile

journey to the airport in Balmaceda. Along the way, stark canyons ripped across

butterscotch plains, blue ice dangled from sylvan hills, and rivers ran white.

Gauchos on horseback caused minor traffic jams—or perhaps it was the

stubborn cows? Each bend, a new reminder: the Carretera Austral is more than

the sum of its parts.

My final stop was back in Villa Cerro Castillo to meet with Cristian Vidal, who

runs the tour company Senderos Patagonia with his American wife Mary Brys.

Over a shared gourd of bitter yerba mate tea, we chatted about his horseback-

riding trips, which follow the old “pioneer trails” his relatives took to settle the

area a century ago.

Vidal—dressed in a plaid shirt and traditional boina hat—believes it is possible

to preserve gaucho culture while also protecting the natural environment. He

and Brys are even working on a 260,000-acre Multiple-Use Conservation Area

in the nearby Torres del Avellano region that would do just that, allowing

gauchos to use the valley floor for summer grazing, while also guarding

mountains, forests, and hanging glaciers. “For me, it’s about knowing where you

come from,” he said, “but also where you want to go.”

How to do it
Lodges along the Carretera Austral open in late September and close by the end

of April. Peak summer season is January and February. The Andes burst with

wildflowers in October and November, while late March and early April offer

vibrant fall colors. Aysen Journeys is a regional specialist that plans private or

self-drive trips down the Carretera Austral.
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