
Greentours Natural History Holidays www.greentours.co.uk 1 

 

Chile 
 

Mammal-watching 

 

A Greentours Itinerary 

 

Days 1 & 2 

To Santiago and to Punta Arenas 
 

After our flight to the Chilean capital Santiago we’ll catch another flight which will 

take us south to Punta Arenas and the windswept landscapes across the waters 

of the Straits of Magellan from Tierra del Fuego. 
 

We’ll be welcomed by our effusive and welcoming host at the lovely Casa 

Escondida, a log-cabin-style hotel. Set amid dwarfed Nothofagus forest, the hotel 

is a delight. Snug and warm, with copious wood burning stoves it is a most 

enjoyable place to stay. Mauricio has a family of Chillias, the Argentinian Grey 

Fox, an elegant little fox, living in the grounds, and whilst not tame they are 

nonetheless very much used to human contact and therefore eminently 

photographable. Mauricio has photographs of a Puma that wandered through 

the hotel grounds last year. Magellanic Woodpeckers tap-tap away at the 

window frames stealing putty! 

 

Day 3 

Straits of Magellan & Isla Magdalena 
 

Early morning we’ll head south from Punta Arenas along a road that follows the 

coastline down towards Fulnes, a light house at the ‘big bend’ in the Strait of 

Magellan. As we travel along this road every so often we’ll spot dolphins. They 

favour the areas just off from the kelp beds, so really quite close in. There will be 

small groups of Bottle-nosed Dolphins and we’ll see Peale’s Dolphins frequently 

too. Where the road ends we can walk along a wild beach, the steep hillside on 

the inland side cloaked with thick Nothofagus forest while across the strait is the 

wild and spectacular (and little explored) Darwin Cordillera. This is a good area 

for Humpback Whales, and groups of Orcas travel up and down the straits too, 

though we are by no means certain to see either. Black-browed Albatrosses 

though will be a different matter. They are the most abundant seabird in this part 

of the strait and we’ve a chance of see Wandering Albatross here too.  
 

An afternoon boat trip will take us out to Isla Magdalena situated right in the 

middle of the Magellan Strait. It’s a two hour boat ride in each direction (one can 

go quicker in ribs but the possibility of Cetaceans ensures that we’ll use the slower 

boat) with an hour or so on the island to walk amongst the penguins. We’ll get 

good views of Peale’s Dolphins and hopefully will see several groups of 

Commerson’s Dolphins, a stunning black and white species. There’s also a 

chance of some of the species mentioned for the morning too. The journey is full 

of seabirds in both directions, lots of Southern Giant Petrels and Chilean Skuas, 

occasional Magellanic Diving-Petrels. Black-browed Albatrosses wheeled past, 

sometimes coming ever-so-close. Large groups of Imperial Cormorants will be 
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seem, often flying alongside us, as well as occasional Rock Cormorants. Isla 

Magdalena is covered in Magellanic Penguins and other birds. There is a fenced 

off path that allows one to walk a kilometre-long circuit that winds through the 

extensive colonies. Even walking off the boat onto the beach one is immediately 

immersed in the sights, sounds and smells of a huge bird colony. Offshore we’ll see 

Southern Sealions. Every now and again, mayhem will erupt in the waters where 

they are chasing penguins. Southern Giant Petrels watch their every move and 

when they were successful come in like a blanket to pick off anything ripped and 

left by the sealions teeth. 

 

Days 4 - 9 

Torres del Paine 
 

We’ll start seeing Guanacos not very far north of Punta Arenas. And thereafter 

we’ll see them occasionally until we near the park when numbers will increase. 

They are abundant in the areas inside the park that we’ll spend time in.  
 

You will know the feeling of anticipation when searching for your first sighting of a 

major predator… Walking and driving the roads and tracks and trails around Lago 

Sarmiento will see us all hardly able to appreciate the stupendous scenery around 

us. However such is the combination of landscape and number of animals here 

that it will likely not be long before that moment arrives – Puma! This big cat is 

found throughout the Torres del Paine and indeed we’ve a chance of finding one 

even before we get there, however it is in the dry rolling hill country around Lago 

Sarmiento so beloved of the Guancacos that so many Puma reside. On our 

reconnaissance trip our first was found by watching two Black-chested Buzzard-

Eagles dive bomb something near their nest – a Puma. Our next – Guanaco’s 

calling loudly that there was a Puma nearby. These lithe and athletic cats are not 

at all bothered by the passing humans (a la Africa…) and so once spotted there’s 

a good chance of both watching them for a while and likely there will be good 

photographic opportunities. You might even get those famous ‘Paine Towers’ in 

the background. The reasons for the Pumas abundance in this area is a 

combination of protection and of food availability. They enjoy Hare, which are 

abundant here, and Guanaco. During our visit we’ll see hundreds of Guanacos, 

characterful animals who go about their rather active and interesting daily lives 

again with barely a care for us observers just metres away. We’ll concentrate our 

efforts on Pumas throughout our stay, so if we see them regularly at the start of our 

visit we’ll continue to spend time with them, watch them, and hopefully get 

better and better photographs. We’ll use Jose, perhaps the best known of local 

Puma guides to help us locate the cats, his knowledge of the Pumas movements 

and their habits is exceptional and there can be no doubt that we will increase 

our Puma ‘tally’ with Jose at the helm. He has the additional advantage of being 

able to walk in areas that are usually off limits to visiting tourist. That said we’ll not 

use Jose all the time and will no doubt find Pumas ourselves too (see 

reconnaissance report!). 
 

Foxes are common. We will have seen a number on the journey from Punta 

Arenas to Torres del Paine, and within the park we’ll see several each day. Most 
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will be the little Chillias, but there are Culpeo Foxes in the park too, though they 

are less common. Big Hairy Armadillos are common in the park as evidenced by 

their burrows, armadillo-shaped holes in sandy roadsides are often seen. 

Humboldt’s Hog-nosed Skunks are also common in the park. However both the 

armadillo and the skunk are a little shy and not easy to see – we can expect to 

see both, but only the odd one or two. The rare Huemel deer is found the 

Southern Beech woodlands.  
 

The Torres del Paine is not just all about the mammals! The scenery is quite 

staggering. Fabulously bright Torrent Ducks emerge from cascading waters, Rheas 

wander across the road in small groups oblivious to the human presence. Small 

lakes hold Coscoroba Swans as well as the more widespread Black-necked 

Swans, and Crested Ducks are everywhere. Other ducks include Flying Steamer 

Duck, Spectacled Duck, Chiloe Wigeon, Red Shoveler, Yellow-billed Teal, lovely 

Silver Teal, and the strikingly blue-billed Andean Duck. There are beautiful Silvery 

Grebes and small groups of Chilean Flamingos, however perhaps bird of park is 

the Andean Condor. You are never far from one and will see them often, with 

quite large numbers in places south of the park. Other birds of note will be White-

throated Caracara, Cinereous Harriers, South American Snipe, Chilean Flicker, 

Scale-throated Earthcreeper, Ochre-naped and Cinnamon-bellied Ground 

Tyrants, cute little Austral Negritos, Dark-bellied Cinclodes, Thorn-tailed Rayadito, 

Rufous-tailed Plantcutter, and fabulous Long-tailed Meadowlarks with their brilliant 

red underparts and strikingly intricate plumages making a great combination. 

 

Day 10 

Torres del Paine to Chiloe Island 
 

We’ll return to Punta Arenas and then take a flight to Puerto Montt. Here we’ll get 

some new transport and head for Chiloe Island just over an hour’s drive from the 

airport. Chiloe is a large island, some 200km from north to south and fifty 

kilometres wide. The landscapes are unusual, somewhat Cornwall like with the 

same rugged coastline, long sinuous estuaries, and steep-sided valleys with small 

rough fields and a lot of gorse in places too. However instead of bleak moorlands 

covering the rolling hills here is an entrancing temperate ‘Valdivian’ rainforest. 
 

To get on to the island one must take a ferry – a half hour crossing. We’ll see 

goodly numbers of Southern Sea Lions, groups often resting on the large buoys at 

the Chacao end of the ferry. Dolphins are often seen on the crossing too. Birdlife is 

plentiful with Black-browed Albatrosses, Magellanic Penguin, both Sooty and Pink-

footed Shearwaters, Wilson’s Storm Petrels, and both South American Terns and 

Snowy-capped Terns likely. 

 

Days 11 - 13 

Chiloe Island – Parque Tepuhueico 
 

Our aim is to see some of the island’s special mammals. Though none are strictly 

speaking endemic to Chiloe, the range of several is severely restricted off the 

island. Tepuhueico is a private reserve owned by Patricio and his family. Patricio is 
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the sixth generation of his family to enjoy this marvellous place. The reserve is 

20,000 hectares in extent and covers perhaps 3% of the 8500 square kilometre 

island – a significant heritage indeed. We will reach the reserve by boat, crossing 

a large lake to reach Patricio’s hotel set on a beautiful promontory. His land 

stretches from there to the Pacific Ocean where they have a 25km sea frontage. 

The huge area of protected rainforest is bisected by a very few quiet tracks and 

paths, though Patricio is working hard to develop some new paths and 

boardwalks through some particularly choice areas of rainforest. Our main 

mammal targets here are the very rare Darwin’s Fox, there being only 250 or so 

left in the wild, and the Kodkod, or Guigna, one of the World’s smallest (and 

furriest) cats. Both frequent the area around the lodge, though they may still 

require some work to find them. Their visits are somewhat seasonal and they are 

absent for some periods of the year. January is one of the best times to see them. 
 

The World’s tiniest deer species, the Southern Pudu, also lives both in the grounds 

and in the immediate environs and we are likely to encounter them every day. 

Another attraction here is the rarely encountered Monitos del Monte, a primitive 

marsupial whose nearest relatives are found across the Pacific in Australia. They 

favour an exceptionally fragrant white-flowered tree. Southern River Otters are 

sometimes seen in the lake and if we don’t see them here we’ll try en route to the 

north of the island too 
 

Every evening flocks of the globally endangered Slender-billed Parakeets 

descend upon the Embrothium trees around the lodge feeding with no apparent 

concern at being within a few metres of us! Notable birds here will include Ochre-

vented Tapaculo, Magellanic Tapaculos and the lovely and much large Chacao 

Tapaculo. Chimango Caracaras will amuse us with their crazy flying antics, White-

crested Elaenias are everywhere, and we’ll enjoy two special birds in the White-

throated Treerunner and the wonderful Des Muir’s Wiretail. 

. 

Days 14 & 15 

Chiloe Island – Pumillahue 
 

Nest we’ll explore the northwest of the island where we’ll look for Marine Otters, 

South American Sea Lions and Peale’s Dolphins. We’ll have another chance to 

enjoy close-up Humboldt’s & Magellanic Penguins, as we’ll take a boat trip 

around some small islands just offshore. Marine Otters used to be common here 

but a catastrophe meant the population disappeared two years ago, however 

they are just down the coast so likely they’ll return soon enough. The amazing 

Red-legged Cormorant breeds on the ledges above the penguins – those legs 

are truly a brilliant red and the rest of the plumage is quite unmistakable too. 

Imperial Cormorants and Rock Cormorants and even Neotropical Cormorants are 

all present in numbers too. Black Oystercatchers, American Oystercatchers and 

Kelp Geese wander the rocky shores.  
 

Marine Otters are still in the bay by our hotel and we can even watch the whales 

from a headland close by and we’ll likely see Dusky Dolphins in the bay. We’ll also 

http://www.greentours.co.uk/


Greentours Natural History Holidays www.greentours.co.uk 5 

 

do an offshore boat trip to look for Sei Whales and Blue Whales, the form 

occurring here often known as the Pygmy Blue Whale! 

  

Days 16 & 17 

Puerto Montt to Santiago and return to UK/Europe 

 

We fly back to Santiago in the morning on Day 16 connecting with the early 

afternoon flights to Europe arriving Day 17. 

 

 

 

Call 01298 83563 or visit www.greentours.co.uk for the trip report from our 

reconnaissance visit to Chile. If you would like to ask about any other aspect of 

this holiday, please call 01298 83563 or email us at enquiries@greentours.co.uk.  

 

 

To Book a on this Holiday please fill in the booking form which you can download 

from www.greentours.co.uk (also found in the Greentours brochure) and post/fax 

to Greentours, PO Box 148, Buxton SK17 1BE, UK. Tel/Fax +44 (0)1298 83563. After 

booking your place you’ll receive a confirmation letter and a detailed 

information pack will be dispatched twelve weeks prior to departure. Mammal 

and bird checklists are available. 
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