Argentina – Day 3

Today we traveled to Salta. We hoped for an adventure and the moral for today is “be careful what you wish for.”  We got an early start for a LAN Argentine airlines flight that left Newberry, the domestic airport, at 9am.  There are two airports in Buenos Aires. Ezeisa (EZE) handles all the international traffic and Newberry (AEP) the domestic flights.  The bags were loaded and we all faithfully got on our bus for a 7 a.m. departure time to the airport.  About 15 minutes into the bus ride, our friend Randy realized that the van driver was headed towards EZE airport and NOT Newberry.  It was another 5-10 minutes before we could turn around and by then, we were in morning rush hour traffic, which is just as bad as rush hour in the DC area.  We had to come back through the city and go in the opposite direction to get to the right airport.  We arrived around 8:50 or so and were informed that we missed our flight   Even though our group leader tried to call ahead, the airline did not hold the plane (18 seats weren’t that important, I guess).
But, our group leader, who failed to confirm the van’s destination before leaving the hotel this morning, figured out a solution. We would all buy one-way tickets on Aerolineas Argentinas, the other popular airline, for a flight leaving around 11 a.m. to Salta, where we wanted to go. So we all did just that.  The plan was that the travel agent would try to work out refunds for our unused LAN tickets.  Not optimal:  (1) some on the tour had used miles to book the LAN flight,  and (2) the Aerolineas flight kept getting delayed.  But that seems to be the case for all domestic flights in Argentina.  
We finally took off at 2:30 p.m. and arrived in Salta at 4:30 where our bus with driver and guide were waiting for us.  We were only 5 hours behind schedule at this point.  We drove from 5:00 ‘til 7:00 to get to our planned lunch stop, Posta de Cabras, a restaurant that made and served its own goat cheese and some wonderful wine in addition to a full meal.  We were all starving by then and had a great time eating and socializing.  

Back on the bus for another hour and a half bus ride, bouncing through switchbacks up a road to get to our hotel, Hotel Alta LaLuna just outside of Cafayate, where we’ll stay for the next two nights.  We checked in, schlepped our bags up a flight of stairs (no elevators) and were then informed that dinner would be served around midnight.  We declined, preferring to go to bed because we were truly were closer to wanting breakfast than another dinner.  The first stop was supposed to have been lunch and the meal at LaLuna was going to be dinner, but served at a more reasonable dinner hour.  It all would have worked out if we were taken to the right airport initially and then weren’t delayed about 3 hours waiting for our substitute flight to leave. 
So, as I said, be careful what you wish for.  This was an adventure that was not great.  We drove through the countryside and it was dark.  We saw little to nothing, but we were promised much more tomorrow.  Looking back, the waits, the ride and the bus ride – where even my wrist bands didn’t totally prevent bus sickness – were more frustrating than our 10 plus-hour trip to Buenos Aires the first day of our arrival. 

Oh, well.  Hope the rest of the trip goes well.  We have three more domestic internal flights, but no chance of going to the wrong airport for flight departures.

Notes:  Words to be wary of when choosing places to stay in foreign countries – or in the US too, for that matter.  Not every accommodation is a Marriott or a Sheraton where you have comfortable beds and standard amenities that can be counted on to make for a very pleasant visit.  In fact, most places – especially those chosen by tour groups – are chosen because they are smaller and less expensive.  Here in Argentina, washcloths aren’t part of one’s towel “package.”  Kleenex is not an amenity either. Fortunately, we always bring our own.  There seems to be no standard rule.  In the backwoods of China – along the silk road where westerners don’t tread – we had washcloths, Kleenex, and free Internet in our rooms all the time.  Go figure.  
Be wary of words like “charming,” “old fashioned,” and other similar adjectives which merely translate to old, not modernized, and a host of other things you can think of.  At LaLuna, we were told that the proprietress often ignores emails and only answers her phone sporadically.  So, when our guide tried to warn her that we’d be seriously late, he had a real problem getting through.
Tomorrow is another day.  We’re certainly hoping for a better one!
