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Torres de Paine, Chile – It is an absolutely glorious day here in Patagonia in the far south of Chile.  We are hiking in one of the most spectacular natural settings I have seen.   The early morning weather at the Lago Grey lodge had been cool and rainy, but by the time we began our hike across the northern end of this Chilean national park, the skies had cleared.  The wind, always a factor in this part of the world, had diminished to perhaps 20 knots, nearly a calm by Patagonian standards.   The terrain initially consists of rolling hills, with occasional short, steep inclines.  Our group of 20 is excited to be able to take in the magnificent views of the unique glaciers and granite peaks of the park while inhaling absolutely pure, refreshing air.
What distinguishes this walk from all others that I have been on are the bones lying along the trail.  Lots of bones!  In the hours just before dawn or just after dusk there are often violent encounters here which do not end well for an unlucky member of the guanaco herds which inhabit this region.   The guanaco is a rather large relative of the llama (and the camel).  It has a dark grey face with pointed ears (much like a deer) and, although it has lived in this region for thousands of years, has never been domesticated.  Unlike the llama, it does not adapt to civilization and actually has a heart attack, or some other form of early death, when captured.  Its meat is delicious; a few days earlier while in northern Chile near San Pedro de Atacama we enjoyed a wonderful guanaco dinner.  The meat does not “taste just like chicken,” but rather I found it to be more akin to tasty bites of beef.  While we were dining there in the north of Chile where guanacos are a protected species, our hosts told us that the meat we were eating actually came from here in Patagonia where it is legal to harvest from the vast herds.
Both earlier in the morning and now while we were hiking, there was no shortage of those interesting animals.  Although all Guanacos have those dark faces, they come in various brownish colorations and walk with a delicate grace.  When they run, I am reminded of the herky-jerky gait of a camel.
What provides the twilight violence are the resident pumas.  I was told by a local expert that his large park has several female pumas with cubs and they all  feast on the guanaco.  Each female and her family need to kill one guanaco approximately every three days.  The attack is quick and efficient.   This large cat, often called a cougar, can easily outrun a guanaco and goes for the neck area.  Once it latches on, the end comes quickly by snapping the guanaco’s spine.  Because there is considerable meat on the prey, it can provide food for a considerable time if it were not also dinner for other resident animals in the park which eagerly wait until the puma leaves.  These creatures include the grey fox and several smaller mammals.  There is also an array of predator birds such as the magnificent Andean condor, the black-chested buzzard eagle, the southern crested caracara, and many others – they also are happy beneficiaries of the puma’s work.   There is no shortage of even smaller animals, birds, and insects grateful to the puma for providing them food.  In short, the guanaco provides a lengthy food chain. Nonetheless, based on the large herds, they seem to thrive here.   However, it is a bit unnerving to be hiking among fields of dry, white bones of skulls, femurs, ribs, and every other bone of these mammals.   Occasionally we came across freshly killed guanacos which still had blood on the torn carcasses.  My immediately thought, of course, is that I probably do not want to camp near here tonight.  
Further along, up a rise we come across a rock overhang of sedimentary rock from millions of years ago when oceans covered this area.  Inside this natural shelter we find drawings from our ancestors who inhabited this region approximately 6000 years ago.  Several of the drawings unmistakably show an outline of the guanaco, which obviously helped to sustain these peoples.  Interestingly, we see no sketches of people, just animals.  
As we head down to a spectacular valley, we spot a single guanaco with what most of us interpreted as a forlorn look.  It is a large guanaco, and our guide, Maria Jose, tells us that it is a bachelor which has probably not been able to wrest a herd of females from a more dominant male.  It has been relegated to a solitary existence and will possibly become dinner soon for one of the pumas.  Life is not necessarily fair, especially for guanacos.
I would encourage you to google the guanaco if only because its life is so fascinating.  For example, the females do not ovulate, and when the males fight each other for dominance, they attempt to castrate the other by literally biting off its testicles.  Ouch!!! No wonder that our bachelor guanaco looked so sad.
I thought you might like to know.
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