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This book is essentially the same as the Gentle Winds (Lempeät
tuulet Tyyneltämereltä) but I translated it into English and edited
some portions of  it, changing  names back to original
and improving the legibility somewhat.



My son Fabián Andrés Vega Karjalainen has been of invaluable
assistance in editing, lay-outing and proofreading this book, in
the end also uploading it, when my skills did not suffice. The
cover art is also his, done on a doodle of mine, depicting a
juvenile and idealized picture of myself; quite typical of
teenagers and young adults. The fruit basket on my head turned out
to resemble a princess crown, instead.



My son has also provided a running comment and insight of the
contents of the book (”my mum larping as a upper class colonial
lady”,” My mum pretending she’s culturally sensitive” and such;
also checking up on my deteriorating English language skills; as a
recently graduated MA. in Secondary School Teaching of English and
Swedish he was especially keen on detecting the swinglishisms in my
text.



This book was necessary, because it was written basically for my
children and grandchildren; none of them speak my native Finnish
language.



Thank you Fabián Andrés, for you patience. knowledge and skills.



 



To my children: Fabián Andrés



Paola Johanna



and grandchildren: Devin Zacharias and Dexter Wilhelm.



 



A footnote: while my son was working with the proofreading,
formatting and editing this book, I was reading Isabel Allende’s My
Invented Country. Any similarity between the observations of Isabel
of her country revisited and her people retold with mine are merely
coincidental. It was comforting to come to think that old ladies
long gone from their countries tend to remember same type of things



 



Also, about the bittersweet fruit dessert: I found that process of
taking the tartness out of the fruit being prepared for this
traditional Christmas dessert is close to what memory does to the
events of a life lived; it takes out the bitterness but leaves the
flavor, the aroma and improves the consistency.








Preface


”and now when the ransom for the sweet life
has to be paid in full and the money been collected and paid up and
my hair is starting to thin out, my teeth have started to move to
new places in my mouth, my coronaries are getting clogged and
almost everything that I have loved is now forbidden, it's time to
pull my favorite chair close to the fireplace, take my
grandchildren on my knee and tell them the story of my Colombia.
Except that grandchildren are holding their smartphones and playing
Ninjago or Dragon Mania or talking to pre-adolescent little girls
on social media and grandma's stories can't really hold their
attention that long....but the printed word will stay alive and
it's time will still come …








Pirjo “Maryut” Vega-Brandt



Marma, Älvkarleby, September 2017




Beginning and End





Pale, cool rays of October sun fall on the
front yard making it shine like a carpet of gold, all covered with
fallen birch leaves. Carrots and potatoes are still waiting to be
harvested and Jerusalem artichokes haven’t even bloomed yet, after
this cold and rainy summer. Yesterday we were looking for a
suitable place for a small hothouse, because I’ve been thinking
about growing pumpkins: Halloween, Hokkaido, butternut squash,
patty pan, Muscat and zucchini of course, but not counting with
zucchini I haven’t had much luck in getting them to make fruits or
pollination has failed and even when they have bloomed generously
the fruit just haven’t developed or had time to mature. Not even
when I have started the growing season early, indoors, in
mid-March. Lingonberries have been preserved, partially mushed with
just a little sugar; they will now keep the whole coming winter in
their glass mason jars in the cellar. I’ve been cooking apple
butter and apple sauce and the smell of apple permeates the whole
house. We have been in the woods picking blueberries and
chanterelles for the winter as well, no huge amounts, because I
like to freeze them and have only so much space in my horizontal
freezer. Spring-blooming bulbs, like tulips and daffodils, scylla
and crocus sleep in the light, sandy soil in my flower beds,
waiting for spring. The Dal River runs slowly a couple hundred
meters from the house, still about 15 km from the Baltic Sea. The
midstream deep blue, the shallow waters a much lighter shade. It’s
time to go get the boat and bring it up to our front yard where it
always winters, either belly-up or covered with a tarp and boards
kept in place by heavy river rocks. We are getting ready for the
oncoming winter.



January 2018



My husband bought a new feeding table for
tits and sparrows: a small feeding house with small doors and
windows that was installed on the top of a wooden pillar in front
of the kitchen window, next to small conifers with plenty of
branches and places for the small birds to perch and enjoy their
meal of sunflower seeds, nuts and lard. Magpies and jackdaws come
in droves and blackbirds and other larger birds arrive to feed as
well, but we like to make it a bit more difficult for them. We both
like to watch them feed and their antics as they sweep the
sunflower seeds off the table and scoop to get the tastier nuts and
the mess they make.



While the birds keep on approaching their
seed buffet I sit and count pills; my arthritis has flared up and I
have a recent addition of plenty of new drugs to my already
generous medication program. The aggressive initial medication
includes some rather toxic stuff and I haven’t been feeling so
well. Add to that my regular insulin shot every evening and blood
pressure and heart medicines and metformin that’s altogether almost
more than my stomach can handle. Well, I suppose it’s a better
alternative anyway.
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Yesterday, taking a walk in nippy winter weather, a few degrees
below zero and a biting wind from the river made me stop to catch
my breath. There’s only one thing to do about it: walk more, more
often, longer, even when it is cold outside. Not much to do about
my daily diet that has been adjusted to barely tolerable levels
with minimum of milk and fruit that I love and almost no white
bread or rice or potatoes. Christmas candy has been consumed and
self-discipline has taken over. The “oxen weeks” of midwinter in
Scandinavia have started.



My Colombia
before the drug cartels or guerrilla warfare




Preface



Coming out of the mountain cold, into the
deepening dusk, lengthening shadows and the sky turning into shades
of violet contrasting with the greenery of the valley and the
sloping foothills of the western cordillera, the mountainside
turning into a twinkling wall of yellow lights, coming back home to
Cali from any destiny on the cold mountain was magical. With the
chill of the higher altitudes, the penetrating clammy fog of
Kilometro 18 and beyond, stopping at Terron Colorado at nightfall
over Cali and seeing the lights of the city twinkling hospitality
in the lush green of the valley beyond was a lovely, welcoming
sight and made you feel like you never wanted to come home to any
other place in the world.



I have felt euphoric in an Avianca flight
starting its final approach to Alfonso Bonilla Aragon while the sun
was sinking behind the western cordillera. I have felt tired but
happy landing at that same airport late at night, hoping to meet
the people who were supposed to pick me up. I have felt
accomplished when bringing my entire family, except my son who
could not visit Colombia at this time, including my grandchildren
and their Swedish family members to Cali, on a visit that proved to
be important and left a permanent impression on the boys. I’ve been
moved to tears to realize that my daughter recognized the sweet,
heady fragrance of burning cane residue and sweet, thick molasses
dripping in great vats in the nearby sugar mills as the smell of
having arrived home.



I have never felt more like coming home than
those times, at Terron Colorado, descending into the valley, with
the greenery and yellow lights of Cali coming alive in front of my
eyes.







Image from a poster depicting a portion of
the near-south neighborhood of San Fernando, Cali.
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Chapter 1:
Break of Dawn




Arrival at Paradise Lost



Cali, August 1970  
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Santiago de Cali, The lady of the Valley,
Heaven's Branch Office, located at 3°25′14″N 76°31′20″W, elevation
1018 meters, from sea level, neatly tugged in the green valley
between the western and the central cordilleras of the Andes,
distance to the Pacific Ocean roughly 100 km, was just waking up to
a new day when Ecuatoriana Aviation night flight with stopover in
Panama arrived at Calipuerto, coming to a bumpy stop on the runway.
The passengers were now allowed to unlatch their seat belts and
start taking down the hand luggage from overhead compartments,
which was a rather needless announcements, because as soon as the
landing wheels had hit the surface and the breaking started people
were already jumping up and down pulling their stuff down, eager to
be first out of the plane. Nothing had happened on that flight. The
only thing I remembered from Panama was the oppressive heat at the
airport and lots of short, brown people who talked loud.



We were, however, now at our destination and
I was exhausted after all the emotional hullabaloo of the day
before, hasty packing, midnight flight and stress, but walking the
aisle following my brother and his friends, carrying a small
shoulder bag I felt being charged with new energy to meet the new
world where I had just arrived: always with front paws extended
towards new adventures as the saying goes in Finnish. Down the
metallic staircase, to an early dawn, to the fragrance of smoke and
molasses, coolness of the morning and voices that echoed metallic
and clear at the arrival hall. Immigration police just glanced at
my tourist card, the airline's own document: everybody arriving
from USA or Canada was issued automatically a three-month permit,
which was extendable with a month at a time up to six months. You
had to take care of it though in advance, because if you showed up
the day before with your document to be renewed, you were already
late, got to pay a huge fine and then got to buy an extra
month.



The DAS (immigration police) official blinked
at me, smiled, handed back my passport and said welcome to
Colombia, Señorita. After collecting my small, beige suitcase made
of artificial leather from the belt we went through the customs. –
Open the suitcase, yes, anything to declare, no, please move on. My
traveling companions had already cleared the customs and were
waiting outside the glass doors on the street side when I carried
my small suitcase out through the doors (there was somebody who
verified that the baggage tags matched). This was Cali, 1970 and
luggage had no wheels yet.



The languid lady of the valley was still
bathing in wisps of morning mists; the morning sun had already
climbed over the snow-capped peaks of the Central Cordillera, but
shadows lay thick blended in misty curtains of the moisture in the
air over the western cordillera: The city of a million inhabitants
was slowly waking up to a new morning. A flock of white egrets rose
into air above the sugar cane field as the run-down cab sped us
towards the city on paved, but not so well maintained road. The
city was already visible at a distance; perhaps 10 or 15 kilometers
towards the green end of the valley and the mountains that marked
the passage to the Pacific Ocean. From an open window wafted the
fragrances of burning bagazo, left-overs from cane
harvest and raw molasses from the numerous sugar mills of the
valley. We met a cane train: about ten wagons loaded with cut cane
hitched to each other and in the front to a tractor that pulled the
train on. We drove for a long while behind another, empty train,
until it turned away to a narrow alley in the fields. There was no
possibility to overtake it since the road was heavily trafficked
and had only two lanes with two-way traffic: this was the main road
to and from the airport.



The city itself came to meet us at the
crossing of the Cauca River at Juanchito and it wasn't a sleepy,
colonial, red-tiled town nestled in the shadow of the mighty Andes
any longer; it had turned into a rushing, noisy, dirty and stressed
animal polluting the very air we breathed. We locked the doors,
rolled up the windows and I think I didn't breath in normally until
the taxi took us to our hotel downtown Cali, by the river, next to
Puente Ortiz at the beginning of the Sixth Avenue.



Casa del Viajero was no five-star hotel, not
even one. We stepped in the dark reception. My brother took care of
the checking in and we got one key to a large room at the end of
the corridor. It had four beds, a table, four chairs and a
curtained-off shower in one corner. The shower curtain was made of
cheap plastic and had a large hole in it. It did provide partial
privacy anyway. The beds were clean, no cockroaches visible in
daylight anyway. The floor had been mopped and there was a pile
clean towels on the table. There was no bathroom or toilet in the
room and the facilities down the hall were shared by all guests. We
were very tired but decided to get some breakfast first. We stepped
into a cafeteria right next door, at down at a table in the open
patio and in less than five were served freshly squeezed orange
juice, scrambled eggs with onion and tomato, coffee with milk and
white, soft bread just out of oven.



After breakfast we took a walk over the
bridge to the downtown area of the city. The Cali River ran in a
small ebbing ribbon of water, shriveled by the hot season and
little rains and we walked straight up the street to the heart of
the city, Plaza de Cayzedo (or Caicedo) square. Populated by
bookkeepers, document drafters with their portable typewriters and
wearing suits, seated on the park benches serving their customers,
who had errands to run in any of the tall buildings surrounding the
plaza: the Banco de la Republica building, the city Administration
building, the Cathedral and ecclesiastic offices and many others.
Almost all public offices were located in one of these stately,
elegant five or six story high new empire-style (republican)
buildings around the square. In the shade of the tall palm trees
stood peddlers, lotto vendors crying out their merchandise. There
were old men sitting on the benches, in dress shirts and some with
a hat and a cane talking to each other. Young women dressed for
work hurried by in the stiletto heels. Young men gave them cat
calls or a wheezing sound or sometimes a funny remark. Old women
were notably absent from the place (making lunch at home?). We saw
very few even middle-aged women. No children, they were at home,
because the schools were still off on their summer break. It looked
like any Latin-American city with its pulsating street life. The
only abnormality were us.



In the vicinity of Plaza Caicedo (Cayzedo),
next to banks, office buildings, government buildings there were
commerce and notaries, restaurants and cinemas; on the other side
the Cali River, still in its original state running free and more
than a trickle of water. There were two bridges over the river near
our “hotel”, The Ortiz Bridge that connected downtown to the Sixth
Avenue and a smaller bridge a couple of blocks to west towards
Obelisco Hotel. On the North side of the river, called simply El
Norte it was mainly stratum 5 or 4, and some of the loveliest,
roomiest, post-colonial mansions of Cali in the El
Centenario-neighborhood (now totally destroyed and converted to
high-rises and condominiums, big business and expensive restaurants
and hotels). In 1970 it was a neighborhood of large family homes,
built of cement, stucco and tile, red roofs, white walls, open
patios and blooming gardens, surrounded by high walls with shards
of broken bottles set on the top of the walls to stop the nightly
prowlers. Bougainvillea, oleanders, white ginger lilies
(camia), jasmines, gardenias bloomed in the gardens
perfuming the night air with their heady scent, coca bushes,
guayacan, areca palm, banana tree, the gurgling sound from a
water fountain and a swimming pool either on the ground or on the
roof made the area truly attractive and now even nostalgic.



Day maids or live-in personnel wearing their
distinctive work clothes could be seen outside sweeping the
sidewalk in the front of the houses or trimming grass or hedges as
early as at six in the morning: working people liked to get their
chores done as early as possible in the relative cool morning hours
the north and the west of the city were stratum 5 or even six;
furthest west the walled mansions of Santa Teresa and Normandia
were built on Andean foothills with a median temperature at least
two degrees delicious lower than on the sun-baked riverbanks of the
river in the east and especially expats and creme de la creme
preferred these areas. In the fork of the Cali River and its
affluent the Aguacatal plunging down from the hills through
tropical vegetation in the furthest west was the lovely hideaway of
Santa Rita, leafy, roomy and the sound of running water. In the
north, the city ended abruptly at the old railway station
Chipichape; beyond that were the industrial city of Yumbo and the
factories and even the air was foul to breath and the water
undrinkable and not wholesome even to water the plants.



Two quarters from the Plaza de Caicedo, to
the west was the Old City. The Old Franciscan Monastery and just a
few blocks of narrow streets, colonial houses with long corridors
paved with tile and bordered with begonias in terracotta pots,
patios with potted palms and azaleas and the peace of the bygone
centuries walking slowly on the tiled corridors.



Further west, crossing the main north-west
street, the Fifth that ran from the crossings of the river in the
north all the way to the university buildings in the south where it
converted into The Pan-American Highway, paved, but barely, laid
the central western barrios of San Antonio, Miraflores and
Libertadores, on steep hillside, lots of bricks and no gardens.
Great view, though, over the city, but modest homes in stratum 3
and further up in the brick labyrinth up the mountainside, even 2,
due to dismal conditions of the streets, lack of street lights and
poor sanitation.



The business sector in the vicinity of Plaza
de Caicedo, on the south side, was where you could find all the
major clothing stores and fabric and accessory stores run and owned
mostly by the “turks”, meaning the small Lebanese minority
established in the city at the end of Ottoman Empire when everybody
who traveled from that area was issued a passport with Turkish
nationality. The rather stylish National Theater and the lovely
Aristi Hotel were also in this area, also the Plazoleta and the
church of San Francisco, with its Moorish tower and pigeons, lots
of them.



Further south, between the business area and
the Fifteenth Street was a no-go area, the shame and misery of
these quarters called the Olla, the Kettle of Cali
that brewed only crime, disease and misery, the veritable cesspool
of poverty, drugs, filth and crime. Nobody went there, not even the
police. Attached to the this smelly slum was the red light
district. Just south of the red lights and cheap boarding houses,
on the Fifteenth Street, you went to find spare parts for your car.
If they didn't have it, you were told to come back in the
afternoon. Meanwhile they commissioned the part you needed to local
street population who then stole it from another car. You needed to
be at least two on that errand because somebody had to watch your
own car so that your own hubcaps or windshield wipers didn't get”
commissioned” meanwhile. Naturally, we didn't approve or favor this
business activity.



Streets where parking was allowed there were
no parking meters but the curbs were “owned” by men with red piece
of material that they waved directing you to a suitable parking
spot. They also guarded your vehicle while you were running errands
in the city. There was no set fee but you paid them or else. These
living parking meters were friendly but could turn hostile and
aggressive at the flip of a hat. Territoriality among them the was
the rule.



To the east were the old workers quarters of
San Nicolas, Alfonso López, what many consider the pulsing heart of
the real Cali. This is where my in-laws had purchased their first
humble home. Stratum three and two, lots of hard-working, honest
people lived here, lots of mum-and pop-stores, skillful
seamstresses, tailors, shoemakers. Further east the city spread out
all the way to The Cauca River and its busy bridge. On the other
side was Juanchito, the party place by the river and Candelaria
with agriculture and farms and Cali's airport and military airport,
Marco Fidel Suarez.



Crossing the Fifteenth Street that dived the
city in north central and south central was the modest neighborhood
of Alameda with the city's main produce and farmers market;
partially under a roof but the vegetables and fruits were sold on
its huge patio and sidewalks were populated by
campesinos, peasants, that had arrived the break of dawn to
peddle their wares at the market. Next to it, but on the other side
of the Avenida Roosevelt was San Fernando and crossing the Fifth
Street, San Fernando Nuevo, relatively new neighbourhoods with
large, airy homes with patios and front yards, in stucco and stone
facades and garages for two cars. This was stratum 5 and this is
where my husband grew up.



Just a few blocks south was Tequendama, with
even larger houses and streets bordered by almendros and flowering
yellow guayacanes, a leafy park in the middle with a brown brick
church that would in time become the stomping grounds of my
children.



San Fernando was a good place to grow up with
the Olympic swimming pools just four blocks away, attached to the
city's football stadium, the Pascual Guerrero. A goal at Pascual
was heard all the way at the mother-in-law's living room and the
streets were invaded by the supporters when there was a match,
especially if it was going to be the clasico vallecaucano, the
vallecaucan classic between, the reds of America de Cali and the
greens of the Deportivo Cali. The houses of San Fernando were all
built as attached one-family homes with front yard, a back patio
garden and maids quarters; this was the norm for the residential
areas of the whole city. There was only one neighborhood, in the
north of the city on the road to Palmira, called Vipasa, where
houses were built separately, so you could walk around them,
American-style. This was a newer housing project and due to the
modesty of the materials and the air fouled when the wind blew from
the cement factory or the cellulose factory on the road to Yumbo,
it was classified as stratum 3



Back in the south, there was the bullring,
Cañaveralejo, in the intersection of the Guadalupe Avenue and the
Fifth Street, bordered by huge, ancient ceibas (Kapok
trees), samanes (rain trees), palms and guayacanes
(Lignum Vitae), now ceding into cane fields on the east side and
military base on the mountainside and then to the Lili River, more
like a brook and the Pan-American road leading to Tierra del Fuego
and the penguins. The University of Valle campus was just before
the Lilí river valley. (named after not the lovely white flower,
but after the ferocious Lilí tribes that inhabited this area at the
coming of the Spaniards.)



Beyond the Lili River on the mountainside is
the affluent Ciudad Jardin. Garden City where the rich lived in
their mansions, with their hired help of maids, gardeners and
chauffeurs. They lived isolated from the city to the south side of
the Country Club where the oligarchs played horse polo and had pool
parties. This was a different world guarded by armed men, served by
dark-skinned people and surrounded by high walls.



To the south there were the sugar-cane
fields, the bamboo copses and the dairy farms and the city
recreational area on the River Pance. The crystal-clear waters of
the Pance plunged down from the mountains and provided lovely pools
to cool down on hot Cali Sunday afternoons; there was a foot path
along the bank of the river, camping and picnic grounds and it was
free for all. Families came, in the (it was also the end stop of
the black and white bus line), but rich people would not, because
they could not blend in with the chusma (my mother-in-law's word
for the people from the poor barrios). The place was full of people
of all different colors, playing their radios really loud, the
smell of their cooking all over the place and their kids screaming
and running wildly after a soccer ball. (My in-law's dilemma was
that they didn't have money enough to belong to Country Club but
they could not be seen with chusma so they preferred to stay at
home, sit upstairs in front of their color-TV and watch travel
shows, especially if they were from Europe or perhaps USA.



Cali had grown from a sleepy provincial town
into a city of over a million inhabitants when the cruel armed
conflict in the middle of last century, in 1950's drove large
quantities of peasants from the coffee-growing regions to seek
safety in numbers within larger cities. There they settled down in
humble home-made housing on the outskirts or lean-tos on the
mountainside, often as squatters or on common land, getting their
electricity from illegal connections and drinking water with
home-made pipes. Women sometimes found employment as maids or child
care helpers in families, they did laundry for private families and
cleaned in factories, for men there was little work and they often
ended up selling lottery on street corners, cutting grass on front
lawn with a machete, day jobs, a bit here and a bit there and the
crime flourished and misery grew on the side of that lovely
mountain in barrios like Siloé, Terron Colorado, Bellavista. In
December when the mountainside was full of twinkling lights people
thought Siloé was beautiful and compared it with Jesus birthplace,
but in the blackness between the light much sorrow, hunger, disease
and hunger lingered. The glass was more than half-empty. Poverty
should never be seen as cute.



The second large population increase came in
the eighties and the nineties with the wave of criminality and
drug-related violence that swept over the Pacific coast where the
guerrilla and the cartels came at odds on who dominated to export
trade routes and ports on the Pacific. These were the cocaine wars
in mangrove forest and riverside villages from Chocó to Tumaco on
the Ecuadorean border, but concentrating heavily on country's main
export harbor Buenaventura and the surroundings, Valle del Cauca
province. Hundreds of thousands of the Afro-Colombian descendants
from that area were displaced and settled just outside of Cali city
limits in a zone called Distrito de Aguablanca, a place where most
people of Cali have never been and will never go.



We got around mainly on foot, but also buses,
taxis and collectives (vans for 10 or eight passengers on
per-established routes and a flat fee. When you wanted off you
shouted esquina! (corner!). Our “hotel” was located
conveniently at the beginning of the Sixth Avenue and all the
English language institutes and academies were at walking distance
right off the Sixth. This was Cali's Zona Rosa, fashionable
and popular, with streets lined with high-end boutiques, folksy
cafes, shady bars and nightclubs, ice-cream parlors, movie theaters
and the best chicken in town in a hole-in-the-wall establishment
called Pollos Roaster.



Most foreigners lived north of the river and
west of downtown in the affluent, shaded, fragrant barrios with
street lamps, pavement, maids and night watchmen (janitors) who
were called guachiman and were seldom armed, except
with machetes and a whistle. Sometimes they drove a bike around the
neighbourhoods and blew their whistle every now and then, we
suspected that it was to let the burglars know that they were
coming so that they would have time to hide and didn't present a
danger to them. In the morning, just before finishing their nightly
rounds they used to stop for a morning cup of coffee at some house
with a friendly maid and from these brief meetings at the gates of
the rich most gossip and rumors that circulated in town for the
next few days were born.



To southeast, the city didn't expand beyond
the Autopista Sur, which then came to mark the border to the
low-key barrios of poor, struggling families of the eastern
flat-lands, where the sanitation was lacking and the sun was hot,
no shade trees and deficient lighting, narrow streets full of
potholes and night streets of prowlers. This was “Pedro
Navaja”-country and we didn't go there, especially not after
sundown.



When it rained hard, which was often,
especially during certain months called 'winter' the infrastructure
collapsed and the streets flooded and especially in the barrios
next to the hillside the traffic paralyzed as cars were marooned in
flooded streets when the distributors got wet and everybody had to
help to get the water out of their living rooms and garages. This
was the time the weather patterns called El Niño and later La Niña
were first discovered and the first time we had a Niño year it
rained, as far as can remember, every day.



They say that Cali is really only a small
provincial town with too many people and this was partially true,
at least until 1971 when the city was nominated the site of the
Eleventh Pan-American Games and the infrastructure got a major
overhaul; streets and bridges, fountains and parks were built and
the next time when the city was to go through a similar structural
improvement was thirty-five years later with the remodeling of the
Avenida del Rio and building of the tunnel under the Bulevar del
Rio.



The seventies that started with the
Pan-American Games and ended in the rise of the mafias and drug
culture, was a period of positive development, a respite in the
turbulent history of the country and we were there, in the middle
of it. At this same time, when we dreamed of a better Colombia, a
place for social justice and peaceful development, a place in the
world where we would jump over the worst hazards of dirty
industrialism and employ the newest techniques to protect the
environment, reforest the denuded foothills of the Andes, bring
back the water levels in Rio Cali by planting more trees, expand
the universities, develop the culture scene, erase poverty and
misery and disease and all kinds of Utopian ideas we had in our
heads at that time. What we got was totally different: a drug
culture of crass jungle capitalism: we wanted education, we got the
cartels. We wanted culture, we got plastic surgery clinics and
silicone. We wanted progress in the poor barrios, we got expensive
design boutiques on Avenida Sexta and Centenario where old families
sold out to big money. We wanted Cali girls get a higher education
and a career of their own, they turned into “modeling”, taking off
their clothes and prostitution. ‘Sensuality’ replaced the concept
of beauty. Sex appeal came to take place of the traditional
elegance and loveliness of the Cali women. Raunch culture took hold
of my little slice of paradise. At this same time, both the city
guerrilla, M-19 and the mountain guerrilla, the FARC grew and
gathered more strength.



Stratification of public service provided
electricity, potable water, garbage collecting etc. even to the
poorest neighbourhoods, where the stratum 1 or 2 paid very little
and the wealthy people subventioned with high tariffs. With time,
people started to talk about the strata referring to people too,
which was not considered as good taste or fair: there were a lot of
people who preferred to live in the middle-class neighborhoods and
pay the tariffs there even if they could have afforded more
fashionable housing. The language reflected the changes in the
social structure: in 1970 no middle-class caleño used the vulgar
“vos” imported with the people from the Medellin area and the
Antioquia province. That was only heard in the poor barrios, the
street people and people from the illegal encroachments. A
middle-class Caleño called even his or her parents with the
respectful “usted”. They called even their pets “usted”! My
mother-in-law used voceo (a folksy way of using the
second person pronoun and verb form when addressing one another,
not original to this area) only when she addressed people she
considered being of a lower status or class: workmen, vendors at
the food market, garbage collectors and such.



This trip to Cali had originated in Lake
Worth, Florida, where I had been living since I arrived from
Finland, eight months before. Nothing I had planned to do was
accomplished. I had not enrolled in Palm Beach Community College or
Florida State University to proceed with my studies towards an
academic degree. I had been caught up in the struggle of my brother
trying to keep his marriage to a local beauty queen together;
having failed in that (much to his own fault) I had found myself
living in a trailer, my brother vanished from the face of earth, no
explanations and I had very few choices, no visa to stay in the
country, no permission to work and no money. I had reported him as
missing person at West Palm Beach and was planning to join my
friends Linda and Rosie who had just graduated as teachers and were
on their way to Wyoming to their first jobs. I had also gotten
myself involved in a romantic relationship with a redneck Orlando
boy and that was the other alternative. Then my brother came back,
as suddenly as he had disappeared, to sell the trailer, send me
back to Finland, get his paperwork done for a work contract in
Cali, Colombia, where he had landed an English teaching job and he
was leaving in a week. He told me he'd pay my trip back to Finland
or if I wished I could accompany him and his friends Mike and
Kellie to Cali.



I said that I was not going back to Finland.
Could I not stay in USA? Get married? Not so sure I wanted
that.








“I'll fly down to Cali with you”



“What could you possibly do there for a
living?”



“I can teach English as well.”



“Think about it, you are just a little wisp
of a girl barely out of school and your future students would be
lawyers, doctors, engineers, dentists, all professionals and most
of the middle-age.”








“Well, do they speak English.”



“No.”



“I do”.



Chapter 2:
Life in Time Warp




Time had slid out of focus, place was
untrodden ground. The red-eye flight Miami to Cali had brought me
not only geographically but also temporally to another world.
Nothing was safe and easily manageable any longer. Eight months
before I had abandoned my English Philology and World History
studies at the University of Turku (Åbo) in southwestern corner of
Finland and taken the flight over the Atlantic. School had been
fine, after the intense partying and adjusting to my new life as an
adult and first time away from home and away from my parent’s
tutelage I had managed to complete a good portion of the study
program for my sophomore and junior years, but instead of becoming
Finland’s answer to Oriana Fallaci. the famous Italian journalist
who was my idol, I was becoming a teacher (I wonder why how many of
my high school classmates ended up teaching class in Finland). I
had initially applied to Tampere to study journalism but didn’t
come in, I needed a few extra points and had started in Turku
instead, to make the switch later. Other things had happened
instead, like the trip to USA in the summer of 1969 to attend my
brother’s wedding (I was one of the bridesmaids) and after that the
lure of the wider horizons came on too strong. I also suffered from
a broken heart which made it all too easy to change my
plans.



There was a music festival going on in
Woodstock, Janis Joplin and Joan Baez were singing and I already
had floral-print blue jeans and too much imagination. West Palm
Beach had been my new world, my new time and place and once I had
become confident with the language and the micromanagement of my
daily life there (I had already a workable level of school English
from Finland which provided solid grounds for further expansion),
but now I was in a new time and place again. Everything had
changed. Sandro and Adamo were singing on the radio and all the
hippies were from somewhere else. Local young men wore shirts and
straight pants, neck ties and polished shoes and smelled of pine
needles. None had hair over the shoulders or wore beards. Ragged
jeans and unkempt facial hair were from somewhere else, places like
Des Moines, Springfield or Mobile and people smiled at them, a
little condescendingly. Kellie and me walked the streets in shorts
and sandals, tank tops and bare legs and people stared at us
(gringas!). Local ladies wore dresses or two-piece pant suits with
matching pantyhose (ugh!) and shoes and purse sets. Of course the
main difference was that we were tourists and they were going to
work or coming from there. Cultural differences were even bigger.
The wild and free sixties and seventies just never came all the way
to Colombia. Young people of our age lived mostly still at home,
whether they studied or worked, Mamma was the matriarch in the
family, the maid cooked their meals and cleaned their rooms and
washed their clothes. Our contemporaries went to Mass on Sundays
with the family, made the sign of the cross and took cold showers
at five o’clock in the morning. Sexual revolution had not arrived
in Colombia yet and women were still in the eyes of the society and
laws, men’s protegees. My “class trip” had only begun.



“You can always take the girl out of the
forest, but never the forest out of the girl” I used to say. How
many times did I try to pull that forest out of my soul, with roots
and all, never quite managing. Instead I just kept re-inventing
myself, by planting new, more exotic varieties of trees in the
fertile soil. How many times can a person invent himself/herself,
create new skin like a snake, perhaps Carlos Fuentes who
wrote Cambio de piel knew more about this topic. My
change of skin was just beginning or was it more like growing a new
layer on onion? Or are we, children of evacuees lighter of feet and
more comfortable in getting adapted in new environs than our tribal
sisters and brothers from Tavasteland or Finland Proper?



Colombia was moving from military
dictatorship and the period of cruel violence (La Violencia) that
preceded Rojas Pinilla’s coup through a pseudo-democratic political
period when the two warring parties, the Conservatives and the
Liberals had taken turns in governing the country. On its way back
to normalcy and respecting the democratic tradition in Colombia
where the ruling classes made an early decision in rejecting
Bolivar's proposal for a dictatorship and choosing the man of the
laws, a civilian politician José de Paula Santander instead to lead
the new republic (Botas NO. Say NO to boots! being the political
motto) in 1830’s, Colombia and neighboring Venezuela were the
oldest surviving democracies in that continent (or
sub-continent)



I arrived in Colombia in time for a political
change and elections of 1970 had been held earlier that year. The
conservative leader, Misael Pastrana, had won with the smallest
possible margin. The leader of the opposition, ex-president and
military leader Rojas Pinilla claimed fraud and the urban guerrilla
M-19 (April 19 Movement) was born out of the indignation caused by
the electoral fraud. We’ll never know if the results were
fraudulent or not. Probably yes, but would it had been better for
Colombia if Anapo and Rojas Pinilla had won? Whichever way, the
political life in Colombia suffered a severe backlash, one that not
even the good years of President Lopez Michelsen in mid-seventies
could heal.



We were not interested in politics, not
there, not then. We were looking for a job and chances of landing a
job were reasonably good. There was a considerable deficit of
English teachers and not having formal qualifications or experience
was a problem. The most important thing was to be able to speak the
language and it was OK to have an accent as long it didn’t come
with Spanish. My English skills were freshly off the boat and even
if I spoke fluently, with enough recent slang thrown in as a
non-native speaker, I lacked the confidence and self-evident
approach to the language. On the other hand, I had solid school
grammar at the bottom.



There were several English language
institutes (adult education) at walking distance from us and the
teachers mainly young USA-Americans, some with a college degree,
some maybe even a trained teacher but most of them temporary, hired
by hour and trained on the job. Many without a legal working
visa.



Centro Colombo Americano where my brother had
gotten a job was the largest; they also had a teachers training
program for local English teachers and on the second floor USIC,
the United States Information Center. I was admitted to a head
start training course (head start being an educational program in
the States for kids in socially and economically disadvantageous
neighbourhoods). Colombo Americano had recently squired contracts
with local schools and they needed teachers. Mike and Kellie got
jobs across the street from the hotel at Meyers Language Center
which hired only native speakers and used a method based on hard
drilling. (They tore down that lovely, colonial house where the
institute was housed later on in the seventies and built an
architectonic nightmare, Palacio Rosa or Rose Palace that looked
like a huge meringue layered cake instead). A few blocks north. on
the parallel street, an older Argentinian teacher, Bill Meyer had
his Teacher’s English Institute; I sat in his training sessions
too. A few blocks north, on the other side of the Sixth Avenue, on
a side street was Harris English Institute, owned by a Canadian,
Donnie Harris who had married a local heiress Maria Cristina. They
had established a language school in an older rented house in prime
location and the business was good. It was Donnie who gave me my
first job.



Donnie had developed his own method of
teaching English. “You don't need to be the best teacher in the
world, he used to say. It’s enough if your students walk out of the
classroom happily talking to each other, laughing, in a merry mood.
Happy students come back and write a new check at the beginning of
each month. The method was based on free conversation, no grammar
and very few explanations. New words were written on the blackboard
and translated. At the beginner levels a study book was used
though, and the students practiced short dialogues and translated
both ways. Teacher’s role consisted of leading the conversations,
correct the pronunciation, help structure sentences and be a friend
and a buddy. With time, I turned out to be a good teacher and
master of ceremonies, entertainer and leader, but I strongly
suspect that I learned much more Spanish than my students did learn
English during the first year anyway.



We had moved away from Casa del Viajero ten
blocks north to an apartment building right behind Sears, Edifice
Residencies Norte, thirteenth floor, with only the penthouse above
us. The elevator worked. I got a bedroom of my own with hardwood
beams in the ceiling and a view towards the Cordillera Central,
middle range and a glimpse of the western range, just behind the
city itself and the northern neighbourhoods of the city spreading
between my window and the hillside. I got a comfortable bed and a
dresser and from the living room a breathtaking view towards the
western mountains very near; at dusk when the sun was setting
beyond those mountains in the Pacific Ocean the mountains gradually
changed color from browns and greens to violet and blue and got a
shroud of layered mists that hang on gorges and cuts where tropical
rain forest provided moisture and condensed into vapor as
temperatures plummeted at nightfall. I loved sitting by an opened
window late afternoons, listening the raising winds howling over
the mountaintops and The Kingston Trio was singing “way out there
they have a name for rain and wind and fire, rain is Test, fire is
Joe and they call the wind Mariah … blows the starts around and
sends the clouds on flying … makes the mountains sound like folks
was out there dying.” They were, because those misty folds, green
and lush by day, cold and clammy at night, the Farallones of Cali,
became the favorite hiding place for country's insurgents and had
already become a cemetery for small planes. There would be much
death on those hills, but that was after our time.
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