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FARM LIVING

SOUTH AMERICA

Southern Bolivia
a world apart

TALES FROM THE ROAD

ARLENE & ROBIN KARPAN

he fullmoon cast a softlight
T over the world’s largest salt

lake, then asitdipped below
the horizon, the rising sun sud-
denlywashed awarm glow over the
brilliant white salt thathad crystal-
lized into strange polygon patterns
stretching to the horizon.

While impressive, this was only
one of a series of mesmerizing
sights we encountered in southern
Bolivia.

Noted for its other-worldly land-
scapes and fascinating traditional
cultures, Bolivia had long been on
our wish list. But the poorest coun-
try in South America was plagued
by political unrest, general strikes,
and other problems thatdissuaded
travel.

Fortunately, the country has
become fairly stable recently, sowe
decided thatthis fallwas the timeto
go. Though off the beaten track for
mass tourism, it was fairly easy to
travel around, especially to the

mostfamousplaces. Asabonus, we
found travel costsremarkablyinex-
pensive.

A highlight is the southwestern
circuit, aroute that combines Uyu-
ni saltlake with the wild desert ter-
rain of Eduardo Alvaro National
Park. We started at the town of
Tupizainthefarsouth, surrounded
by rugged, colourful rock forma-
tions with Lord of the Rings stone
spires.

Tupiza’s other claim to fame is
ending the crime spree of Butch
Cassidyand the SundanceKid. The
duo became infamous for their
Outlaw Trail that once stretched
from the Big Muddy Badlands in
southern Saskatchewan to north-
ern Mexico.

With the law hot on their heels,
theyescapedtoSouth Americaand
made alucrative living plundering
shipments from Bolivian silver
mines. Theyfinallymettheirendin
ashootoutwith police and soldiers
near Tupiza.

Forlessthan $300 each, we tookan
organized four-day trip of the cir-
cuit, travelling with a driver/guide
and cook. Gear, food, and enough
fuel for the trip were strapped to the
roof.

Much of the thousand-kilometre
route was off-road, crossing desert
sands, salt flats or bone-rattling
trails. Our driver, Edwin, slowed to
acrawl to negotiate sections of trail

TOP, CLOCKWISE: Flamingoes thrive on Laguna Colorada, a lake stained red by algae and minerals.
The sun rises on the desert trail.
Uyuni Salt Lake is the world’s largest salt flat at 10,582 sq. kilometres.
A stone tree rock formation is created by erosion.
Lamas have adapted to the high altitudes and harsh conditions. | ARLENE AND ROBIN KARPAN PHOTOS

that seemed more like rock piles.
We stayed in basic yet acceptable
accommodationsin smallvillages,
and our cook, Mirtha, made sure
thatwe ate well.

Much of the way we travelled at
altitudes exceeding 4,000 metres,
which can literally take your
breath away. One day we reached
5,000 metres, stopping at a ther-
mal area with spewing geysers and
boiling mud. We walked slowly,
avoiding exertion in the oxygen
starved air.

Despite high altitudes and sparse
vegetation, we passed a few small
villages and farms where people
eked outabasicliving. Gone were
the cattle, sheep and horses thatwe

saw atlower altitudes.

Here, the only livestock are lla-
mas, which originated in the high
Andes and are uniquelyadapted to
these harsh conditions. They sur-
vive on tufts of coarse grass the
consistency of wire.

Each day thelandscapes became
more dramatic. We crossed the
Dali Desert, so named because the
surreal colours of the hills resem-
ble those used by famous painter
Salvador Dali.

Atthe foot of an extinct volcano
lies Laguna Verde, a smalllake that
turns emerald green when strong
winds churn up minerals in the
water.

Just when we thought we had

seen the ultimate in kaleidoscopic
landscapes, we arrived at Laguna
Colorada, where algae and miner-
als stain the water red.

Amazingly, three species of fla-
mingos thrive in this inhospitable
environment.

They allowed us to approach
quite closely, showing off their bril -
liant pink and white plumage as
they fed in the shallow reddish
water.

We had visited an exotic part of
another country, but it felt more
like visiting another planet.
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