
PUTTING THE SOUR IN PISCO 

he national tipple in Chile is pisco sour and the Chileans reckon to have been making it for 

eons. Did Diego de Almagro knock back a morning pisco sour as he hunted Inca gold in the 

Atacama Desert? Most certainly, would be the standard Chilean reply. ‘Utter nonsense!’ cry 

the Peruvians, wafting their historical records. They have proof that the Spaniards planted the vines 

used in the production of pisco in 1614 – and they were definitely planted in Peru (according to 

Wikipedia, grapevines for the production of pisco arrived at La Serena, Chile in 1548 and in Peru in 

1574. Pisco sour is said to have originated in Lima, Peru during the early 1920s, invented by 

American bartender Victor Vaughn Morris). Chile manufactures and consumes more pisco than Peru, 

the Chileans counter to all Peruvian claims, adding that Chilean pisco sour tastes a hell-of-a-lot 

better than Peruvian pisco sour. It’s turned into a right old spat, apparently involving a thing called 

WIPO, the World Intellectual Property Organisation. Relations between Chile and Peru, at least 

where pisco sour is concerned, could be said to have…soured a little. Could a Chilean pisco sour 

taste better than a Peruvian pisco sour, we wondered? Intrigued, we decide to investigate – which 

necessitates a crossing of the Andes. 

Fresh back from a short visit to Europe, we collect our car from Campo Alegre, a property owned by 

French couple Marie-Claude and Christian.   

 

Campo Alegre – Villa Carlos Paz, Argentina 

After kicking the tyres and checking the oil, we head west with some haste. A cold front is blowing 

up from Patagonia and some of the passes are rumoured to be closed. We arrive in Uspallata, a hill 

town to the west of Mendoza, and settle in for a chilly night, beginning the ascent up the Horcones 

Valley early the next day. The crossing has been closed for two days and a procession of trucks wind 

their way up to the three thousand metre pass. 

 

Crossing the Andes via the Horcones Valley 
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Thankfully, the weather on the Chilean side of the mountains is a good ten degrees warmer than in 

Argentina, the vines basking in their autumn colours. 

 

Aconcagua Valley, Chile 

Ruta 5 leads us to the coastal town of La Serena, Chile’s second oldest city and a place once sacked 

by a British pirate called Sharpe. From La Serena we follow the Elqui Valley east, slowly climbing into 

the mountains. Around these parts the Elqui Valley is well known for its hippies, cosmic observations 

and frequent UFO sightings. Clearly pisco is not the only thing they consume up here: images of 

Ganesh, Buddha and whirling inter-galactic activity adorn many a wall and door. The valleys, 

however, are full of vines used in the production of pisco, so it seems the Chileans are backing up 

their claims with some heavy investment. 

 

Elqui Valley 



Finally we arrive at the Mistral Distillery, just off the plazza in the village of Pisco Elqui. The story 

goes that back in the 1930s the then president of Chile changed the name of this village from La 

Union to Pisco Elqui, to strengthen their assertion as the ‘Numero Uno’ of pisco production.  

 

Getting to grips with a pisco sour at Distillery Mistral 

So here goes – a slug of pisco, a whack of lemon juice and a small shovel of ice go into the 

blender…plus a slurp more pisco for good measure, half a dozen verbena leaves, a grin from the 

barmaid and – hey presto! It really does taste pretty good. I reckon you could easily drink far too 

many of these, and then suffer the mother of all hangovers. We stuck to one apiece, because we 

didn’t want to run into Ganesh or Buddha, or a meandering hippy, on our way out of the village. 

Now all we must do is get up to Pisco in Lima and try theirs. I’ll keep you informed. 

 

A useful bit of kit 

 

 

 

 


