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Warning
Mountaineering and mountain walking can be a dangerous activity 
carrying a risk of personal injury or death. It should be undertaken only 
by those with a full understanding of the risks and with the training and 
experience to evaluate them. While every care and effort has been taken 
in the preparation of this guide, the user should be aware that conditions 
can be highly variable and can change quickly, materially affecting the 
seriousness of a climb or expedition. 

The mountains described in this book reach high altitudes. There are 
health risks in high-altitude climbing such as pulmonary and cerebral 
oedema (which can cause sickness and death); extreme temperatures 
(which can cause frostbite); and traversing over ice (risk of falling 
and sliding). Climbers are advised to be in good physical condition; to 
acclimatise and not too ascend too quickly; to keep a constant check on 
saturated oxygen level; to descend if they feel unwell; to consult a doctor 
before attempting high-altitude climbs; and to bring adequate medication, 
gear and clothing with them. Training in ice climbing, ropework and high-
altitude problems is essential for the uninitiated.

Therefore, except for any liability that cannot be excluded by law, 
neither Cicerone nor the author accept liability for damage of any nature 
(including damage to property, personal injury or death) arising directly or 
indirectly from the information in this book.
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aconcagua – normal and Vacas Valley routes  
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summary of camps  
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SUMMARY OF CAMPS – NORMAL ROUTE

Camp Elev Elev 
Gain

Distance Time Difficulties

Roadhead 
Horcones

2535 - - - Present permit and passport at 
Ranger Station

Confluencia 3420 885m 8km 2½ hrs Easy walk. Hot, no shade

Basecamp 
Plaza de 
Mulas

4365 945m 28km 8 hrs Tough, long day. May have to cross 
shallow streams. Wind-blown sand. 
No shade

Canada 5055 690m 3km 5 hrs Steep, steady climb

Nido de 
Condores

5580 525m 4km 5 hrs Steep, steady climb

Cólera 5970 390m 5km 4½ hrs Tough, though short, climb

Summit 6962 992m 9km 9 hrs Long trek, initially in the dark, very 
cold. Canaleta the most difficult part. 
Descent to Cólera will take 5 hours

Return to 
Basecamp

12km 6 hrs Steep in places

Return to 
Roadhead

36km 9 hrs Long, energy-sapping walk

SUMMARY OF CAMPS – VACAS VALLEY ROUTE

Camp Elev Elev 
Gain

Distance Time Difficulties

Roadhead 
Punta de Vacas

2415 - - - Present permit and passport at 
Ranger Station

Pampa de 
Leñas

2800 385m 18km 5 hrs Medium grade, though undulating, 
pleasant beside river

Casa de Piedra 3200 400m 17km 5 hrs Similar to previous day

Basecamp 
Plaza 
Argentina

4215 1015m 12km 7 hrs Cross ice-cold river, then precipitous 
walk, cross a second river. Steep ini-
tially. Steady/medium thereafter

Camp 1 5000 785m 3km 5 hrs Tough climb through penitentes

Guanacos 5475 475m 4km 6 hrs Initially tough climb possibly in 
crampons through snow/ice. Then 
easy walk

Cólera 5970 495m 4km 4 hrs Tough, though short, climb

Summit 6962 992m 9km 9 hours Long trek, initially in the dark, very 
cold. Canaleta the most difficult part. 
Descent to Cólera will take 5 hours

Return to 
Basecamp

20km 7 hours Long and steep descent, especially 
coming into basecamp

Return to 
Roadhead

47km 2 days 
9 hours 

+ 4½ hrs

First day is very long to Pampa de 
Leñas. Two rivers to cross. Second 
day is short and easy
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MENDOZA

Mendoza is a bustling city of over 1 
million inhabitants. It is a relatively 
modern city. Founded in the mid 16th 
century as a province of Santiago 
in Chile (and named after the then 
Captain General of Chile), Mendoza 
was virtually destroyed by the worst 
earthquake in South American his-
tory in 1861. The city was quickly 
rebuilt, with wide, tree-lined streets, 
a central plaza and four satellite pla-
zas (named after the countries that 
helped in the rebuilding).

The French planner of the modern 
city laid it out in a grid pattern. Each 
street has a grass margin with trees sep-
arating the footpath from the road. In 

the grass margin there is a deep trench 
that conveys water, coming down from 
the Andes, to irrigate the trees.

Mendoza is the centre of wine-
making in Argentina. The Mendocinos 
have been making wine since the 
foundation of the city in the six-
teenth century. Over 70 per cent of 
Argentina’s wines are produced in 
Mendoza province. Of the many visi-
tors to the city every year the majority 
come on wine trips, visiting bodegas 
in and around Mendoza.

From the city centre the snow-
capped Andes are clearly vis-
ible (though not Aconcagua, which 
is blocked from view by a range of 
intermediate mountains). The Andes is 
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the second most important attraction 
of Mendoza for visitors. However, 
only a small proportion are here for 
Aconcagua. Mendoza is at an eleva-
tion of 700m.

Maps of the city are available at 
every hotel reception. Essentially it 
is laid out on an (almost) north-south 
axis. The main artery, from the air-
port south through the city and out 
towards Chile/Aconcagua/Tupungato 
is Av San Martin, commonly called 
the Alameda. From the Alameda 
going west there is first of all the main 
city centre, then Parque San Martin 
which rises up to the Andes.

The city is compact, and most 
places are reachable on foot. It is user-
friendly and it is nearly impossible to 
get lost. There is a strong police pres-
ence, many patrolling on bicycles.

The water from the Andes is fun-
damental to the economy and sur-
vival of Mendoza. The main river, Rio 
Mendoza, is dammed at Potrerillos, 
where much of the solids settle out. 
From here it is controlled to irrigate 
the vineyards, the agricultural lands 
and the city trees and parks. Drinking 
water is taken from the Rio Blanco 
below Vallecitos and piped separately 
to the city. 

SURVIVAL TIP
From 2pm to 5pm is siesta time 
in Mendoza, when many busi-
nesses and offices are closed.

cambio (bureau de change), but these 
are closed on Sundays. You will be 
approached to enquire if you want 
to change money. Be aware of rates 
and negotiate to your advantage. The 
casas de cambio are all located in and 
around the tourist/permit office on 
San Martin. You will need your pass-
port to change foreign currency.

Water and food on the mountain
If you are part of an organised expe-
dition you need not worry about a 
number of matters, such as water, 
food and toilet facilities. The trek-
king company will provide all of 
your needs. Every morning you will 
be issued with drinking water; if you 
are on the move you will get a lunch 
pack; if you are static a lunch will be 
cooked for you. You will not have to 
concern yourself with cooking facili-
ties, foodstuffs, gas, etc. Your trekking 
company will also give you snack 
bars, fruit drinks, nuts and the like. 
However, there may be particular 
items of food that you like and per-
haps you should spend an hour in 
the Mendoza supermarkets checking 
them out (see also the recommenda-
tions below for food on summit day).

If you are independent it is most 
likely that you are well used to finding 
water, gauging how many canisters 
of gas you will need, how much salt, 
sugar, tins of food, fruit, etc. to carry. 
For your six litres of water per day you 
will need to be particularly careful, 
watching for sources in streams, not-
ing areas of clean snow.

Buying provisions 
The supermarkets of Mendoza are 
excellent sources of food for the 
mountain. However, not all stock 
the specialist items that climbers 
seek. There are two Carrefours, for 
instance, one in the centre of the city 
on Belgrano, the second on Las Heras.

The following suggestions may be 
helpful:
• The water that is available on the 

mountain comes from melted 
snow and ice. It contains no min-
erals or nutrients. Supplements 
can be purchased to provide 
these ingredients. These are in the 
form of flavoured sachets and are 
widely available. Trekking com-
panies will issue a selection of 
these sachets to their clients.

• Powdered food, such as egg, 
semolina, milk and potato, is a 
good and palatable form of food 
that is easily prepared. Powdered 
egg is not easy to source. Tea 
bags, coffee, sugar, soup and the 
like are freely available. Tea or 
flavoured herbal mixes may be 
less harsh on the stomach than 
coffee, particularly taken in large 
quantities. Bags of muesli and 
breakfast cereals, including por-
ridge, are popular. Many shops 
sell an array of nuts that can be 
added to the muesli.

• Argentinean fruit and vegeta-
bles are wonderful. Oranges and 
grapefruits are relatively large, 
but not easily damaged, and pro-
vide a welcome juice source. The 

White water rafting (and kayak-
ing) is an activity that is growing year 
by year, and the fast-flowing Mendoza 
river above Potrerillos is ideal.

For the mountaineer the city has 
all the necessary facilities. Some of the 
best gear shops in the world are here, 
although the costs are not low. You 
can also hire good gear. Supermarkets 
within the city and on the outskirts 
have food suitable for camping and 
internet cafes abound. Correos (post 
offices) and locutorios (businesses 
offering the use of telephones) are 
alternative, good value options. 

Changing money and 
paying for things
There is little point in discussing 
exchange rates, and the cost of com-
modities if you do not handle your 
money to the best advantage. Cash 
is king in Argentina. If you pay with 
a credit card you may be charged 
an additional 10 per cent (because 
the recipient is not declaring his full 
income). If you take money from an 
ATM expect to pay a hefty charge, 
possibly as much as 15 per cent. In 
general, you can only pay for things 
in shops, taxis, bus stations and the 
like in pesos. The most popular for-
eign currency is the dollar, but euros 
are now equally acceptable. Sterling 
is the least popular of the major 
currencies.

The worst place to change money 
is at the airport. The rate you will get 
at your hotel will be marginally bet-
ter. The best rates are from casas de 
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local tomatoes are particularly 
large and succulent. A dish of 
tomatoes and onions, sprinkled 
with olive oil and a herb-garlic 
pepper, takes little time to pre-
pare. Fruit and vegetables, how-
ever, must be protected from 
frost. Canned forms are not as 
nourishing or appetising, and are 
heavier, but last longer.

• Argentina and Chile produce 
quality beef and lamb. Getting 
meat up to basecamp requires an 
insulated cooler. There is no traf-
fic in live fowl or animals. Tinned 
meat is the alternative, generally 
not available in supermarkets, but 
in the smaller shops. Specialised 
boil-in-the-bag meals are not 
easy to find, and ready-meals are 
of little use without a microwave. 
Salami and cheese are great for 
lunch, and can last the whole 
expedition if they are protected. 

Mendoza are of excellent quality and 
are relatively inexpensive. The buses 
from Mendoza stop at the town of 
Uspallata, a dusty town clogged with 
trucks and buses, at an elevation of 
1850m. The town was formerly a 
centre for iron ore smelting, where 
cannonballs were manufactured for 
the army that swept down into Chile 
to defeat the Spanish. In recent times 
the area became famous as the loca-
tion for the making of the film Seven 
Years in Tibet.

There is a road out of Uspallata to 
the east, not the old road to Mendoza, 
but another dirt track road south of 
it. This road leads to The Rock of the 
Seven Colours, an unusual volcanic 
landscape, with colours ranging from 
white to yellow to purple. 

On the approach in to Uspallata 
there is a busy restaurant on the 

right-hand side that is the best 
place to eat between Mendoza and 
Aconcagua. The establishment is 
called Estancia Elias and is 2km from 
the village centre. Their parillada is 
particularly good.

There is a regular local bus ser-
vice (inexpensive, three per day) 
from Mendoza that stops at Punta 
de Vacas, Los Penitentes and Puente 
del Inca. These must not be con-
fused with the long distance buses 
to/from Mendoza to Santiago, most 
of which do not stop at all between 
the two cities, the minority only stop-
ping at Uspallata. The bus station in 
Mendoza is southeast of the central 
block (see Mendoza map) on the 
street extension of Calle Colon. The 
local buses stop at Punta de Vacas, 
at Los Penitentes and on the road 
beside the Horcones ranger station.

• The most popular form of cook-
ing is liquid paraffin via a pres-
surised bottle. This commodity is 
cheap and transferable. It is likely 
to be one of the heaviest loads to 
be carried. Standard gas canisters 
are also readily available.

THE ROAD TO 
PUENTE DEL INCA

There are three roads out of 
Mendoza going south towards Chile, 
Aconcagua and Tupungato. The fastest 
is the autopista (motorway). The most 
interesting, but also the slowest, is the 
old route through the vineyards, via 
the suburb of Lujan. Of further inter-
est along this route is the house of 
Fernando Fader, the great Mendocino 
artist whose impressionist style made 
him world famous.

The long distance public buses 
that travel between Santiago and 

Casa de Fader where Fernando Fader’s paintings are housed

The ski resort of Los Penitentes with Tolosa Mountain in the background


