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When I had to cancel my plans to visit Bariloche due to the eruption of Calbuco, I reached out to Christian

Ramcke of Pionero Travel and Julia Parapugna of Vik Retreats to set up a few days’ exploration of Santiago and

its surroundings. I had just seen them at the EMOTIONS conference in Buenos Aires, and I’d been saying how

much I wanted to come to Chile and see Viña Vik, the newest addition to Vik Retreats’ daring portfolio. Little did

I know I would get my wish so soon!

Santiago appears quite close to Mendoza on a map; there is just the spine of the Andes between them…and

the highest mountain in the southern hemisphere, Mt. Aconcagua. It is a short trip by plane, but plane travel

was still a bit dodgy due to Calbuco’s ash cloud, so I figured why risk a cancelled flight. I took the bus. The ride

over the mountains was eight hours of desert scenery, dilapidated train tracks with falling down stations like

something out of the Old West (the highway was in perfect shape, however), and taunting glimpses of

Aconcagua’s sheer white peak as we wound our way up the range. Near the summit on the Chilean border we

all had to exit the bus to go through customs. Luckily it was shoulder season, so the line of cars was very short,

but in high season there can be a wait of hours. This is why, volcanic ash clouds aside, we generally suggest our

clients fly. Still, I loved the adventure of it. No one spoke English, but I eventually found my way to the right

place to have my passport stamped and my bags checked. The descent into Chile was a switchback road so

steep I could see all the bends of it right beneath the bus window.

Christian met me at the crowded bus station in downtown Santiago and whisked me away into the countryside.

It was good that Viña Vik had provided a map; once we left the Pan American highway, we took several turns

through small towns, yielding to the occasional horse-drawn wagon or chicken in the road. Children in school

uniforms made their way home in laughing clusters. Finally the towns gave way to vineyards, acres and acres of

green and crimson autumn vines on the steep shoulders of the Millahue Valley. In the middle of the valley is a

hill, and atop it we caught glimmers of the sculpted titanium roof of Viña Vik, gilded in the afternoon light. It put

me in mind of a supervillain’s lair in a James Bond film.

The daring of the architecture, the art it houses, and the sweeping views the building commands in every

direction take ones breath away. Julia was there to meet us with a grin, a hug, and lemonade-filled tumblers to

put in our hands. The feeling of starring in a James Bond film only continued. First of all, there were no other
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guests at the hotel that day; it had been closed for minor improvements to the building after their first season

(How does one improve perfection?). So we had the place to ourselves. I had mentioned offhand how much I

loved horses when Julia and I met in Buenos Aires, so she had a horse saddled and waiting for me. No sooner

had I finished my lemonade and said goodbye to Christian than I was treated to a horseback tour of the

property.

My guide for the evening was a lovely woman named Laura, one of Vik’s experience concierges. My mare was

named Cebollita – “little onion.” The head gaucho was mounted on a gorgeous buckskin called Plateño –

“platinum.” Plateño was Mr. Vik’s horse, Laura explained, the one he always rides when he visits. We ambled

through the vineyards down to a reservoir, a huge expanse of spongy moss and grass during autumn’s dry

season, and I tried to get Little Onion to canter across. She wasn’t having any of that. The head gaucho

gestured me over and offered to trade. “Why don’t you try Plateño,” Laura said. Well, who would say no to

that? It’s not every day you get to gallop a fine horse over an empty reservoir, straight into the sunset. In the

gentling light, the fields turning burgundy around us, we left the reservoir and took a winding path through the

vineyards past the winery itself. That was to be my next stop.

After saying farewell to Plateño at the barn, Laura said we should go over to the winery for a tasting. The

friendly, laid-back way she said it didn’t prepare me for the drama of what must be the most cinematic wine

tasting in the world of viticulture. We approached the stark, sweeping white building on criss crossing

walkways through a zen garden of water and stones. Once inside, we were on catwalks underlit by the winery

below us. Walking the length of the building, peering down at industrious wine experts tending the huge metal

vats, Laura monologued about Mr. Vik’s diabolical plan to produce the perfect wine and take over the world (of

blended reds). All this produces one blend of wine a year, with subtle changes to each vintage. At the end of the

walkway, we descended a spiral stair, and then we stood before a long, monolithic wall of pale wood. Even as

we approached, the wall opened. The whole thing was a set of sliding doors. Beyond these, a room lined in

underlit oak barrels. Beyond that, a rectangle of warm light set in a huge abstract mural. It was a doorway, a

long, golden hall with a single bottle of wine visible on a table in the lit room beyond. At last, the heart of Mr.

Vik’s lair. I really wanted to taste the wine at this point and see if it lived up to its presentation. We sat at a table

with a map of the property that listed every acre we’d just ridden past, the kind of grape grown there, and the

conditions of the soil. We tasted every kind of wine in the blend individually, and Laura pointed out on the map

where each originated. At last, we each had a glass of the eponymously named “Vik.” It was like tasting the

burgundy sunlight on the vineyards around the reservoir.

Another perk of being the only guest on the premises, I got to see every room in the resort. As with all the Vik

Retreats, each room is unique, designed around a concept or the work of a specific artist. The bulk of these are

by contemporary Chilean artists, but there is the work of international artists as well. My favorite was

“Shogun,” a corner suite with fusuma lining the walls, traditional Japanese wood and paper doors, making a

canvas of the entire room for the whimsical, subtle paintings of Takeo Hanazawa. Apparently he worked on the

room for two months. One room had an oil painting made to look like old celluloid, a scene from Goldfinger.

“Ha!” I exclaimed, “I knew I’d find James around here somewhere.”

The art is the first thing to get your attention, but the superstar of every room, in my opinion, is the bath. The

bath in shogun was a traditional Japanese cypress soaking tub. In another room, it was a titanium sculpture in

the shape of a hammock. In the Fornasetti suite, where I was staying, the bath was a simple white ceramic but

still a work of art – deep, smooth, the perfect shape, and facing a glass wall with the most stunning view of the

valley. It was late at night by the time I sank into blissful hot water, turning out the light in the bathroom so I

could see the stars over the mountains. It was hard to believe that I’d caught a bus before sunrise the same
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