
SPLENDID ISOLATION 

Hurtado Valley, northern Chile  

ut you must come,’ Raymond presses. ‘We live just over there.’ 

I follow an imaginary line from the end of Raymond’s finger. It takes me all the 

way to the tops of the mountains – good God! What on earth is this Frenchman 

doing up there? 

Raymond scampers round our car for a second time, visually measuring its dimensions. The 

distance between the rear wheels and the bumper causes him to rub his chin. ‘Yes, it should 

do it,’ he exclaims. He darts to the open window. ‘You’ll manage it…I’m sure.’ 

‘We’ll manage what?’ Christine asks. 

‘le pont!’ Raymond gushes with a flourish – the bridge.  

Le Pont? I groan inwardly. ‘What bridge?’  

‘It’s nothing,’ he replies. ‘But it’s better to cross it in daylight.’ He gives us directions to his 

house, repeating them in the same staccato fashion, until he’s quite sure we’ve understood. 

‘I’ll wait near the church…at noon.’ 

‘We’ll be there,’ we assure him, and with that Raymond darts to his Land Rover Discovery, 

fleeing into the gathering night.   

The following morning we take the road to Pichasca. Along the way we gather an old lady 

hitching a lift. We’re looking for the track to El Romeral, Christine tells her. 

‘Aah, my son is at El Romeral,’ she chirps. ‘He bought some land to farm, and then he found 

gold. He’s doing very well.’ 

At the beginning of the track leading to El Romeral we drop the lady off and commence the 

eighteen kilometre climb into the mountains. Soon enough, we spot Raymond standing on 

the crest of a hill, beside a battered Lada 4x4. We can see no church in El Romeral, only a 

few shacks, and a small swimming pool with rubble lining the bottom. As well as prospecting 

for gold and semi-precious stones, they make goat cheese up here. It’s fair to say that 

neither the gold, nor the goat cheese, have made El Romeral a fancy place. Raymond makes 

another swift tour of our car (he seems to do everything in short bursts of speed).  

‘Yes, it should do it,’ he’s muttering.  

Raymond’s declarations are starting to make me nervous. I watch him scuttle to a shack, 

reappearing with a large, circular goat cheese. 

‘Follow me,’ he shouts, manhandling the cheese through the door of his Lada. Raymond 

tears up the track and several planks of wood attached to the roof waft the rising dust.  

After a couple of kilometres of undulating track we arrive at ‘Raymond’s Bridge’, which is 

quite narrow, made of wooden poles, is at a right angle to the track we’re driving along, and 

spans a ten foot drop to a dry gulley. In his little Lada our host zips across, hanging from his 

open door to check his wheels are not in danger of slipping off the edge. On the other side 

he leaps out and runs back. Now it’s my turn.  
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By driving high up on the right-hand bank I can more or less turn on to the bridge; even after 

a little shunting back and forth the approach angle is not so great. I’m really quite anxious 

because, from now on, I must rely entirely on Raymond’s direction, precise movements of 

the steering wheel and considerable confidence in a man who might just be a raving lunatic.  

‘Don’t worry,’ he shouts. ‘I made it from eucalyptus. It’s very strong.’  

I open the door and gawp at the back wheel – only half of it’s on the bridge, the rest curled 

over the end of the pole. I can only assume the diagonal wheel is doing the same. It’s just as 

well I can’t see it. If the wheels are not on the bridge, I’m thinking to myself, it doesn’t 

matter if this thing’s made of very strong eucalyptus, or reinforced concrete. My heart is 

now thumping like a drum. I feel a lot hotter than I did five minutes earlier.  

‘This guy’s a total nutter,’ I mumble. I could be here forever. I can’t even reverse.    

‘Look at me, look at me,’ Raymond calls.  

I take a deep breath, following his precise hand movements – ‘A little bit left, a bit right – 

NON! – More left…’  

Raymond and his wife Nadine live at 1500 metres with two dogs, a cat, two donkeys, a 

vegetable patch, a collection of huts, an observatory, a lunar landscape and a tremendous 

amount of enthusiasm. They’ve been here ten years. He’s excavated a cave where, next 

year, he hopes to cultivate blue cheese. After my experience on the bridge I need a beer, 

and then Nadine produces a wonderful home-grown salad (a miracle considering the 

landscape), followed by the most delicious beef stew, accompanied by un pichet du vin. As I 

sit there relishing this feast I find it remarkable how they produce anything out here, other 

than a tin of sardines and a sip of water. It takes Raymond and his wife a couple of hours to 

reach the shops. If something happens to her husband, Nadine can’t drive across the bridge. 

She’s too terrified of it...and I can quite understand why. It seems to me they’ve made their 

lives not very straightforward.  

In the evening Raymond takes us up the hill to his observatory, where we slide back the roof 

and stargaze for the next couple of hours. I’ve never seen Saturn before, with its 

extraordinary ring of gas. What a sight. There is little light pollution in this part of the world, 

making the night sky exceptionally clear.  

‘This is my religion,’ Raymond admits, a glint in his eye. 

I suspect, in that single admission, he’s allowed us a glimpse of the obsession that keeps him 

in such a remote place. The Hurtado Valley is famous for its observatories, seekers of cosmic 

energy and frequent UFO sightings. I ask Raymond if he’s seen any UFO’s lately.  

He grins and says: ‘Non.’  

I wonder, for a moment, if I should tell him of my own encounter with UFO’s. No, maybe 

not.   

  

                  


