Native Peoples of Patagonia:
Tehuelche and Mapuche
By Marc Silver
Part 1: Two Peoples, One Land
At dawn in 1520, the crew of Ferdinand Magellan saw figures moving along the shore at San Julián. Antonio Pigafetta, the expedition’s chronicler, later wrote that the man who approached them was “so tall that we only reached his waist.” The Europeans stared. The stranger stared back. They had reached what they believed to be the edge of the world.
Pigafetta called them Patagoni. Europe imagined giants. The name endured.
The men Magellan encountered were Tehuelche, most likely Aónikenk, the “southern people.” They were tall by European standards, often around six feet, wrapped in guanaco-hide robes and wearing thick moccasins suited for the steppe. Myth exaggerated them. Reality was impressive enough.
Long before European ships appeared, Patagonia was neither empty nor remote. It was fully inhabited, structured, and known. Two peoples shaped this region more than any others: the Tehuelche of the southern plains and the Mapuche, the “People of the Land,” who expanded eastward from Chile and built one of the most resilient societies in the Americas. Their histories are distinct, yet intertwined through trade, intermarriage, alliance, and shared confrontation with colonial expansion.
To understand Patagonia, you must understand both.

The Tehuelche
Hunters of the Southern Steppe
Archaeological evidence places Tehuelche cultural presence in Patagonia at least 4,500 years ago. They were not a single unified nation but related groups stretching from the Strait of Magellan north toward the Río Negro.
Scholars distinguish Southern Tehuelche, the Aónikenk, from Northern Tehuelche, the Gününa-küne. Dialects differed. Customs varied. Yet their lives followed similar rhythms: mobility, hunting, and intimate adaptation to wind-swept grasslands.
They moved in small nomadic bands, often around one hundred people. Before the horse arrived, they traveled entirely on foot, following seasonal migrations of guanaco and rhea. Hunting relied on bows and bolas, stone weights tied with hide cords and thrown with stunning precision.
Shelter came in the form of toldos, portable guanaco-hide tents. Camps rose and disappeared with the seasons. Leadership was situational and earned. Authority followed skill, wisdom, and respect.
Their spiritual world was inseparable from landscape. Kóoch, the creator, brought order from primordial chaos. Elal, a culture hero, shaped the land and taught survival. Shamans mediated between human and spirit realms. The steppe was not empty. It was alive with presence.
The Horse Revolution
The arrival of the horse in the 16th and 17th centuries changed everything. Feral herds spread across the plains. By the 18th century, the Tehuelche were expert riders.
Mounted hunting expanded territory. Trade networks widened. Political structures adapted as mounted leaders gained prominence. Horse meat entered the diet. Mobility increased. The plains felt larger and more connected.
The horse also tied the Tehuelche more closely to the Mapuche moving eastward across the Andes.
Colonization and Collapse
The 19th century brought irreversible disruption.
Sheep ranching expanded after the 1870s. Guanaco populations declined. Fences cut migration routes. A mobile economy built on seasonal movement could not survive fixed borders.
Then came Argentina’s military campaign known as the Conquest of the Desert.
In 1879, General Julio Argentino Roca led forces southward into Indigenous territory. Entire communities were surrounded. Survivors were marched north. Some were imprisoned on Martín García Island. Children were separated from families and placed as servants in elite households. Leaders were executed or publicly displayed as trophies of conquest.
One Tehuelche leader, Inakayal, was captured and taken to Buenos Aires, where he was exhibited in the La Plata Museum as a living specimen. He died in captivity in 1888. His remains were not returned to his community until more than a century later.
Within decades, disease, forced labor, land seizure, and alcohol devastated the population. By the late 19th century, Tehuelche society had been fractured. The last fluent speaker of Gününa-küne died in 1960. Only a handful of Aónikenk speakers remain today.
The collapse was not abstract. It was lived, family by family.

Part 2: The Mapuche
People of the Land
The word Mapuche joins mapu (land) and che (people). Identity and territory are inseparable. Land is not property. It is continuity.
Today more than 1.7 million people identify as Mapuche. Their historical heartland lies in south-central Chile, yet their influence extended far into Patagonia.
Archaeological evidence traces Mapuche culture in the region back to roughly 600–500 BCE. Pre-contact society consisted of farming communities led by local chiefs, or lonko. There was no centralized empire.
Villages cultivated maize, beans, squash, potatoes, and chili peppers. Textile production was highly developed. Weaving was not decorative alone. It encoded lineage, geography, and cosmology.
Mapuche life was governed by admapu, a moral and legal code regulating relationships among people, land, and spiritual forces known as ngen. Rivers, mountains, and forests were animate presences.
Resistance and Autonomy
The Mapuche resisted incorporation into the Inca Empire. When Spanish forces arrived in the 16th century, they met fierce opposition in what became the Arauco War.
The Mapuche adapted quickly. Lautaro, once a captive in a Spanish household, learned cavalry tactics and turned them against his former captors. Alonso de Ercilla, in La Araucana, described him as “a youth of great spirit and intelligence.”
Decentralization proved strength. There was no capital to seize. In wartime, communities united under a toki, an elected war leader.
In 1641, the Spanish Crown signed the Treaty of Quilín, formally recognizing Mapuche sovereignty south of the Bío-Bío River. For nearly two centuries, that frontier held.
Eastward Expansion
Between the 17th and 19th centuries, Mapuche groups migrated eastward into the Pampas and Patagonia, a process known as Araucanization.
This was not simple conquest. It was gradual transformation.
Trade fairs gathered Tehuelche and Mapuche bands on open plains. Cattle, salt, textiles, and horses changed hands. Marriages sealed alliances. Mapudungun spread as a lingua franca. Tehuelche communities adopted new political structures. Mapuche groups incorporated steppe mobility.
By the 19th century, identities overlapped. The term Mapuche-Tehuelche reflects this historical interweaving.

Part 3: Shared Histories
The relationship between Tehuelche and Mapuche was layered. Economic exchange led to cultural blending. Shared ceremonies emerged. Leaders such as Cangapol and María la Grande navigated diplomacy and shifting alliances.
Colonial expansion reshaped both societies more decisively than they reshaped each other.
The same campaigns that fractured Tehuelche autonomy later targeted Mapuche territories. In Chile, the so-called “Pacification of Araucanía” in the 1880s brought Mapuche lands under state control. Communities were confined to reduced territories. Traditional governance systems were weakened but not erased.

Part 4: The Present
The Mapuche Today
The Mapuche remain a politically active and culturally vibrant people.
Many now live in cities such as Temuco, Santiago, and Bariloche. Mapudungun is spoken by roughly a quarter million people. Ceremonies such as We Tripantu, the Mapuche New Year aligned with the winter solstice, continue across communities.
Land disputes remain central. Conflicts with forestry companies in southern Chile and with energy and ranching interests in Argentina have drawn national attention. Mapuche activists frame these struggles not as separatism, but as restitution and recognition of historical treaties.
A contemporary Mapuche saying captures this continuity: “The land does not belong to us; we belong to the land.”
This is not a vanished culture. It is negotiating modernity on its own terms.
The Tehuelche Today
Tehuelche communities are smaller and more fragile, yet they persist.
Argentina formally recognized their legal status in 1995. Cultural revival efforts document language, oral history, and ceremonial practice. Descendants have reclaimed the memory of leaders like Inakayal, whose remains were finally returned to Patagonia in the 1990s.
Place names across the region preserve linguistic traces. Torres del Paine derives from a word meaning blue. Chubut reflects Indigenous origins. Mixed Mapuche-Tehuelche communities openly affirm both ancestries.
Revival does not mean restoration to the 18th century. It means continuity.

Closing Reflection
Patagonia is often called “the end of the world.” That phrase reveals more about the speaker than the place.
For the Tehuelche, this was the center of existence. For the Mapuche, Puelmapu was an extension of homeland. Trade routes crossed the plains. Stories were told beneath immense skies. Spiritual geography mapped meaning onto rivers and ridgelines long before national borders divided them.
The guanaco still moves across the steppe. The Andes still rise along the western horizon. And the descendants of those who knew this land long before Magellan remain, asserting continuity in a territory that was never empty.
Patagonia is not a blank map. It never was.
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