
A Taste of the Dientes Circuit

The average American spends over 90% of their day indoors. Ace and I are no exception. A 
much needed break from walled enclosures, stale air, and the constant humming or clicking 
of technology caused us to seek out the end of the world. We did a little training and headed 
for the southern most trail in Patagonia - Circuito Dientes de Navarino.

We began our journey on Zenit’s 15 passenger boat 
from Ushuaia to Puerto Williams. 7 passengers were 
aboard. We were the only trekkers. The boat makes 
this 45 minute journey once a day - Friday, Saturday, 
and Sunday. We would have to find another way home 
for our Thursday departure. From the Lonely Planet 
guide book, I knew we could go to Angelus, the 
German bar in Puerto Williams to arrange our return 
trip with Ushuaia Boating. We later discovered that 
Angelus became ill, was flown to a hospital in Ushuaia  
and never returned to Puerto Williams. When we 
docked at Puerto Williams, customs officials boarded 
the boat, played patriotic music and processed our 
paperwork. Only then were we allowed to come 
ashore. On the dock, they searched some bags for 
contraband agricultural products. We were cleared to 
leave but didn’t know where to go. I was hoping for a 
taxi but no such luck in this town of 2000 inhabitants. 
The officials again told us we were free to go. Feeling 
pressured to leave, we strapped on our backpacks and 
began walking. Well, that’s what we’re here for. 
Fortunately, it was a short walk to the hostel.

We stayed at Patty Pusaki’s hostel. Our hostess wasn’t prepared for our arrival - a 
miscommunication on the date. Still she graciously allowed us in and led us to our room. 
She warmed some bread for our lunch. The bread is baked across the street at the grocery 
store. It was delicious. Butter and marmalade are the standard accompaniment. We know 
almost no Spanish. She knows about the same amount of English so conversation was 
limited. Still it was enjoyable, her big personality shone through the language barrier.

We had the rest of the day to prepare for the trip - purchase 
a few groceries and check out the trailhead. We sat on the 
wall outside of the hostel as the locals do. The people 
watching was spectacular. Actually, the dog watching was 
most entertaining. Everyone has at least one dog and they 
are very protective of their areas. Dogs from other 
neighborhoods were chased away by the dogs on our street. 
One unwelcome dog tried to come to me for some attention. 
The yellow lab from our hostel dashed to my side and chased 
the other dog away. I was already her property. She could 
often be found on top of the wall or in the middle of the road 
guarding her territory.



This was a vacation wedged between two work trips for both Ace and I so we could afford 
three days. Day 1, we would trek to Laguno del Salto. Day 2 would be a day trip to Paso de 
los Dientes in an attempt to see Cape Horn. Day 3, return to Puerto Williams via the low 
trail.

DAY 1
The day was perfect for trekking - sunny, mild temperatures and no wind - abnormal for the 
first day of November. We turned left at the first fork, right at the second, and made it to 
the trailhead quickly and started into the lenga forest.

The beginning of the Circuit parallels the river, high above, then turns east for a steep climb 
through the forest - opposite the direction the dayhikers take.  Follow the blue then red, not 

yellow trail on the map. The blue trail is the 
low trail on which we returned. The red 
stripes on white background is clearly 
marked from the start of the trail. It felt like 
most of that walk was in the shelter of the 
trees. The green portion on the map is 
where the trees open up to a steep meadow.  
We emerged from the trees and looked back 
toward Argentina. The views were 
breathtaking as was the incline of the hill. It 
felt great to be out in the sun and fresh 
mountain air. We spent a long time at Cerra 
Bandera enjoying the view and eating lunch. 
We saw a local day hiker approach the flag 
as we started the second half of our day. He 
was the last human we would see for the 
rest of the trek. We walked along the west 
side of the mountain for what felt like the 
rest of the day. The loose rocky terrain 
wasn’t my favorite but I enjoyed the views in 
every direction - the peaks above, the 
Laguna Robalo below, Argentinian mountains 
behind, and the Dientes Navarino ahead.  
The terrain alternated between dry loose 
rocks and expanses of snow. I planned on 
bathing in Laguna del Salto on Day 2 - what 
was predicted to be the warmest day of our 



trek. The thought was dashed as soon as it came into view. It was completely frozen. The 
last part of the day’s walk was the steep slope down to the lake. We walked/slid down the 
rocks which was more fun than expected. On our way down, we scoped camp sites. Most 
were under snow. There was really only one suitable place to camp. It was a high point on a 
peninsula. It seemed like it could be a little too exposed in high winds but it was dry. The 
wind picked up as we set up camp. We created a rock and aluminum foil barrier for the 
stove. The camp fire was a little tougher. Yes, the beavers leave you plenty of fire wood but 
most of it was soaking wet from the snow or the start of the Spring thaw. We found enough 
twigs to warm up before bed.

DAY 2
Clouds had rolled in by morning but overall, it was another beautiful, sunny day. I slept well 
that night. We woke once in the night to the sound of rocks sliding down the mountain on or 
near the path to Laguna del Salto. In my sleepy state, I thought I heard a mylodon walking 
right by our tent dragging his tail along. I know they’re extinct but in my defense, the rocks 
rolling down the mountain really sound like footsteps. Ace, the practical, was more 
concerned about rocks rolling through the tent and on to us. Our peninsula location was 
nowhere near the path of the rock slide. We didn’t think of it when looking for a campsite 
but we will in the future.

Day 2 was our day hike so we enjoyed a lazy morning at the campsite. We started the hike 
at 11 am knowing darkness doesn’t fall until around 10pm. The climb out of Laguna del 
Salto is to the west of the waterfall. The path was muddy and snowy. Even with gators and 
GoreTex boots, it was going to be a wet sock day. Once out, most of the hike was through 
snow. We arrived at Paso Australia which was extremely windy. We found an area to the 
side shielded by rocks, with a spectacular view across Laguna del Paso. We took out the 
binoculars to find the path to the Paso de los Dientes. The guide book tells you to stay high 



above the Laguna so we looked high and found nothing. I’m sure this would be obvious with 
less snow but we were looking way too high. The trail drops down from the pass but 
remains high above the lake. Instead we stayed at the height of Paso Australia. What’s 
probably impossible on rock is much easier on snow. Much easier and potential more 
dangerous if we dislodge the snow above us. The slope was very steep, the temperature 
was approaching 60 degrees so the snow was melting. There were islands of shifty rock in 
the snow. I preferred the snow. Ace knew better than to trust it. There was one more field 
of snow to cross then a skinny path of snow on a rock outcropping before we could reach 
the pass. The last field of snow was the steepest and it had a large cornice above. Ace 
decided it wasn’t worth the danger. Even a mini avalanche would be enough to bury us. We 
weren’t properly equipped for it. We back tracked to our rock outcrop at Paso Australia and 
ate lunch. We scanned again and found the trail markers. Disheartened, we decided not to 
give it another try. I was more disappointed than Ace. He tried to make a consolatory 
suggestion. My response was that the only way we’d see Cape Horn is to go around or over 
the Dientes to our south. Okay, so he suggested going to the top of the teeth. 

It was a great idea. After lunch we walked up the snow to a slight dip between two peaks. 
On the way up, Ace noticed the impression of flora in the rock. There were many rocks with 
these impressions. We spotted one rock that had been split open to reveal a positive and 
negative of a plant. We reached the dip between the peaks and were rewarded with 
breathtaking views of the spiky Dientes and across Isla Navarino to sets of islands beyond. 
It was a clear day and we saw the islands of Cape Horn. It was definitely the highlight of the 
trip.
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We made quick progress back to camp through the snow. The warmth of the day had 
melted a lot of snow. More of the terrain was revealed to us on the way back. We saw buds 
on the trees that we swore weren’t there that morning. There were several little waterfalls 
to walk through. Our feet were completely wet so we decided a real camp fire was 
necessary. On our way out that morning, we noticed a steep area with potentially dry fire 
wood. We collected as much as we could carry and made a proper fire that night. We 
purified water, ate dinner, dried our socks by the fire, and were settled in to the tent before 
darkness. My headlamp didn’t get much use on this trip.

The wind had been picking up all evening. The rain finally came after dark. Ace went out 
into the cold once to check the tent. It held up through the night.

DAY 3
Once again, I had a warm and comfortable night’s rest despite the wind and rain. The rain 
tapered off that morning to an occasional sprinkle. The wind continued to be gusty. We 
heard rocks slide again. We discussed taking the Day 1 trail back to town instead of the low 
trail. After two days of wet feet, we weren’t that interested in a boggy walk. The persistent 
wind and second rock slide convinced us the boggy walk would be just fine. Reluctantly, I 
got out of my sleeping bag, broke down the campsite with Ace and started the walk back to 
town. 

The low trail was surprisingly well marked. We 
followed the muddy trail down to the lower 
lake.  There was a long run of waterfalls down 
to the lake from the snow melt. We topped off 
our water bottles at the bottom. It was the 
best tasting water yet. As we descended into 
the valley, the trail turned into the forest. In 
many stretches, the trail markers were the 
only indication that we were still on track. The 
deep mud, blooming trees, and fallen trees 
made an unconvincing trail. We honed our 
skills for climbing over and ducking under 
trees. Ace’s pack was much larger than mine 
and constantly caught on something. In more  
civilized portions of the trail, large logs 
bridged the mucky areas. Sometimes, we 
would be lucky enough to walk on a fallen 
tree to cross the muck. We became adept at 
walking on logs without the use of the 
trekking poles as we’d be too high off the 
ground to reach anything. The mud often 
swallowed our trekking poles. Once, my pole 
emerged without the snow basket. By the 
time I turned to look for it, the mud had 
healed over it. I scraped the pole through the 
mud several times, amazed at how quickly 
the path of the pole would disappear as the 
mud oozed back into place. I was just glad I 
hadn’t lost a boot to the mud.

We stopped at Laguna Robalo for lunch. The windy start to the day robbed us of our 
morning hot breakfast and tea. We pulled out the stove and took advantage of the sheltered 
valley. The wind was still strong and gusty but we used a protected campsite. We looked up 



at the high path we had wanted to take originally. The clouds were settling in at that 
elevation further confirming our decision to take the valley route. Re-energized, we headed 
back into the forest to hop over, duck under, and walk the length of more fallen trees. Just 
as we were really getting bored with that routine, we emerged into a meadow. It was a 
welcome change and the path was relatively dry - at least it wasn’t threatening to suck our 
shoes into a muddy abyss. It was enough of a break for us to be okay with entering the 
forest for the last time. 

We were low enough at this point that the guanaco droppings were on the trail. They’re 
supposed to be shy. What we didn’t understand is why their droppings were not just on the 
trails but on the roads in town. Why would such an elusive creature hang out in town? In 
the forest, we kept our eyes pealed in hopes of finally meeting a guanaco. Their trails were 
more defined than ours. We accidentally followed their trail until it opened up to an area 
that seemed to be a hub of their activity. At least that’s what we gathered from the amount 
of droppings in the area. About 20 yards from us was the remains of a carcass and skull on 
the ground. It was larger than a dog but smaller than a mature guanaco. Guanacos are 
herbivores so we assumed it was one of their young. We didn’t approach the carcass. We 
didn’t want to disturb their territory so we backtracked until we found our trail. We imagined 
the guanacos were nearby, watching us at the edge of their habitat. We never spotted one. 

The low trail was a much quicker route than the Day 1 trail above so we made good time 
back to town. Our energy levels were still high and we wished we could have done the 
entire circuit. However, we wouldn’t trade the exhilarating three days in the Patagonian 
wilderness.

BACK IN TOWN



We returned to a bustling hostel. Two french travelers, a tall loner, and the ‘Suisse Loco’. 
Patty invited us to dinner. A Portuguese couple staying at the only ‘fancy’ hotel in town had 
on their itinerary ‘dinner at Patty’s place’ as a Puerto Williams feature. We were very lucky 
that they joined us. They were fluent in Spanish, French, and English and so they united all 
of us in dinner conversation. Patty’s dinner was exceptional. We started the evening with a 
Chilean favorite - Pisco Sour. Dinner began with Fuegian king crab over a bed of lettuce with 
her homemade mayonnaise and salsa. Mayonnaise is a loose translation for this sauce 
because it was so much tastier. Ace preferred the salsa. The main course was a seafood 
soup. It’s a specialty of hers and it was a perfect ending to three days of trekking. Dinner 
lasted late into the evening. We rolled into bed, exhausted, by 2am.

GETTING AWAY
Patty made arrangements for us to fly from Puerto Williams to Ushuaia. It was loosely 
scheduled for 11am but if poor weather is anticipated, they would fly earlier. We said our 
goodbyes to the group and headed to the airport. We walked into the airport, went through 
security, and walked out on the tarmac. It took less than 5 minutes beating the usually 
airport process by ten-fold. It was a single prop plane with room for 3 passengers. The flight 
offered an amazing perspective on the mountains we had just hiked through and the Beagle 
Channel. We landed in Ushuaia a short 15 minutes after take-off. We went through 
immigration, then airport security, then back out on the tarmac. We reloaded our packs into 
the plane and flew to Aeroclub Ushuaia, located on the other side of the airport peninsula. 
That took maybe 5 minutes. Our pilot was 21 years old, very professional, and pleasant. I 
highly recommend that mode of travel.

Every day thereafter was another flight until we made it back to New York. Ace had two 
hours at home then headed back to the airport for his next business trip. In less than 24 
hours, I was back on an airplane for my business trip. And the end of the world felt very far 
away. I have no complaints, though. Our professional lives afford us these amazing 
vacations and these amazing vacations enable us to continue our professions.


