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I visited a town that had seen no foreigners for nine  
months and I had a national park all to myself
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C hances are you know nothing about Paraguay, 
so I’ll fill you in. It’s a landlocked South American 
country that’s about the same size as Germany, 
but has a population of only seven million. At 

least half of its area is an uninhabitable wasteland of mud 
and mosquitoes known locally as the Chaco, but – fortunately 
for Paraguayans – it is also home to the Paraguay River, a 
vast waterway that is a much-needed artery of trade, transport 
and agriculture. Paraguay used to be a prosperous nation 
that served as an important trading partner to its neighbours. 

But that was all before president Francisco Solano López 
decided to declare war on Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay 
… at the same time! In the ensuing five years, a staggering 
60% of the Paraguayan population was wiped out and the 
nation suffered vast territorial losses too. All of this happened 
146 years ago, mind you, but Paraguay is still recovering 
from the war.

In spite of all of this, modern-day Paraguayans are laid-
back folk who don’t seem to go anywhere without a large 
plastic flask the size of an overinflated rugby ball. These 
are filled with the icy water that is a vital ingredient in tereré 
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– a cold herbal tea drunk from a carved cow-horn 
gourd. If you do ever bother to visit Paraguay, you  
will be continually offered tereré by everyone, from 
policeman and postmen to tour guides and taxi drivers.

Anything goes in Paraguay: fake bottles of Johnnie 
Walker and Glenfiddich whisky abound (if bubbles 
form when you turn it upside down, it’s dodgy) and the 
country’s second largest city Ciudad del Este’s sole 
reason for existing is as a retail outlet selling cheap 
electronics to Brazilians.

Paraguay is the world’s second largest producer of 
marijuana, and after WWII it harboured numerous Nazi 
criminals, including the ‘Angel of Death’, Josef Mengele.

Why did I bother visiting? One, I wanted to see the  
Jesuit ruins first made famous by the Jeremy Irons film 
The Mission. And I wanted to find out what it was like 
to be in a country with no tourist infrastructure. I visited  
a town that had seen no foreigners for nine months 
and I had a national park all to myself. I floated down 
the Paraguay River with a boatload of gauchos and 
pitched my tent in a Jesuit ruin. Was it worth it? Totally. 


