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San Pedro de Atacama, Chile – The suggestive lyrics of Maria Muldaur's hit recording of 1973 kept flashing through my mind as our tour bus approached this actual oasis in the high desert of northern Chile.  The terrain is so forbidding - desert everywhere in sight with the majestic peaks of the Andes adding an imposing boundary to the east.  Argentina and Bolivia are nearby, but where Chile ends and they begin appears to be indeterminate – at least to this observer.  The Desierto Atacama certainly does not recognize such man-made lines.
We arrived here via a flight from Santiago to Calama, the home of some of the largest copper mines in the world.  As our bus climbed into the barren mountains to the east to take us on our hour long drive to San Pedro, we stopped in the middle of a very large wind farm to visit a memorial to the "Missing" who were political opponents of Augusto Pinochet during his 17-year dictatorship from 1973 to 1990.  Many of these poor souls simply disappeared once taken from their homes.  There are several such memorials throughout Chile.  Those memorialized here were often union leaders from the copper mines.
Once we were back on the bus we climbed to perhaps 7000 ft altitude before descending into a green strip of land which we learned was the village of San Pedro.  A small stream from the snow pack on the Andes provides the water which forms this oasis.  During our 3-day stay we were housed in a one-story luxury hotel which had better amenities than most of the top hotels in the world.  There were no water restrictions, but we were cautioned to drink only bottled water.  San Pedro is centered around a very old Catholic church  which was established by the Spaniards many centuries ago.  It has suffered earthquake damage over the years, but has been re-built several times.  Once a year, a statue of Jesus Christ inside the church is taken from its cross and paraded through the village.   The statue is designed so that the puncture wounds actually bleed when red water is poured through a hidden opening.
But the main attraction for the hordes of tourists who come here is the high desert.  Just a few kilometers west of San Pedro is the impressive Valle de la Luna (Valley of the Moon).  Here the flat desert rapidly rises to form mini-mountains which have been formed into dramatic sculptures of clay, rock, and salt deposits by the periodic torrential rains which rarely, but ferociously, shape the terrain.  We spent an hour climbing a trail here to an overlook high above the desert floor.
Another attraction 60 kilometers south of San Pedro is a lagoon surrounded by salt flats.  Although we are in the middle of an arid desert, here water has flowed underground from the mountains to the east to form a surreal landscape of salt deposits which have crystallized over eons into jagged cones one to two feet high.  As far as one can see, there are these strange-looking white shapes which comprise the immense Salar de Atacama region.  But there is wildlife in the midst of these salt flats.  Large flocks of pink Chilean flamingoes live here in the lagoons which are interspersed with the salt deposits.  They subsist on small shrimp which live in these briny waters.  Yet another incredible food chain in such an apparently desolate place!
There are no camels in this desert for Mauldor to sing about.  But there are relatives of the camel, the guanaco.  This animal is larger than its other close relative, the llama, and rarely drinks water.  I was told that it gets all of its liquid needs from the vegetation it finds as it roams the desert.  I, on the other hand, do need fluids, so shortly after arriving back at the hotel, I indulged in a very cold cervesa while fantasizing about finding my own variant of Midnight at the Oasis.
I thought you might like to know.
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