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“El Sur,” by Ryan Farrell 

I have been asked to write an article about my experiences while 
studying abroad this past spring semester. Initially, I thought to myself, “how 
cliché.” I mean, does the world really need another article written by a 
middle-class college student traveling? In fact, before I departed the US of A, I 
used to venture over to the travel section of my local corporate bookstore and glance across the pages of what seemed 
like adventurous journeys to me at the time. “How fun,” is what I used to think to myself as I read about the antics of 
people in my exact demographic doing things like riding in trains and hiking up mountains, or going to nightclubs and 
fumbling around with other languages on an untrained tongue; they were tales of general vagabonding from hostel to 
hostel. I was envious. They were seeing the world while I was doing research among the stacks of UNCW’s Randall 
library. I was reading about places; they were going to them. It seemed as if there was an entire group of people that 
had it all figured out, bunches of  people partying up in Spain or in Thailand with their backpacks and having amazing 
cultural “experiences.”  

So what did I do about it? The day after I received my acceptance letter to UNC Wilmington as a transfer student 
from the community college, I went straight to the office of international programs. I went there even before I thought 
about registering for classes. The one thing I knew I wanted to do while at UNCW, aside from graduating, was to study 
abroad. I was determined to be the next student having one of those “experiences.” The word “experience” is put into 
quotation marks to emphasize the sarcasm I have when saying or writing it. You see, “experience” is one of the most 
commonly used words among American students abroad. While away, students will talk about their “experiences” 
endlessly. From my observations, for many students, much of these “experiences” are not much different from their 
regular days back home. Because the student is describing an event that happened in another country, the story 
changes from something that happened into an “experience.” For example, I heard this uttered by another middle-class 
student who was from New Jersey during my first week of classes abroad: “Man I did not come here to learn about the 
political history of Argentina, I came here for the experience!” When he said that, I thought to myself, “Okay, fine, fair 
enough, you want to have a good time here, but isn’t actually learning about a place part of the experience, also?” I 
guess for some students, it’s not. A few weeks later I heard the same student bragging about an American bar in Buenos 
Aires he had been hanging out in that he claimed was so great because he didn’t have to speak Spanish there. “Wow,” I 
thought, “what an experience that must be. A bar full of Americans speaking English.”  

Cynicism and sarcasm aside, let me tell you about my “experience.” I can’t say that the five months I spent 
studying in Argentina was my first time abroad. Sometime between reading all of those clichéd books and the beginning 
of my senior year at UNCW, I managed to save some money to go to Peru and Argentina for a month to do some hiking 
and sightseeing. Before that, I had taken shorter trips to Spain because I had always wanted to see Barcelona. I already 
knew what it was like to travel to other places, but the reason I chose to study abroad was not just to travel. I wanted to 
know what it was like to live somewhere. I wanted people at my morning coffee place to know my name. I wanted to 
recognize faces and have my face recognized. I wanted somebody at my favorite restaurant to know what I wanted 



before I ordered it. I wanted to feel what it was like be a foreigner. I wanted a life and a routine abroad. I wanted to 
have no other option but to speak another language.  

Now I’m back. Five months later, here I am. This morning I walked down the familiar Chancellor’s Walk to my 
eleven o’clock class pondering what I could possibly write about my time spent in Argentina that would be of any 
interest to anyone considering studying abroad. What could I describe that is not already described in the neat little 
packets with different countries’ names on them and all the group photos of college students standing in front of 
pyramids, beaches, cities, and mountains? I wrote several drafts and was very unhappy with all of them. How could I 
ever summarize five months of my life in a few pages? Should I describe the skyline of Buenos Aires from the top floor of 
my high-rise university? Should I write about the amazing foods in the different little restaurants that line the various 
neighborhoods, each with their own unique flavors? Should I write about the wine?  I could write a novel about the wine 
alone!  Or maybe I could write about the screaming unruly fans at a soccer game that had to be suppressed by riot 
police. Every time I began to write, I would come up empty. I needed inspiration. I pulled up some email I had sent to 
friends and family while I was there. Then I found the journal I kept as a way to remember a time I always knew was 
finite. In the end, I decided to write a story about an adventure between three friends, a rental car, and four thousand-
five hundred miles.  

Mt. Fitzroy, Patagonia, Argentina 

“I’m going to sleep, my life in the hands of a semi-capable driver and God. GOODNIGHT!” 

- From my journal, written at four in the morning somewhere in Patagonia, Argentina. 

 My host brother, José Cerneaz, my friend John Fueyo, and I packed our gear and left the federal capital of 
Buenos Aires on Route 3 at around midnight and began our trek south. Not more than thirty minutes into the road trip 
we came frighteningly close to a collision between a car with no headlights and a guardrail. Our first stop was in Punta 
Alta, a city on the southern-facing east coast. Before then I had never been to Argentina, or at least not the real 
Argentina. Just Buenos Aires. There was a feeling of liberation among the three of us when we realized that we were out 
of the big city and on to life on the road. Leaning out the windows we shouted towards the sky with the wind at our 
faces emancipated from the classroom! Endless fields of green and gold shimmered on either side of the dirt highway. 
Fiery Latin music was on the radio as we motored into the calm evening. “Nobody else is doing anything like this!” John 
said with a grin across his entire face. I could feel his enthusiasm and could barely contain my own. We had been driving 
for twelve hours straight, a brief nap in the car, and kept driving some more.  



  

During one of our rest stops I had to teach 
John, aka “Fuego,” how to drive a stick shift because 
I could not stand to drive any longer. The locals 
laughed as they watched our Volkswagen lurch, skid, 
stall and putter along behind a derelict gas station. 
After the fifteen-minute crash course in manual 
transmission operation, we switched drivers and 
headed south in search of a beach. We picnicked 
next to the ocean and swam for a while until two 
local fishermen heard my American accent and 
approached us. They were very excited that a 
foreigner was in their remote part of the country and 
they offered us a drink that they swore was a must-
try in the Argentine countryside. It was some sort of 
alcohol mixed with lime juice. I took a swig and it 
went down in a bitter gulp. 

Above: Enjoying the view from cliffs over the Atlantic Ocean, southern Argentina 

At left: sea lions along the coast 

Evermore south we hugged the coastline until we reached a wildlife refuge for 
sea lions. The sea lions basked in the sun at the base of the cliffs where we 
stood and took pictures. That night, exhausted from driving, we ate whatever 
food we had in the trunk and slept in the car next to a pier. The sun rose over 
the water the next morning, turning the sky orange and purple, silhouetting 
the pier. I wanted to sleep in but it was important to make good time in order 
to see everything we wanted before school started again in Buenos Aires. We 
drove through an oil-rich town where there is a giant statue of an oil worker 
turning a massive valve. The sharp division between rich and poor was very 
apparent as I saw many Mercedeses sharing the same streets as people 

pushing fruit carts. Further south in a place called Comodoro Rivadavia I pulled the car over when I saw some kids 
skateboarding. They were really excited that an American who also rode skateboards was in their town. We skated a 
spot right on the beach and took a much needed break from driving. An hour later we were back on the road on the all 
too familiar Route 3. I glanced at the map and realized that we had made lots of progress. I said to my companions, "we 
are truly heading for the bottom of the world right now."  

 The author, skateboarding in Comodoro Rivadavia 



For the next few hours the road was quiet. We pulled over along the vast expanse of two-lane highway that 
follows the coast just before sunset to eat some dinner. We cooked on a beach made of perfectly smooth pebbles and 
stones. We prepared a meal of beans, vegetables, bread, and chocolate milk. We sat there on the stones and watched as 
the sun set on one side of the continent and the moon rose on the other. It was a remarkable sight and also a great day 
to be alive. When dinner was over we drove yet again through the night, however, this would be the last night of 
southern progress. Just south of Punta Santa Cruz, a gravel road intersects with Route 3. Route 1603 is made entirely of 
dirt and gravel. It crosses the southern part of the country connecting the Atlantic Ocean with the small town of El 
Calafate, eventually terminating in front of a giant glacier in the west. The road was long and bumpy and somewhere 
along the way we struck a rabbit which put a long crack in the bumper of our rental car. “There goes some of our 
deposit," we joked to ourselves.     Photo at left: Beach of stone near the bottom of the world 

After driving all night in shifts we reached El 
Calafate.  It reminded me of many mountain towns I had 
visited.  There were lots of Europeans wearing all kinds 
of different outdoor gear and talking about the 
adventures they had just come back from or the 
adventures they were about to embark on. I almost 
forgot I was in Argentina because I kept hearing German 
and French! The three of us felt a bit rough as when we 
stumbled out of our dusty car in the same clothes we 
had been wearing for four days without showers. A 
shuttle took us to the glacier which completely took me 
by surprise. We were awestruck at the sheer size of it! It 
was hundreds of feet tall and expanded for miles and 
miles nestled between two large mountains. I had never 
seen anything like it and furiously took photos. It was 
way bigger looking in person than on the cover of the 

Lonely Planet guide. Out of nowhere, we heard crackling and splitting noises that were as loud as gunshots! We turned 
our heads to witness a massive heap of ice plummeting towards the frigid waters far below! BOOM! The splash looked 
like an atomic mushroom cloud of water! Luckily I had my trigger finger ready and was fortunate enough to capture the 
final moments on film.   

Maybe it was the excitement from travelling or just the antsy feeling of finally being out of the car, but I thought 
it would be funny to go for a swim on camera with a massive glacier in the background. My friends tried to convince me 
not to but there was no stopping me as I climbed over the fence into the national park. As I approached the water, I 
heard a whistle and glanced over my shoulder at a park ranger wagging his finger and looking at me like I was crazy. Still, 
though, I was determined to get in so I hiked around a little more searching for the perfect place to strip down to my 
skivvies and dive in. José and Fuego were in full protest by this point, but I didn’t care. I told Fuego to pull out the 
camera and hit record just before I leaped off a rock into 
the icy waters of Lago Argentina!  Fully submerged, with 
little chunks of ice floating above me the cold took a 
second to set in. When it came it felt like a frigid 
sandblaster had shot me with ice pellets. It stung like 
needles and pulled all the breath out of my lungs. I came 
up screaming in a high pitched whine. I swam around a 
few seconds more and even did a quick back stroke for 
the cameras. Struggling to climb back to shore I 
shimmied up onto rocks and shivered my way back to 
warmth. I was happy, though, because Fuego got the 
shot! (to see the swim, visit 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e4-invAG50s).   

Photo:  Perito Moreno Glacier, El Calafate, Argentina 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e4-invAG50s


 

I sat in the backseat and took a nap while José and Fuego navigated us to our next destination.  Northbound we 
were in search of a place to hike and camp. I woke up as we pulled into a town at the base of sheer granite cliffs in all 
directions, just north of enchanting Lake Viedma. The sun was going down and the air was getting cool. We 
skateboarded in front of an elementary school and planned out a rough itinerary. The conclusion was drawn that it was 
time for some proper food and a cold brew. The little cerveceria was perfect. A tiny log cabin with great beer on draft 
brewed in the back. We ordered empanadas and three bocks. Salud! We clanged our glasses together in celebration of 
the road so far and the road ahead. The empanadas were delicious, almost as delicious as the beers. The bar began 
filling up with people from all walks of life. Rock and roll blasted from the speakers overhead as we toasted our glasses 
to anything we could think of, the road, freedom, Argentina, glacier swimming. As the night winded down we stumbled 
into the car, reclined the seats, and inched sleeping bags up to our heads right there in front of the bar. My eyelids 
weighed themselves down as I dozed off to the sounds of many drunken foreigners all singing “Shook me all night long” 
by AC/DC halfway in harmony.  

First one up, I reached down for some water, thinking it would alleviate the slight hangover I had from one too 
many of those delicious bocks. I started the car and drove about half a mile but came to an abrupt halt when I saw a sign 
for waffles. I woke the other two up and we munched down some carbohydrates for our upcoming hike. We switched 
from sandals to hiking boots and set off into the wild on foot. The trail was absolutely beautiful and full of life. The trail 
winded through valleys and streams of fresh spring water. We made a water filter out of a bandana and drank straight 
from the earth. The mountains made me feel small and as I looked up at them; this gave me the motivation to climb the 
larger ascents. Our lunch was eaten underneath another glacier looming in the distance. 

  Hiking, El Chalten, Argentina 

When we planned this adventure I never envisioned there would be so many gravel roads. The lines on the maps 
were solid greens and reds which to me indicated a main highway. In fact, I was correct, they were main highways, but 
main highways in Argentina (& Chile) can also be made of gravel and dirt apparently. Route 40 was one such road. We 
took it north past Lago Cardiel and kept driving into the night. Sometime between 11:00pm and 1:00am, our headlights 
quit working. We drove for a few miles under the light of the full moon that illuminated the rugged landscape. We had 
to stop. We hadn’t made much progress but without headlights to dodge the big rocks it was impossible to continue. We 
slept on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere again. Not a single car passed all night.  

The next day’s drive was one miserable mile after another. Thousands of miles of dirt, rock, gravel, sand and 
holes. When my friends and I spoke to one another it sounded like we were talking into a fan. Somewhere on Route 
1101 just barely north of Lago Buenos Aires we found a path on the map that looked like it would cross into Chile. Our 
rental car was in miserable shape and it only looked like it was going to get worse. What was supposed to be a road was 
actually a trail that some four wheel drives might struggle on. The reality of the situation was that we were surrounded 
by only these horrible types of roads for thousands of miles in every direction. Our only option was to press on. The path 
that crossed into Chile was the worst road I have ever been on. We were making no progress. There were no people, no 
houses, no nothing as far as the eye could see. Fuego ran to the top of a big hill to get a better view of the land and 
reported that it was only mountains and valleys as far as the eye could see. The road conditions deteriorated the closer 



we got to Chile. José and John had to get out of the car and walk in front of it to clear the large rocks while I burned up 
the clutch going up the hills and sank into mud puddles. We came to a puddle that crossed the entire path. It was about 
twenty feet long and a few feet deep at the center. We argued and contemplated our options for awhile. Huge boulders 
were on either side of the path rendering it impossible to turn around. The only way to go was straight through the 
puddle. I did not want to be stuck out there somewhere between Chile and Argentina. What if we get stuck in this 
puddle? How far are we from help? Would it take days to hike out of here? Do we have enough food and water to hike 
out of here if we have to? What if we make it through this puddle and there is another, even bigger puddle ahead? Then 
we’ll be stuck between two puddles. Oh my God! We’re in a valley! If it rains even miles from here a flash flood could 
rage through and bury us and the car! We have to get out of here now!  

I tried to put aside all the bad thoughts and focus on working out the problem right in front of us. We were off 
the map. How did this happen? Am I really lost in Patagonia? I watch TV shows about stuff like this happening, but this is 
not actually supposed to happen to me! I could see the headlines back home, “Three Stupid College Students Missing in 
Argentina’s Remote Mountain Ranges.” We placed medium-sized rocks in front of the tires trying to make an 
underwater bridge for traction all the way across the puddle. It worked. With José and John pushing the car and me 
driving we made the crossing. It took us all day, creeping along the path at 2-3 miles an hour but we made it to the 
border. The immigration office was a little shed with one lone guard. He looked at us and our vehicle in disbelief before 
stamping our passports. We were in Chile. For the first time in three days our tires touched actual pavement. I got out of 
the car and kissed it. We entered the town of Coihaique at 11:00pm. Cohihaique is also a town completely surrounded 

by gravel roads, however we heard about a ferry that we could 
put the car on and it would take us north to Puerto Montt 
which would connect us to some nice paved highways. It was 
too late to buy tickets for the ferry and time was of the 
essence because if we somehow missed the ferry, then we 
would have to cross the Argentine border before 10:00pm 
before the border closed. If we didn’t make the border, then 
we would not make it back in time for our first day of new 
classes. We were relying on the ferry option to make our plan 
work. We went to a restaurant and celebrated our journey 
thus far and our first time in another country!  

Photo at left: Somewhere between Argentina and Chile 

The following morning the alarm went off and I set off 
to buy the ferry tickets while the guys ate breakfast. The 
prospect of relaxing on a ferry for two days was becoming 

intoxicating. Maybe there would be a casino on board! The ticket office opened promptly at eight. I raced up the steps 
and into the office where the woman working laughed as she informed me that the ferry was completely booked for the 
next nine days. My heart sank. I could not stand the thought of driving on more of those hell roads. Even worse I could 
not imagine it being possible to make the Argentine border before 10:00pm. Worst of all, John couldn’t drive the car 
well enough yet to operate it in the mountains. I was going to need a lot more coffee. There was no sense in 
complaining, moaning, and griping, so I told the guys very matter-of-factly what we needed to do and their hearts sank 
as well. Pushing our omelets aside, we spread the map out on the table and slid our fingers up and down what we 
perceived to be the best and fastest routes to the border. We paid for our uneaten breakfast and sped off. Since I was 
going to be doing all the driving, I established some rules for the next and most challenging part of the journey. “This is 
now a goddamned marathon and I need you guys to back me up! We can have ABSOLUTELY ZERO navigational errors!” 
Usually we spoke Spanish but I said all that in English because I had yet to learn how to curse properly in Spanish. The 
marathon began. 



 

 

Ryan, John, and José (left to right) cooling off/bathing in the Pacific Ocean 

I felt like a rally car driver. Shifting gears around the gravel turns decelerating on the approach to the turn and 
accelerating through the apex. The battered Volkswagen winding up hills, passing trucks and llamas. I was as alert as I 
have ever been. I was driving like I had never driven before. The car was a part of me, and I was a part of the car. I 
pushed the limits as far as I could while still feeling comfortable and in-control. I left myself just barely enough room to 
react in case of a hazard. For twelve hours straight, I drove like this. My seat upright, one hand on the wheel, one hand 
shifting, and my feet switching from brake to gas and the other constantly working the clutch. Back in the US my friends 
make fun of me for driving so slow; here I was Mario Andretti.  I told the guys that I was going to make the border no 
matter what. Fuego only told me once how many kilometers that we had to go. I told him to not ever tell me that again, 
it would make me take unnecessary risks. I did not want to start doing the math in my head between how many 
kilometers we had to go and how many kilometers an hour we were going. I told the guys only to tell me what 
information was absolutely vital in order to navigate. I told them that I was not going to stop until we crossed the 
border. Hours later we saw signs for immigration and when we reentered Argentina I let out a yell of triumph! 

A few short hours later we were out of the mountains so we switched drivers. Fuego took the wheel and I 
climbed into the back of the car to sleep. Just when I am about to doze off, I feel the car pull over to the side of the road. 
“What’s going on?” “These girls need a ride” “What? Dude, I just started sleeping!” The girls climbed in and I was angry 
because it meant I had to give up my sleeping position and make room. I didn’t want to object and cause a 
confrontation,  so I kept my mouth shut. A few miles passed and the road was calm. The girls were young but 
entertaining. We tried to convince them that José was from Italy and didn’t speak Spanish but I guess Argentines can 
spot other Argentines easily. Maybe it was the accent that gave him away? The noise from the tire blowing was not as 
loud as I always thought it would be. The car violently 
sank down to the right and quickly stopped on the 
side of the road. The weight from the hitchhikers 
combined with all our stuff in the back had caused 
the suspension to become so lowered that the tire 
was rubbing the wheel-well and blew through every 
single ply. What was left of the tire was a mangled 
mess that resembled tar more than a tire. We 
apologized to the girls and they continued on in 
another car. We were on the side of the road with 
nothing. John apologized to me. I could tell he felt 
bad. I put my arm around him, internalizing my 
frustrations, and said, "No worries man.  Now it's a 
real adventure, huh?"  

At right: José gazing at the endless road 



A flat-bed truck pulled up next to us and the driver agreed to get us to Esquel for 70 pesos. We agreed to the 
price and climbed into his rig. In Esquel, we replaced the tire and continued the journey up Route 258 to San Carlos 
Bariloche where the car’s fuel gauge quit working.  We saw a mechanic, and he fixed the problem quickly by replacing a 
fuse, but when he opened the hood he noticed something else.  Part of the suspension had actually worn through the 
metal on the frame of the car and was protruding in such a way that rendered it very unstable. The mechanic told us 
that if it wore out the metal any more then it would shoot through the car’s hood and would jerk our car immediately to 
the left. I immediately thought about all those boulders in Patagonia. The car sat in the shop while we tried to eat. The 
mechanic told us that he could replace the part but not with a Volkswagen part. I told him that I did not give one damn 
about what brand it was. “Just make it safe enough for us to get back to Buenos Aires.” He fixed it for one hundred and 
fifty dollars. Now we were really pressed for time. We began yet another marathon. We left San Carlos de Bariloche for 
Buenos Aires making one last stop at an internet café in a small town and attempted to register for our classes to no 
avail. The next leg of the trip was the longest night of driving in my life. The mountains were now only hazy lines 
disappearing in the rearview mirror. Only open road lie ahead. The road seemed like an endless asphalt treadmill with 
white lines painted on it. At each gas station we hardly spoke to one another, our faces stoic, our eyes red.  Endlessly 
driving and passing around yerba mate, an Argentine tea, to stay awake and fight through the madness. We were going 
stir crazy. One minute we would be singing “Wonderwall” by Oasis at the top of our lungs, the next minute, only the low 
pitched “hmmmm” of the four-cylinder motor and the sound of road passing underneath our tires. Our stomachs were 
empty, and, since we had to pay for the car repairs, so were our wallets. What little money we did have left had to be 
rationed for gasoline.  

I was stressing about money anyway because I knew that there was no way we were going to get back the 
security deposit for our beat-up rental car. “Great, four months left in Argentina completely broke,” I thought. I focused 
back on the road. No sense in worrying about it now. I dreamt about my comfy bed and my host mom’s home-cooked 
meals. I couldn’t wait to open the gate to our house and see my new family there waiting to hear about our adventure. I 
missed home. Right then and there the reality of what I had just thought sank in. “I miss home,” I said it out loud to José 
who was nodding off in the passenger seat. “What?” He said in Spanish. “I miss home man, our home! Buenos Aires has 
become my home!” He laughed and said, “porsupuesto hermano!” (of course, brother!). We had another round of yerba 
mate and listened to music through first light. The sunrise was brilliant. The orange light dissipated the morning mist and 
the red ball of sun hovered slightly above the horizon just barely revealing the buildings of South America’s third largest 
city. We had made it to Buenos Aires; we had made it home.  

That was the last time the three of us were together during the rest of my time in Argentina. From time to time, 
we messaged each other, and I hope that maybe we can have a road trip reunion somewhere else in the future. Africa, 
Asia? Who knows? José is finishing up a dual art and business degree at the public university in Buenos Aires and John 
“Fuego” is a sophomore at Wheaton College in Illinois.  We didn’t get the deposit back. 

 Ryan and José, “los hermanos” 

 

 



A rough sketch of the route through Argentina and Chile . . . .  

  

 


