IN FOCUS FIREFLIES PATAGONIA

EVERY YEAR, A HANDPICKED GROUP OF a

AMATEUR CYCLISTS HEADS TO REMOTEST" ... "~
CHILEAN PATAGONIA TO ATTEMPT A
CHALLENGE SO HARD THAT SUCCESS IS . "
MEASURED IN JUST MAKING IT OUT THE = :
OTHER SIDE. MATT MAYNARD REPORTS . -

FROM A RIDE LIKE NO OTHER % =
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FireFliesisn’'t arace.
Started 20 years ago in
the European Alps, with the
backing of Sir Ridley Scott,
it's an annual solidarity
ride to raise money for
British leukaemia charity
Bloodwise, with riders
pedalling under the slogan

Above: the FireFlies

;ﬁg;our?vzfrtg::sns?n‘)fs ‘For those who suffer we
S 9 ride’. In conversations over
of the Rio Puelo;

cols, various offspring
fled the European nest.
FireFlies West rides down
the Californian coast
and FireFlies Antipodes
traverses New Zealand.
In 2015, the European
FireFlies graduates Polo
Luisetti and Axel Brinck, of
Chilean descent, headed
home from the Alps to set
up the series’ mad, off-road
Patagonian cousin. The
South American FireFlies
is now in its fifth year.

here: granite spires
on the Argentinean-
Chilean border tower
over a solitary rider
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FireFlies mechanic and
KIT CHECK genius bike handler
Carbono cruises down one
RAPHA OFFERS TOP-TO-TOE o the typcaly techrica
CYCLING GEAR FIT FOR ANY SraeTTase e

IN FOCUS FIREFLIES PATAGONIA

¥ through space, or when Truman’s skiff
collided with the edge of the set. As we
approach the international border, a swarm
of disturbed wasps bursts from the
undergrowth, stinging a few riders as if to say,
“That’s far enough. There’s nothing beyond
here for you.” But we push on. Literally.
Hauling our bikes up the mountain, right
to the lip of the Andean watershed until
an opal lagoon blocks our path and there
is nothing left to do but strip off and swim.
“Welcome to Argentina,” quips Axel. It’s
a long, whooping descent back down the

bicycles into the hulls. We motor upriver.
There’s no jetty to unload; just a rocky
outcrop where we land, shouldering the
bikes with one arm, pulling at long grass
with the other as we fight our way up to
a thank-God gravel road.

It soon narrows to a track. Then a trail.
Then a traffic jam of oxen at a river crossing.
Tethered with a railway sleeper-sized crossbar,
these animals are the logging lorries of
deepest Patagonia. Our carbon fibre bikes,
lost in time, trundle through the Stone Age
to the far bank. We shift gear now and rip

ADVENTURE

RAPHA EXPLORE GLASSES
£130, rapha.cc
Adurable, secure pair of cycling
glasses for off-road riding and
all-day adventures.

remotest police checkpoint on the planet.
“Passports please.”

WEATHER THE STORM

‘The riders sit bandaging themselves on Puelo
Libre’s porch. Months seem to have gone by.
“I've lost all sensation in my palms,” laughs
Carola. But it’s unclear how she’s going to
hold the handlebars. A persistent drizzle falls
as we pedal along the west shore of the swollen
Rio Puelo. There’s a Patagonian storm brewing
up on the Argentinean border. A warning
shot of thunder rolls like distant boulders
and my jersey sparks with static. We weave
faster between the lenga trees now, ploughing
through tributary rivers. Everybody is wet.
Everybody is wickedly tired. On the deepest
river crossing, Fabricio the medic shoulders
his bike, loses his footing and he’s under.

The weight of his bike pins him down.

NUMBERS
-41

The latitude of
Cocahmo. Equivalent
to Rome in the
northern hemisphere.

)

Tonnes of CO,
emitted on a return
flight to Chile.

Glacier water gives brain freezes like Siberian
ice-pops. But there’s no time for a warming
fire. So we yoink him out and ride on.

It’s late by the time the men in boinas
unsheathe their knives by the fire to serve the
RAPHA MERINO BASE crucified local lamb. We're dry, we have wine,
LAYER - SHORT SLEEVE warm food and candlelight. Rain thrashes

valley and our bike lights have burned low across open grassy pastures, bunny-hopping
before we uncork the Carménére. between ruts made by the carts. There’s a RAPHA BREVET
long, flowy descent. Then silky single-track. LIGHTWEIGHT
RIDING FOR A FALL We brush between calafate fruit bushes. JERSEY
The speed boats come for us at dawn on day | Anyone not already bleeding gets a red-berry £120, rapha.cc
three. The Patagonian watermen wear boinas | juicing. Then out of nowhere, beneath Ajersey designed
> L . Lo for self-supported,
— the cowboy’s beret — tipping them against a giant indigenous monkey puzzle, we | . N
. i . ) ong-distance ridesin
the cold Andean sunrise as they load our arrive panting and calfate-painted at the the hottest conditions.
“THERE'S A PATAGONIAN STORM BREWING UP ON
THERE'S A STORH G

THE ARGENTINEAN BURIER. A WARNING SHOT (F
THUNDER ROLLS LIKE DISTANT BOULIIERS AND

MY !ERS]EY S‘"ARKs‘ H’ITH SITATIC ” ll';(60; "f‘Pbﬂ-“‘ . against the tarpaulin overhead. The Rio Puelo Consider offsetting
\ 1 ) ) ) ) eeping you coolin roars above it all. It’s been the biggest character at marketplace.
! I . — BRI 2 on the expedition. But the Mediterrdneo oldstandard.or
] : Y . | : L. ol T [ : in winter, Rapha’s 9 J

T Fp _j-‘- T ﬁwj}’ Merino under vests Hydroelect‘ric‘ project could be set to .change 4 6
5 Gk, wick moisture superbly all that. Building roads through the wilderness .

gl and are extremely and erecting high-voltage pylons where there The average ngmber

odour resistant. were once trees, the reactivation of this polemic of falls per rider.

project would tip the balance for ever in the 3 8
Cochamé commune: from sustainable

k w i o , il . ' : 5 The most common
di B | adventure tourism, to extractivism. There’s s . ; G tvre width in mm
—_ A% RAPHA EXPLORE a lot to digest overnight. I curl up with my i = .. : Y - ACl
. ! ¥ ‘i . e g - used by the FireFlies
{ g — LIGHTWEIGHT JACKET bike and listen to the rain. Tomorrow we’ll 4 Sh : 3 M5 Patagonia riders.
e s b £100, rapha.cc be flying through this valley. This time the e B gyl ; £
s e . Allghtwelght, pilot’s threatened to take us the “more L & 45
pa.ck.ablejacket exciting” way home. @ h o The number of
FireFlies Patagonia with integrated ] : river crossings
organisers Axel (left) and hanger loop _ 2 it N = .
Polo (right) recced the for convenient . : s : 85
B “{k-route before the event storage. TRAVEL IN FO o W ; : 0 :
ﬁr gae K : - : : The per cent of riding
'&- N S on single-track.

[ TT—
British Airways fly directly from London On the day of the storm, thunder clouds rolled in %‘__,Ll_y over J—
to Santiago, for approximately £900 the Patagonian Andes, but th don _ | 120
return (pandemic-dependent). - = il 1 The potential height,
in metres, of the high

voltage pylons that
could be built through
Cochamo under
the Mediterraneo
Hydro project. Show
your support or
your expertise at
puelopatagonia.cl/
dona
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Slow onwards travel south to Puerto
Montt by an overnight 12-hour sleeper
bus is highly recommended to help you

feel acclimatised.

Allaccommodation, catering and full

event logistics are organised through
Polo and Axel via firefliespatagonia.com

RAPHA CARGO BIB SHORTS
£195, rapha.cc

A pair of bib shorts
featuring easy-access
leg pockets and made
with lightweight,
extremely water-
resistant material.

Words and photography: Matt Maynard (earthriseproductions.com)
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