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            The Nitrate King

         

         On the edge of south-east London, just beyond Eltham, where the lawns and dual carriageways widen and car alarms whoop in the distance, there is a vast and unexpected Victorian glasshouse. It stands behind a high wall and a screen of trees beside the A210, a pale dome flashing past between the red brick and petrol stations. But Avery Hill, as this remnant of the old estate is still known, is better viewed from the other side, on foot.

         A cracked asphalt path leads uphill through dripping beeches, past approximate attempts by the council to maintain the old lawns. A few dog walkers stride and pause on the sloping grass. Beyond the treetops, the roofs of Sidcup and Chislehurst extend tidily across the horizon, pressing in on the grounds. And steadily, the glass fantasy commissioned by Colonel John Thomas North, once better known as the Nitrate King, reveals itself in full.

         Its long sides rise twenty feet, then curve inwards, the panels still tilting and catching the grey light as they did in the 1890s, to a turret with a statue flouncing above. There are cracks in a few panes, taped up, and a little condensation blurs the glass, but the outlines of plants even bigger than those from the colonel’s day, when he would wander tall and territorial in his slippers and pluck figs, loom dark-green and freakish inside. Between the thick rusted heating pipes, their leaves press against the walls, even the ceiling. Palm fronds droop dusty and motionless. A papery bougainvillea flowers on and on, ignoring the seasons. And the air has a strange quality: warm, but not as tropical-feeling as in most glasshouses, and somehow damp and dried out at the same time, like a desert submerged in fog. There are very few places in the world with that climate; North collected his plants from 2one of them, the northern coast of Chile.

         For three decades, almost entirely forgotten now, he owned nitrate mines there. Their fine whitish dust was then one of the world’s most desired commodities: a principal ingredient of both fertiliser and explosives. It built Avery Hill, once a hilltop riot of mock-Italian towers and competing façades, and his fortune. In Britain, North became for a time one of the best-publicised businessmen in the country, a friend of W. G. Grace and the Prince of Wales, frank and noisy in his manners, a figure of archetypal Victorian generosity and ruthlessness. In Chile, at one point, North proposed to the president that he be granted a monopoly of all economic activities in the northern half of the country, an area approaching the size of France. Then North died, quite suddenly, in 1896, after eating oysters in one of his company boardrooms in the City of London. His Chilean enterprises were revealed as verging on the fraudulent. Biographers steered away. In 1941, the Luftwaffe reduced Avery Hill, where a large quantity of butter and sugar was being stored, to the glasshouse and the mansion’s shell. These days, the glasswork and palms are hired out as a backdrop for cable-television aerobics programmes, and advertisements for Sugar Puffs.

         But to one person North’s oversized conservatory still means much more. Sometimes, on summer mornings, Roy Rodriguez comes in at five to open up. He goes home to have breakfast at seven, then lingers late into the evening in the maze of fronds and steam, circling the tiled pathways in his damp gardener’s boots and jeans, sweat in his hair and hosepipe trailing, singing nonsense to himself and thinking stray thoughts about North and Chile. He is about forty, from Gibraltar, stocky but lean, with his name tattooed on his hand and a jawline like a film star’s in rough outline. He has a limp but he never pauses. He used to do farm work and golf courses; eight years ago, he moved to Avery Hill.

         The glasshouse, he says, was run down when he arrived. The estate had been taken over by a teacher training college shortly after North died; that and the bombing had turned most of the buildings into a bodged-together utilitarian compound. The picture gallery and ballroom behind the glasshouse had been gutted, becoming a library for students much like any other, with plain metal shelves and, nowadays, warnings to switch off mobile phones. A solitary small bust of North, with big proud cheeks, tiny stubborn eyes and a show-off’s moustache, had been left to glower at the grey carpets where once there had been 3mosaic floors and suits of armour. Generations of students had ducked in and out of the one surviving porch without looking up at the Chilean flags in the stonework.

         Yet Rodriguez was drawn by North somehow. ‘If you were in his way, he’d buy you out of the way,’ he explained first, watering one afternoon in the Temperate House. He went on, in admiring fragments, interrupted by tugs on the hose behind him: ‘He ended up in Chile. Saw the potential in nitrates.’ Rodriguez said he collected cuttings about North and Avery Hill, and carefully produced a bundle of them, each one worn and slightly greasy with the humidity, from his tiny neat shed beneath the bougainvillea. He also kept a visitors’ book. The names in it were mostly schoolchildren’s, interspersed with splats of graffiti – ‘Fat Pig’, ‘Dan G is gay’. On each page, he had painstakingly covered them up with Tipp-Ex.

         ‘I’m doing it on behalf of the public, and for the colonel,’ said Rodriguez, with a look of utter seriousness. ‘The colonel would be happy with me because I would never let anything go from here.’ He indicated several wide-bladed knives which he had stabbed into a piece of wood in his shed. ‘I’ve had my shed broken into twice. Kids break in or burn things whenever they can.’ The college had fitted wire mesh over the ballroom’s ornamental skylights to deter burglars. He had his own methods: ‘One time I came over here in the middle of the night, and I caught two thieves stealing one of the colonel’s antique clocks.’ His calm eyes lit with a faint excitement. ‘I chased them off, and they left it behind. It had cherubs on it and everything. The college should give me a medal.’

         Instead there were other rewards. In the Tropical House, there were steady crops of breadfruit and bananas, and other fruit he liked to invent names for before he ate them. Outside, along the south-facing wall of the old boilerhouse, there was a thick, cracked grapevine that had outlived North’s vinery. ‘It’s like my Safeways here,’ Rodriguez said. ‘Always something to eat.’ He plunged a strong wrist into the greenery. He spat one of the Nitrate King’s grapes into the flower bed. ‘Not ripe yet.’

         
            *

         

         Ripening is less of a problem in Pisagua. Watering is the issue. There are fat bananas on the plants clumped at each street corner in North’s former nitrate port, but their leaves are burnt and ragged. No rain has ever been recorded on parts of the north coast of Chile, and the desert 4is there around every precious stem and tree trunk, a caramel-coloured dust in each flower bed, waiting for the town’s water to be switched off.

         About a hundred people still live on this stony shelf between the disused nitrate slopes and the Pacific. The level ground is not much wider than a tennis court; in front are rocks and surf and endless flat ocean; behind is a steepening ramp of black streaks and sand rising 3,000 feet to the horizon. The only road in or out zigzags up with visible desperation. A pair of headlands like pincers cuts off Pisagua to the north and south.

         None of this discouraged North in the 1880s. He built a railway to follow the road inland, and bring back narrow wagons of nitrate from his mines high on the interior plateau. He constructed a dockside and jetty, and loaded sailing clippers to race to Liverpool. He acquired a house in Pisagua, and entertained the president in it. The town was important enough then, as the third biggest nitrate port in Chile, to justify its own theatre and clock tower and prison. Everything could be made of wood; the sticky morning fogs barely rotted it. Oregon pine, shipped from two continents away, was the preferred material. Two proud lines of miniature mansions – ornate terraced houses really, with fussy balustrades and balconies just like Avery Hill’s – faced out to sea and the distant shareholders.

         The main street, now almost the only street, is still a statement of sorts. A dozen grand houses survive, their painted fronts startlingly blue against the sand despite the bleaching sunlight. They huddle together, some well maintained, some collapsing. There are visible gaps where planks have shrunk or gone missing, as if the town were a film set in the early stages of dismantling. Yet there are people around, sitting in the shadows, casting an eye over visitors. Young men smoke cigarettes in their football shirts. Children bounce footballs. Dogs sleep. Someone has a satellite dish. There are a couple of half-built new houses. People ask for lifts.

         Pisagua is a fishing village these days. Beyond the skeleton of North’s jetty, nothing more now than poles marching into the sea, there are two dozen small boats at anchor. People use them to dive for shellfish. The prison has become a hotel of sorts. The theatre and clock tower have National Monument status. The former is large enough to be in Leamington Spa, prim-looking and white as waves undermine it from behind. The latter is more respectfully looked after; its pastel woodwork 5contains the remains of Chilean soldiers, killed when Pisagua was seized from Peru in 1879 – very conveniently for North in particular.

         Over the last decade, though, Pisagua has acquired another historical significance. In June 1990, three months after General Augusto Pinochet Ugarte reluctantly ceased being dictator of Chile, a mound of stones was discovered near the town cemetery. Someone had placed an artificial flower on the pile, and beside it on the bone-dry ground had traced out the number ‘73’. In secret, so as not to alert the local military or police, two dozen volunteers from the Solidarity Vicariate, a human-rights pressure group run by the Catholic church in Chile, began digging. Their pickaxes and shovels slowly revealed the outline of a long grave, at least eleven yards long and six feet deep. In it were nineteen bodies, clothed and blindfolded, hands tied, wrapped in potato sacks. They had been shot. They were among the very first victims of the Pinochet regime to be uncovered after it left office.

         To the general, the town that North built had seemed an ideal place to make people disappear. As a junior officer, during a brief official panic about left-wingers in the late 1940s, he had himself commanded an improvised camp in Pisagua for political prisoners. So in September 1973 (hence the traced-out number), within days of his seizure of power in Chile by military coup, trade unionists, liberals and potential dissidents of all kinds again began arriving in trucks at the small military base at the north end of town. More followed in October. Some of those interned had been arrested in Iquique, the much larger capital of the local region, three barren hours’ drive to the south; others had been snatched as far away as Valparaíso, the country’s bustling second city, over a thousand miles away. But up here in the desert, at the end of a dirt road, in a prison of Nature’s own making, there need not be many witnesses – and escape would be close to impossible. Pisagua quickly became the most significant detention centre in the region, with 500 people packed into the old jail alone at one stage. Under its hot square roof, groups of thirty-five were kept in each wooden cell of three yards by four. Women were confined separately, in a building attached to the theatre. Torture, according to a government human rights report after Pinochet stepped down, was ‘systematically practised’: people were electrocuted, hung by their wrists, stamped on and stung with cigarettes, subjected to mock firing squads, and forced to drag themselves by their elbows, naked, up the glass-strewn nitrate slopes behind the town.

         6No family or charity visitors, even from the Red Cross, were ever permitted at Pisagua. Prisoners were shot for supposedly trying to escape, or for allegedly having planned attacks on the army or police. Their trials lasted minutes: prosecution witnesses were themselves tortured into making accusations; defence lawyers were appointed by the military, and threatened if they criticised the procedures. Executions took place right next to the cemetery, sometimes after the release of the very same prisoners had been announced. Sometimes people simply died during torture. Construction of a full-scale concentration camp in the hills above the town – under the guidance, it has long been rumoured, of a German Nazi living in Chile – was begun but never completed. Pisagua was closed as a prison in 1974 after protests from the United Nations.

         In the small square opposite the theatre, under a struggling palm, there is now a large mural commemorating the imprisoned and the dead. It was painted in the late 1990s by the local Communist Party, and it remains untouched by the graffiti that mocks other walls in Pisagua. The mural’s main subject is a man in a blindfold, head thrown back and throat exposed. The brush strokes are a storm of black and blue and blood-red; they silence the tatty old election posters and signs for beer and ice cream nearby, like an immense war memorial on a village high street.

         It is easy to find Pisagua an ominous place. Vultures actually turn overhead in the afternoon stillness. Past the mural, and the guardhouse for the local military police, a large hot rock beside it ostentatiously painted with regimental insignia, the old mansions thin out. A flat open space suddenly appears: a shadeless concrete apron covered in small whitewashed huts. They look fairly modern, but have been thoroughly emptied of any contents. They have tiny windows, high up. The remains of the local barracks are roofless and derelict and blank now. The fact that what happened in there and elsewhere in the town in the early 1970s is known at all, with all the consequences that have followed for Pinochet, is due in part to a peculiarity of local geology. The one old building at this end of Pisagua gives a clue. It is the railway station where North’s nitrate wagons were unloaded, now itself slowly splintering in the sea breezes. The same deposits in the soil that North found so profitable also mummified the bodies of the general’s enemies. They were so well preserved and identifiable when they were found, you could move the zips on their trousers.
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            The Mystery of General Pinochet

         

         When General Pinochet was arrested in London in the quiet time before midnight on 16 October 1998, relatively few British people knew who he was. He had not been ruler of Chile for approaching a decade; the world since the end of the Cold War was confusingly full of ex-dictators; and Chile seemed a fairly minor and obscure place, a very long way away. Still fewer people in Britain, most likely, were aware that he was in the country. The fact had been noted here and there in the newspapers, but it was a busy time of year, and Pinochet had visited Britain just the previous autumn, and intermittently throughout the 1990s, each time attracting sparse comment. This time, it had actually taken the British press several weeks to register the general’s presence at all. On 25 September, at the Dorchester Hotel in central London, he had been photographed for an interview for The New Yorker, the American magazine, standing bulkily to attention in a dark pinstripe suit as five bodyguards loitered off-camera around the hired suite and on its veranda. Yet it was not until 10 October that a Foreign Office confirmation of Pinochet’s ‘private visit’ to Britain appeared as three paragraphs in the Guardian. And when the Pinochet issue of The New Yorker came out, three days later, the parts of the interview that mentioned Britain were still regarded as a surprise and a scoop and were quoted as such in British newspapers.

         As for why an eighty-two-year-old South American, of French descent and seemingly alien politics, who spoke almost no English, should regard Britain as his second home – this remained most mysterious of all in the autumn of 1998. Before his arrest, and in more detail immediately afterwards, a certain amount appeared about the general’s British itinerary prior to the arrival of two plainclothes policemen at 8his bedside in the London Clinic. As well as having surgery there for a spinal hernia, he had been to Madame Tussaud’s. He had visited the National Army Museum and had lunch at Fortnum & Mason. He had bought books about Napoleon at Foyle’s on Charing Cross Road. He had had a talk with the head salesman at Burberry.

         But all this trail constituted, in a sense, was the schedule of a fairly typical wealthy tourist: some old-fashioned and eccentric shops, a museum or two, and some discreet medical treatment. Pinochet’s habitual ports of call in London were places that were so specifically styled and polished for foreign consumption that they revealed only a little about the nature and depth of his attachment to Britain. The London Clinic, for example, could have been chosen for its proximity to the Chilean embassy, a couple of streets away past the actually rather un-British Marylebone mansion blocks, with their prim shutters and dusty little balconies. And apart from the clinic’s brass desk lamps and milky net curtains, it was really just another immaculate and anonymous international private hospital. Pinochet’s first choice had actually been in Paris, but the French refused him a visa.

         What he wore while he was still at liberty in London also sent out ambiguous signals. On the one hand, in the scraps of television footage of the general benignly buying newspapers and admiring passing red buses, there was his jacket. It was conservatively tailored, long in the back and generous in its vents and lapels, and of the precise shade of country brown, achieved with small checks of beige and black and chocolate, found only in English gentlemen’s outfitters. There was also his shirt (pale and striped), and his tie (bright red). With his white moustache and pinkish face, his odd broken blood vessel and cannonball head, Pinochet could have passed for a retired British colonel of a certain sort. Or at least from the waist upwards: in his shiny black shoes and spotless chinos he was perhaps a little too dapper, and in his walk there was a grandness, an almost ceremonial deliberation in each slow, heavy step. It suggested parade grounds, but not the part-time British sort.

         Once he was under guard, Pinochet’s presence in Britain felt all the more like a borrowing from a strange novel. There was his brief convalescence at the clinic, as armed policemen tried not to alarm its many floors of recovering millionaires, and the first besieging stockades of anti-Pinochet protesters arranged themselves raucously around the entrances. On the same crammed pavements, there were the first 9counter-demonstrations by Pinochet’s supporters, who looked bafflingly like ladies from Chelsea. Next, there were his undignified few weeks at Grovelands, a private nursing home in north London. It looked grand behind railings in the middle of parkland, but the suburb around it (Southgate) was modest enough, with its semis and out-of-date shops, to seem like a punishment. And the Grovelands staff, it was rumoured, did not find the general the easiest or most convincing patient; in the end, the self-styled ‘saviour of Chile’ had to be told he was better and asked to leave.

         And then there was Wentworth. The feared former dictator confined to an executive home, on a vainglorious private estate designed for golfing tycoons. From the winter of 1998 until the early spring of 2000, among the pines and electric gates of primest Surrey, with the clatter of protesters’ pots and pans carrying through the trees every Saturday, and jets leaving Heathrow airport droning tauntingly low overhead … Pinochet read his books on Napoleon and surfed the Internet. Only once did he attend a brief court hearing, at a high-security prison in south London. As he was driven there and back, his bodyguards held up jackets against the car windows to protect him from photographers. A beige blanket was draped over his head, as if he were a rapist or a paedophile.

         The rest of the time, at Bow Street Magistrates’ Court and the House of Lords and the High Court, on all the airless stage sets of this melodramatic and unprecedented episode of international litigation, the general was a ghost. As the case veered erratically about, his name was invoked so often it became more of a moral shorthand. His actual person became less familiar than the papier mâché version.

         Until, abruptly, he was gone. On the damp grey morning of 2 March 2000, before anyone could get more than a glimpse of the back of a blue people carrier and an escort of police cars, Pinochet had been slipped up one of Wentworth’s private roads and out of an unattended side entrance towards the motorway. By eleven o’clock, the blank little motorcade was well on its way, between wet fields and Lincolnshire hamlets, to a remote RAF base and a Chilean jet keeping its engines warm behind the perimeter fencing. On the radio, a perplexed presenter was saying: ‘Two years ago I wouldn’t have dreamed of asking this, but do you, as chairwoman of the National Association of Women’s Institutes, have a line on General Pinochet?’ By lunchtime, the ex-dictator had taken off into the mist. Another presenter was 10summarising wearily, as if at the end of a long royal procession: ‘So, there we are, the departure of Augusto Pinochet from this country.’ Rain dotted the lenses of the few cameras present. The lunchtime news programmes turned away without offering a conclusion.

         The mystery of General Pinochet has endured pretty intact since. The idea that his 503 days in British custody were prompted and steered by anything other than foreign grievances and chance – a lucky initiative from a Spanish magistrate investigating old abuses against his fellow citizens, a country that happened to be receptive, an area of international law where there happened to be no consensus – has not been entertained much. The Pinochet case, it has been generally agreed, was about state torture and murder in a far-off land; the incompatible interests of those who suffered or approved; and how the law, Spanish or British or Chilean or international, might help these competing groups to live with each other in a narrow strip of land on the other side of the Andes. The moral enormity and legal complexity of all this, and the further unexpected developments in the Pinochet case since he returned to Chile, have been more than enough to take in. But every now and again, there have also been hints of an additional dimension.

         In October 1999, the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, while insisting that the question of Pinochet’s extradition to Spain would be decided by his government on purely legal grounds, also told the Labour Party conference that he found him ‘unspeakable’. Peter Mandelson, a politician not noted for his outbursts, publicly declared that if Pinochet evaded extradition it would be ‘gut-wrenching’. And Jack Straw, who as Home Secretary was personally in charge of the case, turned out to have another Chilean connection: in the late 1960s, as a left-wing student, he had spent several enthusiastic weeks in the country, meeting the sort of liberal Chileans that Pinochet would spend the next decade persecuting. The daughter of the most famous of these, Salvador Allende, Marxist president of Chile from 1970 until the general’s coup killed him, was invited – a quarter of a century later – to the 1998 Labour Party conference. Isabel Allende had dinner there with the Prime Minister. ‘He told me he thought my father was a hero,’ she said afterwards.

         Perhaps all this was just exotic coincidence, or posturing for reasons of domestic politics. But such frank interventions from New Labour, against an ogre from an altogether different era of left-wing politics, did seem startling. Why should they still care about Pinochet? How could Allende’s ‘Marxism with a human face’ make him the ‘hero’ of 11the eagerly pro-business Blair? These were un-ideological times, it was usually said, and Labour in particular was supposed to have abandoned all its old convictions. What was it about Chile in the 1970s that stirred these careful modern politicians?

         Unexpected passions also flared on the British Right. Conservative newspapers felt immediately obliged, not just to criticise Labour’s arrest of Pinochet and to assert that countries’ internal policies were their own business – both pretty predictable Tory positions – but to defend him more broadly. Had he really been so bad? If a few thousand people had been killed and tortured – and they often disputed the figures – perhaps this had been necessary. Pinochet had ‘saved’ Chile: from Allende, from the communist dictatorship he had been planning, from the chaos and imminent civil war he had been provoking, from the Cold War designs of Cuba and the Soviet Union on this strategically placed strip of the southern hemisphere. And since the general had sent his tanks onto the streets in 1973, hadn’t his country prospered? It had become a ‘model economy’, clean, busy and entrepreneurial, light in regulations and trade unions, welcoming to global investors. Chileans had become wealthier and more self-reliant: they all had privatised pensions, for example, of the sort the Conservative Party had long been hoping for in Britain. In fact Chile, according to this highly ideological but only erratically factual reading of its history and present situation, was the place where the great and successful right-wing experiment of the later twentieth century had first started, and had been carried farthest. In the dry leader columns of the Telegraph and Times, there was, on the days when the Pinochet question was addressed, a rare sense of excitement.

         It was there, too, in the eyes of Britain’s dominant right-wing politician. Margaret Thatcher, from the first news of this other elderly ex-leader’s arrest, seemed more energised than by any single event – general elections won and lost, European summits – since her enforced retirement. She made her first speeches in the Lords for years. She wrote her first letters to newspapers for almost as long. She abandoned her surprising admiration for Blair because of the matter. She went to Wentworth, took tea with the general among his rented cream armchairs, and called a press conference immediately afterwards. And at Blackpool in October 1999, when it seemed that Pinochet’s confinement might continue indefinitely, she hijacked her own party’s annual gathering to demand his release.

         12‘My friends, it is nine years since I spoke at a Conservative Party conference,’ she began. What followed was fainter and less practised than her famous rhetoric as Prime Minister, and slightly flailing in places, but it made an ambitious argument. Chile was Britain’s ‘oldest friend in South America’. Chile had been freed from the Spanish by a British admiral called Cochrane. Many decades later, that favour had been returned: ‘President Pinochet,’ as Thatcher slyly rebranded him, ‘was this country’s staunch, true friend in our time of need when Argentina seized the Falkland Islands.’

         Here, oversimplified by Thatcher’s fondness for certainties, was the outline of a relationship between two countries, far more extensive, intimate and longstanding than a mere period of wrangling over an exiled general. He, for one thing, had been having tea with her in London for years. He had sent her flowers and chocolates. She had sent her chief economic adviser during the early 1980s, Sir Alan Walters, to learn from Chile’s privatisations and pared-back welfare state. Pinochet had noted her handling of the miners’ strike.

         In fact, since Cochrane sailed to Chile in the 1820s, and even before, there has been a busy traffic in grand schemers and utopia-seekers between these two claustrophobic maritime nations. The very distance between them, the different lights and landscapes and senses of possibility offered by the two places – these have freed minds to think thoughts a little heretical at home. In the late eighteenth century, in sooty Bloomsbury, Chilean nationalists gathered in tucked-away rooms to plan the end of Spanish colonial rule. In the late nineteenth century, in the glare and open spaces of the world’s driest desert, John North from drizzly Leeds tried to establish money-making monopolies impossible in Yorkshire. In the years in between, British merchants made coastal Chile their colony, complete with cricket teams.

         Next, during the 1960s and 1970s, the sprawling grey capital, Santiago, became an arena first for the hopes of British socialists, drawn to Allende as a sort of revolutionary Clement Attlee, and then for the hopes of British conservatives of all stripes – from austere admirers of Pinochet’s economic policies to more flamboyant creatures, tempted by the idea of a similar ‘strong man’ to solve the ‘crisis’ back home. That strong man turned out to be a woman and an elected politician, not one of the ex-army officers, of similar age and background to the Chilean, daringly proposed in certain British circles during those feverish mid-1970s summers. Yet Margaret Thatcher’s first years as Prime 13Minister contained mild but distinct echoes of the general: the same unyielding rhetoric, the same monetarist ‘shock treatment’, the same promises of carrots and sticks, of mass share ownership and riot police. And when the whole project seemed about to collapse, it was South America that saved her. The recapture of the Falkland Islands, with extensive Chilean assistance, was partly coordinated from an old British sheep farmers’ outpost in southernmost Chile, Punta Arenas.

         In damp British industrial towns, meanwhile, warships and weapons were being made and serviced for Chile as they had been since the days of Cochrane. In places like Glasgow and Coventry, too, refugees from Pinochet were adjusting to early dusks and puzzled glances. Several thousand Chilean dissidents – trade unionists, Maoists, left-wingers of all descriptions – settled quietly into the background of noisy urban Britain during the 1970s, just another new brown-skinned minority who worked hard and met for strange meals in each other’s houses. Few of them can ever have imagined that Pinochet would follow. But the dictator, fatally, became an Anglophile – London his favourite city after Santiago, Britain his ideal country of fair play and discretion. And when he took one trip too many, the refugees were waiting.

         You could say that Britain and Chile have acted as each other’s political subconscious. Britain, to a certain sort of Chilean, has always looked desirably stable and mild. Chile, to a certain sort of Briton, has always looked desirably extreme and volatile. Both countries have long advertised to the world the uniqueness of their political systems and democratic traditions, while not always functioning as admirably in practice.

         You could also say that British businessmen like North gave Chile its first harsh taste of international capitalism; and that Pinochet’s further refinement of the recipe, a hundred years later, ended up by passing the flavour back. That both countries are now places dominated by the free market, with privatised buses and many beggars and, currently, leftish governments forced to operate in a landscape created by domineering predecessors – this is much more than coincidence or a standard consequence of globalisation.

         Such relationships are probably not best traced decade by decade, or at least not in a book like this. There were many years in the mid-twentieth century when, in truth, the links between Britain and Chile had dwindled to a few forgotten Andean mines and estates and some occasional debt-collecting by Rothschilds in London. But an erratic or 14forgotten or never-suspected relationship can cast a revealing light on the partners concerned. The story of the connection between Britain and Chile suggests unexplored contours in the wider histories of both these countries, in particular that of modern Britain. Besides, ‘the English of South America’ and their northern counterparts have become involved again. The status of Chile’s longest-serving leader was changed for good that night in the London Clinic. His best-known international defender became the woman who made today’s Britain. This sudden revival of the closeness between these two distant countries felt unlikely to remain very public for long. So, in that unnaturally warm autumn of 1998, it seemed a good idea to start probing it.
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            A Scotsman in Valparaíso

         

         The place in London where the anti-Pinochet protesters used to gather most often was a narrow curve of pavement next to Westminster Abbey. El Piquete de Londres, or the London Picket, as its Chilean organisers quickly christened it – with the eye of instinctive activists for posterity and the audience back home – assembled there at ten o’clock every morning from Monday to Friday. Or so it said on the handout.

         The first time I went along, in early 1999, I got there at ten forty-five. It was a grey and blustery day. The case was in one of its lulls. Absolutely no one was standing by the abbey railings. ‘There’s fewer and fewer of them every day,’ said the policeman in the sentry box across the road, guarding an entrance to the House of Lords, where Pinochet had not been mentioned for some weeks. He gave a politely weary look. Between the old postcard façades of the abbey and the Houses of Parliament, the usual river of taxis and coaches flowed on. Thinly dressed tourists stopped to take photographs. The wind quickly moved them on.

         Then two people carrying plastic bags came round the corner. They also looked middle-aged and foreign, but they were wearing careful layers of jumpers and anoraks and zip-up jackets, and they moved with purpose. They stopped at the railings, put down their bags, and began lifting out placards and unfurling banners. There was no show about it; just their gloved and practised hands dipping into the carrier bags and into their pockets, producing rolls of brown tape, biting off pieces deadpan, and roughly fixing the corners of posters to the ancient wrought iron. The placards they expertly bent between the railings. In about fifteen minutes, everything was in place: a long white sheet 16screamed ‘Let Spain Try Pinochet’; a Chilean flag flew from a lamp post; a montage of small colour photos announced the protest’s history so far; and it all flapped and crackled in the wind like a medieval army encamped on a hilltop.

         By lunchtime, there were a dozen protesters. They formed a single ragged line of figures and faces, all Chilean, unfamiliar on demonstrations in Britain since the 1970s. There were dark, hatchet-cheeked young men with beards and long black ponytails. There were paler middle-aged women of a certain width, sitting beneath faded black-and-white portraits of ‘disappeared’ Chileans. There was a stout plump-faced man, about the same age, in a smart muted green jacket of the sort favoured by Santiago businessmen. And there was a wiry old man wearing a Che Guevara badge and corduroys. He seemed keenest to talk.

         ‘The Lords are playing with the psyche of the prisoner,’ he began, in quick whispery English, his small busy eyes lighting at the thought. ‘He’s lost twenty kilograms. He can’t sit down.’ He waved dismissively with a bony hand: ‘The situation for him is so humiliating.’ A few pedestrians stopped to listen. There were leaflets to offer them, and a visitors’ book to get them to sign. The old man said he could only give me a few minutes.

         He had been on the picket every day, almost from the beginning. Each morning, he got the bus across the river from the estate where he lived in Lambeth. He had been there since 1992; before that, he had been in Coventry for twelve years as a metalworker, and before that – the details rattled past like melodramatic plot summary – he had been in Chile as a member of Allende’s left-wing coalition government and, later, a political prisoner of Pinochet’s viciously right-wing one. He pointed at the gut of his bright red polo neck; he said he had been shot. ‘My community was 200 yards from Pinochet’s barracks.’ Between 1973 and 1976, he had been locked up; Pinochet or no Pinochet, he did not want to go back. ‘I prefer living here. I have some very good friends. In Chile I have nothing to do,’ he said, quite matter-of-factly. ‘I’m just a foreigner.’ And then he walked off to mind the visitors’ book. ‘If the case carries on until the sixteenth,’ he added in parting, one shoe sole flapping loose in the puddles, ‘that means he’s been stuck here another month.’

         Two months later, Pinochet was still in Britain, and the picket was still finding the mornings difficult. It was noon and it was raining; the 17only sign of the protesters was their soggy sticker remnants on the railings. So I ducked into the abbey to learn about Cochrane.

         
            *

         

         In the gloom, near the centre of the nave, there was a large pale memorial slab set in the floor. It had a few black spots of damp on it, and a few chips had been knocked out. But it was quite legible. In large, jammed-together capital letters, it tried as grandly as possible to summarise his life:

         
            Here rests in his 85th year

            Thomas Cochrane

            Tenth Earl of Dundonald

            Baron Cochrane of Dundonald

            of Paisley and of Ochiltree

            in the peerage of Scotland

            Marquess of Maranham in the

            empire of Brazil

            G.C.B. and Admiral of the Fleet

            who by the confidence which his genius

            his science and extraordinary daring

            inspired, by his heroic exertions in the

            cause of freedom and his splendid

            services alike to his own country

            Greece, Brazil, Chili and Peru

            achieved a name illustrious throughout

            the world for courage patriotism

            and chivalry

            born December 14th 1775

            died October 31st 1860

         

         A row of chairs almost covered the end of the inscription. A couple of people were resting on them in the cool, ignoring it. Cochrane is not remembered much in Britain. There have been very sporadic biographies. There used to be a strip called ‘Fighting Tom Cochrane’ in Victor, the old-fashioned boys’ comic. The maritime novelist Patrick O’Brian has used a daring naval officer called Jack Aubrey as a character, in whom elements of Cochrane may be discerned. During the 1930s, there was a run-down naval supply facility in Rosyth named after him, when other admirals got battleships. But as for the idea that a Scotsman liberated Chile – when Margaret Thatcher invoked his name on stage in Blackpool, in a hired cinema hot with Conservative Party delegates waving Chilean flags and cheering for all 18things Chile-connected, there were completely blank looks in the audience.

         Nelson may make it difficult for most Britons to remember any other nineteenth-century naval heroes. And Cochrane was probably never quite senior enough in rank, too abrasive and erratic in character, and too far-flung and bizarre in his achievements, to sustain a posthumous reputation in Britain for long. He was from a family of mercurial aristocrats. The Cochranes had held land in Scotland since the thirteenth century. During the fifteenth, one of them became ‘architect-courtier’ and royal favourite of James III of Scotland, and was given an additional title that so enraged the more established nobility that they hanged him from a bridge. They refused his last wish that they use one of his favourite silk cords. In the seventeenth century, one of the family’s younger sons was implicated in a rebellion against James II; only a large bribe from his father steered away the King’s investigators. During the eighteenth, five Cochranes were killed in foreign wars. The ninth earl, Cochrane’s father, after surviving unsuccessful careers in the navy and the army, decided to become an inventor; thus, commented the local historian Bishop Burnet, ‘completing the impoverishment of the ancestral estates’.

         Beneath the wooded slopes of the family seat at Culross, just across the Firth of Forth from Edinburgh, there ran a seam of coal. It was already mined on a small scale; the earl converted it to coke in an experimental kiln he had built, and sold the coke to local ironworks. Maintaining the turrets and the Inigo Jones façades of the Cochrane residence absorbed more income than the family could conventionally acquire. Around 1780, the earl began wondering if the thick black residue of his coke-making process, coal tar, could also be profitably used. During his brief spell in the navy (the discomfort of a cruise up the coast of Guinea was too much for him), he had become aware of a perennial problem with the wooden warships of the era: worms slowly ate them from the keel up. If he could refine his coal tar sufficiently, he convinced himself, it could be used to coat ships’ hulls, and would blunt the teeth of worms and creditors alike.

         For the next decade, with his young son brought along to learn, the earl built more kilns, borrowed more money, acquired the patent for coal tar, and tried to persuade the Admiralty to adopt his innovation. It worked in tests, but – in a lesson not lost on the junior Cochrane – it failed politically. The shipbuilders and their naval clients were 19corruptly intertwined. The income from the repairs that the worms made necessary was distributed to too many people for the coal-tar scheme to be practical. Not, at least, for another forty years: by then, Culross had been sold and the earl was a debt exile in Paris, too concerned with drink and his mistress to make the Admiralty pay up for adopting his patent. He had long abandoned coal tar for doomed schemes to manufacture salt, and to make bread for the poor from potatoes.

         In the summer of 1793, shortly after the outbreak of the Napoleonic Wars, his son left Scotland to join the navy. Cochrane was seventeen, vulnerably thin and tall, with irreverent eyes and a slight pout. His father could give him a gold watch and nothing else to take to sea; another relative had to lend Cochrane a hundred pounds for his first uniform.

         His early career was not very glorious. For nearly five years, he was sent to the fringes of the war: first Norway, where there were rumours of pirates in the fjords, and of a French convoy sneaking home by a cold, secret route; then Nova Scotia, where there were fishing grounds to protect and, a little further south, a newly independent United States to be intimidated. Cochrane never saw a single enemy ship emerge from the fog. Yet he learned about fickle coastal waters and weather and how they could be exploited. He also developed an appetite for philosophy, and for flippancy towards superior officers. These qualities would be fully developed by the time he got to Chile.

         Before that, in barely half a dozen years, he assembled a reputation for reckless success as a sea captain. In 1799, in his very first naval action, he boarded a pirate ship off Gibraltar single-handed. In 1801, he captured a Spanish frigate with seven times the firepower of his own tiny ship, the Speedy, which he had disguised as a neutral Danish vessel. In 1805, he captured so many Spanish treasure ships in a ten-week spell that his personal share of the prize money was £75,000. He became quite famous. The newspapers in British naval towns recorded his successes like sporting fixtures. Pamphlets were published describing them in detail. And Cochrane’s ambitions began to turn towards politics.

         At sea, he had got used to exceeding orders, to ignoring the conventions of naval warfare of the time by attacking suddenly, by using trickery, by exploiting supposedly impossible odds as a form of surprise. Back on land, he would inevitably be reprimanded and denied prize money. Escalating feuds with his superiors were set in motion. His 20suspicion of the Admiralty, already a family instinct, swelled sharply during 1802 and 1803, when a temporary halt in the war enabled Cochrane to start poking around again in the practices of the dockyards. The blatant bribery and overcharging he identified, and took to be symptomatic of British government as a whole, made him sympathetic to the favourite new cause of ambitious young men at the time: Reform. He stayed with the radical politician William Cobbett in Hampshire. He studied political philosophy at Edinburgh University under the famous liberal academic Professor Dugald Stewart. Then, still in his mid-twenties, beaky and red-haired and awkward, he decided to run for Parliament.

         In 1805, with a general election nearing, Cobbett appealed for a Radical candidate to stand in Honiton in Devon. Cochrane saw the opportunity to transform his temporary status as a war hero into something wider and more permanent. On 8 June, he arrived at the hustings ‘accompanied by two lieutenants and one midshipman in full dress’, as the Naval Chronicle reported, ‘followed by another [carriage] containing the boat’s crew, new rigged and prepared for action.’ Cobbett sat beside Cochrane on stage, beneath the rival candidates’ flags and bunting. Cochrane had put on his blue-and-gold captain’s uniform. And he stood up, before a crowd of prosperous farmers, accustomed to placing their votes with whichever candidate would pay them five pounds or more apiece, and made a high-minded speech about naval corruption. Hecklers shouted that he should ‘spend his money sailor-fashion’; Cochrane responded that he was standing ‘on patriotic principles’ – a euphemism for refusing to bribe voters. Soon after that, somewhere in the crowd, a riot started. Sailors fought voters, Cobbett and Cochrane’s opponent exchanged libellous insults, and Cochrane just screamed vainly for order. He lost the election.

         But he learned. In the autumn of 1806, Honiton was contested again, and again Cochrane arrived with his carriages full of seamen and noble-sounding intentions. Yet this time his apparent naivety was a decoy. After the previous election, without warning, he had announced that those few people who had voted for him would receive ten pounds each, twice what the victorious candidate had paid. Second time round, a rumour spread through Honiton that the foolish captain would be as generous again. It was enough to win Cochrane the seat, without him ever actually promising to pay out. When voters approached him during his victory celebrations for their anticipated 21ten pounds, he calmly told them he had made no such offer, which was anyway against his principles; the payment last time had simply been a reward to those who had refused the bribes of his opponent.

         This sly mixture of piousness, defiance and calculation made Cochrane a vivid presence in the otherwise dour politics of repressive, Napoleonic War Britain. In 1806, the Admiralty sent him back to sea to keep him from attending Parliament. He used the war as politics by other means, mounting an amphibious raid on the French coast, blowing up a fort, and raising his profile once more. In 1807, he stood in yet another election, this time in Westminster (Honiton was never going to forgive him), where the electorate was the largest and least susceptible to bribes in the country. It was also the best-publicised constituency: the famous cartoonist Gillray drew Cochrane as a priggish, bolt-upright megalomaniac in a scrum of other grotesque candidates, with a great mob of voters stretching to the horizon. Cochrane won, immediately put down motions in Parliament to expose the corruption he now saw everywhere, then sailed off to be hit in the face by a stone fragment from another fort he was busy capturing.

         Gradually, though, his multiplying enemies at home began to frustrate him. In Parliament, when he was present at all, Cochrane’s overheated rhetoric left him isolated and ridiculed. The Admiralty learned to give him assignments with less opportunity for glory. In 1812, in frustration, he wrote directly to the Prince Regent with a grandiose ‘Plan for the Destruction of the Naval Power of France’, involving ‘stink vessels’ (hulks filled with burning sulphur and charcoal), ‘temporary mortars’ (the same but stuffed with cannon balls and animal carcasses), and the much greater use of drifting fire ships to ignite enemy vessels. But initial support for this new, much more destructive notion of war bled away: the Admiralty feared French retaliation in kind. Cochrane had to put away his excited inventor’s diagrams until he got to Valparaíso.

         His political strategy, in the meantime, had turned feverish. In 1810, when a fellow Radical MP was threatened with imprisonment for abusing Parliamentary privilege, Cochrane holed up with him and the other Radical leaders in a house at 78 Piccadilly, having obtained a barrel of gunpowder, supposedly for self-defence. The Life Guards were called out; Radical sympathisers took to the streets; momentarily, there seemed the possibility of some kind of revolutionary spark. One of Cochrane’s comrades asked him the question that other military 22men would be asked in the next century – in Chile and, more quietly, in Britain: ‘It will be easy enough to clear the hall of constables and soldiers … but are you prepared to take the next step and to go on?’

         Cochrane went home. Four years later, in circumstances that remain mysterious, he was implicated in a City scandal involving a false announcement that Napoleon had been killed in battle, and the frantic trading of shares as they temporarily soared in value. The evidence against him was ambiguous: one of the conspirators had visited him at home, but Cochrane had made only a tiny profit on his share dealings during the period under scrutiny. It remains possible that the troublesome seaman was set up. Either way, by the autumn of 1814 Cochrane had been tried, found guilty of fraud and perjury, sentenced to a year in prison, and expelled from the navy and the House of Commons. His family banner was ceremonially removed and kicked down the steps of Westminster Abbey.

         The following spring, with comic-strip inevitability, Cochrane managed to escape from jail by knotting together lengths of rope smuggled in by a loyal servant. He even returned to Parliament, his adoring Westminster constituents having paid off the necessary fines, and became for a time the loudest advocate of civil liberties, universal suffrage and greater aid to the poor. When petitions were delivered to the Commons by the Radical mob, they would hoist and carry Cochrane in an armchair, still sun-freckled and boyish in his early forties. But the government had turned decisively against his brand of politics. The official response to Reform turned out to be censorship, the arrest of perceived subversives and the suspension of prisoners’ rights. Cochrane’s Radical friends began to leave the country; their cause seemed a dead end for now. Meanwhile, he was suddenly besieged by debts. With his lack of an inheritance, his unresolved disputes over prize money, and the frequent litigation that went with political notoriety, he was close to bankrupt by the end of 1817. An unpaid bill for £1,200, from a dinner for Honiton’s greedy voters back in 1806, was the final blow. Cochrane began selling off his property and thinking about a move abroad himself. He let it be known that he was open to offers.

         
            *

         

         There had been South Americans in London, murmuring about independence from Spain, for at least a quarter of a century. The disruptions of the Napoleonic War were fatally loosening Spanish control of their continent; London, as capital of one of the two blocs into which 23much of the world was dividing, was an obvious place for frustrated foreign nationalists to set up shop. Officially or otherwise, the British might be persuaded to help.

         Chile was an especially vulnerable Spanish colony. Its remote, near-infinite strip of deserts and forests and snowfields had only ever been partially conquered during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The largely impassable southern third of the country, like Scotland during the Roman occupation of Britain, remained independent, and a threat. Elsewhere, Spanish power was mostly confined to Santiago and its surrounding lung of dusty farmland, and to garrison towns, lonely beside river mouths. As in Roman Britain, again, the empire-builders’ main priorities lay in other, more important nearby colonies – in this case, Peru, to the north. Frustrated and rebellious notions stirred among both the local population and the neglected Spanish settlers and administrators.

         During the 1790s, the half-Irish, half-Spanish son of the viceroy of Peru, Bernardo O’Higgins, was living in London, the first person from west of the Andes to seek an English education. He studied maths and, more covertly, the ideas then circulating there about national self-determination and liberty. He started visiting 27 Grafton Way in Bloomsbury, a tall grey-brown London town house which was the home of Francisco de Miranda, a Venezuelan maths tutor and, more significantly, a pioneer of South American nationalism. In 1794, back in Venezuela, Miranda launched the continent’s independence revolt, with encouragement from the British government, which welcomed the chance to destabilise a rival imperial power. There were official suggestions that such help might also be forthcoming for Chile.

         Sixteen years later, belatedly and with poor timing, in 1810, the first nationalist attempt to overthrow Spanish rule in Chile began. Miranda’s campaign was fading to the north. And British priorities had shifted: Spain was now Britain’s ally against France. A British military expedition intended for Chile was directed instead towards Buenos Aires. The Chileans managed to declare independence regardless in 1811, but were back under Spanish control by 1814, thanks in part to divisions between O’Higgins and the other nationalist leaders. He had to flee across the Andes to Argentina with his few hundred remaining soldiers. Two years later, he tried again, this time with an Argentinian general called José de San Martin – nationality seemed curiously unimportant to these nationalists – who helped the new army thread its way 24through the mountains, defeat the Spanish force guarding the last pass before Santiago, and march the thirty remaining miles across the hot central plain to the capital. In the late summer of 1817, O’Higgins was elected there as the first Supreme Director of the new republic.

         However, as long as the Spanish navy could patrol the cold blue-green seas off Chile, all this was provisional. Spain could continue to supply the coastal citadels of colonial rule, such as the heavily fortified estuary and town of Valdivia in the south, known as ‘the Gibraltar of the southern hemisphere’. This mocked the Chileans’ internationally publicised claim to be self-governing, and made a counter-attack against the fragile new regime possible at any moment. Chile was barely a hundred miles wide but was thousands of miles long; almost all its settlements and resources were within raiding distance of the coast. What the republic urgently needed, O’Higgins decided, was an effective and aggressive navy, and someone to lead it.

         He had heard about Cochrane. The Scotsman’s international reputation for winning sea battles against superior forces, and for mounting unlikely but successful amphibious attacks, made him sound ideal from a military point of view. The Chileans’ warships were old and few in number, and Valdivia and the other Spanish fortresses had recently been modernised. Politically, too, the Chileans felt Cochrane would be sympathetic: they knew of his ‘common cause with the helpless and the oppressed’, as O’Higgins’ representative in London, Don José Alvarez, put it. And Cochrane was used to fighting the Spanish and ransacking their imperial properties. Finally, his personal circumstances – for one thing, he had not been allowed to go to sea for almost a decade – suggested he might be ready to become a mercenary. In late 1817, Alvarez was ordered to approach him. Over 150 years later, the famous Chilean poet Pablo Neruda, a passionate nationalist and no idoliser of foreigners, thought the moment worth commemorating, in a poem called ‘Cochrane De Chile’:

         
            
               Lord of the sea come to us …

               We are a people mute and oppressed …

               The narrow hemisphere is lit with your unconquerable splendour!

               At night your eyes close on the high mountains of Chile.

            

         

         Unfortunately, the Spanish had spoken to Cochrane first. They asked him to lead a naval expedition that was being planned to smother all the South American rebellions. He refused on principle. But before 25Alvarez could persuade him to adopt the opposite cause, a third South American scheme had formed in Cochrane’s restless mind, which was more grandiose, even, than his previous notions about winning the Napoleonic War with exploding warships and beginning a British revolution in Piccadilly.

         He wanted to make Napoleon emperor of South America. Ever since the Frenchman’s defeat at Waterloo in 1815, and subsequent confinement to the forlorn mid-Atlantic island of St Helena, Cochrane had considered Napoleon’s treatment ‘disgraceful’, as Cochrane’s wife Kitty Barnes noted later in her memoirs. (Her husband’s own two-volume Narrative of Services in the Liberation of Chili, Peru, and Brazil from Spanish and Portuguese Domination makes no mention, interestingly, of any plans involving the exiled general.) During 1816 and 1817, Cochrane began to wonder: if the Spanish could be driven from South America by O’Higgins and the other nationalists, with help from foreign experts such as himself, then perhaps all the liberated republics could be combined under a single enlightened leader. Napoleon, ‘the Greatest Man in the Tide of Time’, in Cochrane’s opinion, was the obvious candidate. All this strategy required was a trip to St Helena, a favourable meeting with the general, and a successful military campaign against the Spanish. Then the virtually bankrupt and disgraced Scots seaman would end up as kingmaker for an entire continent.

         To get all this in motion, he decided to go along with the Chileans’ request. He talked to Alvarez. He learned that Chile was having an armed steamship built in London, one of the very first anywhere, to make its navy much more potent. Cochrane offered to oversee the ship’s construction and steer it across the Atlantic. But O’Higgins did not want to wait months – the docks, as usual, were working slowly – for his naval saviour to arrive. Spanish ships were sharking about off Valparaíso, and Spanish soldiers were mobilising the indigenous Chilean tribes in the far south. He told Alvarez to have Cochrane signed up and escorted to Chile as soon as possible. The British government, to sharpen the situation, had learned about Cochrane’s intentions, and were threatening to pass a Foreign Enlistment Act to forbid British servicemen from working for foreign powers. So in August 1818, with Barnes and their sons, aged five months and four, Cochrane discreetly travelled from London down to the small declining port of Rye on the Sussex coast, put all of them on board a tiny fishing boat, and quietly sailed out from under the town cliffs, along the silting-up 26channel of the harbour, and south towards a future that would be remembered in every detail by South American museums and statues.

         They crossed the Channel to Boulogne, met three of O’Higgins’ officials, and boarded a ship for Chile. Cochrane was still hoping to keep to his original plan, and the Chileans seemed to have no objection. Barnes recorded: ‘We embarked … on the anniversary of the birthday of the First Napoleon, on our way to Valparaíso, but with the intention of making for St Helena, begging for an interview, and ascertaining His Majesty’s wishes as regarding placing him on the throne of South America.’ However, while they were en route to the island, news reached them that a Spanish army was preparing to march on Santiago from Valdivia. The captain was ordered by the Chilean government to sail non-stop to Valparaíso. Cochrane did not immediately give up on his Napoleonic dream: several weeks after arriving in Chile, he sent one of his senior aides, an acquaintance of the Frenchman, back to St Helena to negotiate. But by then Napoleon was getting ill, and nothing was agreed. And besides, as Cochrane had neared Chile, a different excitement had taken over. Simply by serving the Chileans, he realized, he could probably satisfy his political ideals and his more worldly ambitions. ‘I have every prospect’, he wrote, ‘of making the largest fortune.’ He arrived in Valparaíso in late November, the beginning of summer.

         
            *

         

         At that time of year, the hills look red and green from the sea. Out in the bay, once the milky breakfast fog has gone, they rise in front of you as steeply as seats in an opera house, in a great sunstruck curve of slopes and ravines. The distant buildings and trees appear to be squeezed onto every piece of ground that is less than vertical. Here, halfway up the coast of Chile, there are heavy winter rains and frequent earthquakes; Valparaíso is always sliding off the country’s concave rim. It is a restless place, in consequence.

         Up closer, from the harbour, its skyline separates out into an impossible jigsaw: red soil and red tin roofs, walls painted yellow or blue, wooden shacks and whitewashed mansions, patches of scrub and rioting flowers, white balustrades and the remains of landslides, roads like ramps for film stunts, foundations like anti-gravity experiments, great collapsing basements abandoned to chickens, endless flights of concrete steps, the salt air corroding them, the sea wind flapping laundry, apartment blocks stubbily looming, dogs wandering, cars honking, the whole jostling lava of traffic and tiles and corrugated iron and 27flower-pots seeming, even on a calm day, to be flowing slowly downhill towards the old cranes and customs houses by the dockside.

         Valparaíso is much larger now than when Cochrane landed – in 1818 the waterfront constituted most of the town; only a few roads tentatively pushed up the ravines – but it is less valuable to Chile. Then, before the Panama Canal, Valparaíso was the first major port for all ships travelling from the Atlantic to the Pacific by the only possible route, via Cape Horn to the south, and it was often the last place for those travelling in the opposite direction to load cargo. Nowadays, the harbour is no longer black with ships; a few slim steel-grey vessels of the Chilean navy and the odd container ship at anchor are all that remain. By day, the tight streets are busy enough, but the restaurants and shops are nervously cheap. The wooden houses are tottering fire traps. Dirty water twists down the alleys, even on dry days, and poor-looking children play among the litter regardless. The one clean and new building is the sandstone arch of the Chilean Congress Chamber, looming over the rooftops like a multiplex on steroids. Pinochet commissioned it to help revive the locality and, more importantly, to keep politicians away from the radical influences of Santiago. Yet the building’s height and spotlessness – swivelling cameras and guards with machine guns see to that – only emphasise the picturesque decay all around, the sense of the city as some kind of vast and teeming open-air museum. Besides, the capital is only a two-hour commute inland: congressmen don’t tend to linger in Valparaíso after hours.

         The air cools sharply in the evenings. The fog creeps back in off the bay. The buses flee the port’s old centre for its ever-extending fingers of shanty town and new suburb – typical distant dormitories of the modern free-market Chile. Men with red drinkers’ eyes come out, to sleep on benches in the squares behind the waterfront under towering palms planted in more civic-minded times. The dogs roam more confidently, in twos and threes, crossing roads in front of cars. Up in the hills, for all their pretty necklaces of lights, there is the sound of barking, all night long.

         My room in Valparaíso, in December 1999, was a top-floor sliver, right under the eaves, of the Brighton Bed & Breakfast. The road up to the thin, perching house was too narrow for the taxi. The building’s cottage gables and hushed, net-curtained interior, all dark antiques and bare Victorian floorboards, felt like an old-fashioned, slightly overdramatised version of the south coast of England. And all around, in 28this part of town, were similar visions. Along the clifftop from the Brighton ran a terrace of faintly Regency houses called Pasaje Atkinson, with glassed-in porches and dusty roses in their front gardens. Immaculate old Chilean ladies sat inside them, dwarfed by the ceilings. In the quiet sunny grid of streets behind, a freshly painted sign announced St Paul’s Church, ‘Iglesia Anglicana’, a whitewash-and-tin approximation of rural English solidity, albeit protected by Wackenhut private security.

         The quickest way down to the centre of Valparaíso from here, as from the city’s other hilltops, was by funicular. It was not so much a railway as a box and winches, with daylight juddering through the floor and ‘Smith & Sons Southwark 1887’ stamped ominously on the turnstiles. More old ladies operated the machinery and took fares, between minding pot plants and hanging up washing in the ticket booths. You find the same sort of cliffside lift in Southend, I noticed later, but safely decommissioned and covered in weeds. At the end of my first funicular ride, I wobbled into the bank across the street. It was a branch of the Banco Santiago now, but inside, under the old dome and chandeliers, it said Banco de Londres. Behind the flak-jacketed private guard, a large wooden First World War memorial listed exclusively English names of Edwardian vintage: Cecil Stanley Adams, Charles John Anderson, Dudley Sutton Ashforth …

         The queuing customers, in their careful Chilean businessmen’s clothes, did not pay them a glance. Valparaíso does not often remember its British past, with the exception of one nineteenth-century Scotsman. The British section of the cemetery is obscure and distant; the papers never bother to explain why a local football team is called Everton; the ancient Twyfords urinals near the naval museum, like all the other traces, are probably of interest only to very thorough tourists. Yet in the more significant recent history of the place, bits of Britishness are always there in the background.

         Pinochet was born in Valparaíso on 25 November 1915. His father Augusto, like Hitler’s father, was a customs official, working for one of the port’s old British trading companies, Williamson Balfour. The Panama Canal had opened the year before, and the port was beginning to struggle. While Augusto was away all day among the long grey stone British warehouses, trying to preserve a century of trade with Liverpool and London, his pale young son, with his prim centre parting and proud little nose, wore sailor suits and dreamed from early childhood of 29joining the military. He grew up watching the Chilean navy bands marching through the squares and along the grander boulevards, commemorating, among other things, the dates of Cochrane’s Pacific triumphs.

         Then, as now, Cochrane made a convenient national hero. Being foreign, Cochrane has never been strongly associated with one side or another in Chile’s history of fierce and frequent internal political conflicts. Being British and an aristocrat, he has also fitted perfectly with local upper-class traditions of slightly snobbish Anglophilia. So seemingly every town and city in Chile has its Cochrane Street; quite a few have a flattering Cochrane statue; several have whole rooms dedicated to him in their local museums. And nowhere is the worship of this otherwise-forgotten mercenary better established than in Valparaíso.

         Behind the main shopping street in the Plaza Intendencia, surrounded by acacias flowering purple and blue, a thick stone obelisk spikes fifty feet upwards, with ‘Lord Cochrane’ inscribed on its plinth in large letters. The prow of a ship, in black cast iron, thrusts out from the base. Cochrane himself, also in cast iron, stands frozen in mid-stride with long coat agape, a scarf loosely knotted around his slender neck. The whole ensemble dwarfs the square’s taxi rank, dozing in the warm teatime sunlight, like one of Saddam Hussein’s vast but kitsch monuments in Iraq. Only a sprayed-on red anarchy symbol spoils the effect.

         The first of Valparaíso’s two Cochrane museums was high above, on a hillside terrace, harder for the graffiti artists to reach. It had most recently been refurbished in 1989, with the sponsorship of Shell Chile, and reopened by Admiral Merino, the head of the Chilean navy and one of Pinochet’s most senior allies. A large Chilean flag was flying over the compound of red barrack-like buildings with bars over their windows. Fat old cannons pointed out over the bay, their barrels choked with repainting.

         In the hall there was a photograph of the memorial in Westminster Abbey, blown up to actual size, carefully cut out and mounted. There was a portrait of Cochrane with some dusty Chilean headland behind him, an arrogant tilt to his nose, and his hips confidently forward. Another painting showed tiny white figures scrambling up a mountain of a Spanish warship from small boats. An attendant kept a reverent eye on the exhibits as I moved from room to room. But the most sacred objects of all were elsewhere, on another hillside across town, in the Chilean navy’s shrine to itself, the Museo Naval Y Maritimo.

         
            *

         

         30History is an especially self-conscious business in Chile. It is a fairly new country, with even newer borders: a parched fragment of the far north, taken from Peru in 1879, was handed back as recently as the 1920s. The precise frontier with Argentina in the far south was only agreed in the early 1980s, after a military stand-off. More important than Chile’s relative youth is probably its insularity. The Andes to the east, the Pacific’s emptiest stretch to the west, the Atacama and further deserts to the north, the Antarctic to the south – the country is effectively a remote island. And in this thin, bony land, most people have been confined, since independence at least, to a few towns and cities, and a few coastal plains and valleys, by the austerity of the soil and climate.

         In close-packed places like Valparaíso, surrounded by old buildings, with politicians constantly associating themselves with convenient past figures and national events, the news comes ready-framed with historical resonances. People of all incomes linger by the pavement newsstands for minutes at a time, peering through the cellophane sheets covering the morning and afternoon papers. Every aggressive front page feels intensely politicised. As a slightly severe professor of Chilean history put it, interrogating me over coffee back in England, ‘Which Chilean historians have you read? … Don’t trust any of them.’

         The front of the Museo Naval Y Maritimo was as whitewashed as the exhibits inside. There were tourist coaches parked in its broad drive, and parties of tidy schoolchildren trespassing on its trimmed lawns; sprinklers flung the precious water of dry-season Valparaíso to the midday sunshine. And mounted in the grass, as if it were the green baize lining of some giant museum cabinet, were bits of famous warships. A chunk of defeated Peruvian steamship sat under a monkey puzzle, the national tree of Chile. A greyish slice of the Chilean naval vessel Almirante Cochrane from 1874, and the bridge of another Chilean ship of that name from 1933, both kept conscientiously free of rust, jutted up at proud angles. Both ships, a plaque noted, had been built ‘en Inglaterra’.

         Inside, beyond the notices urging reflection on past war heroes and the eternal glories of Chile, a series of large cool rooms opened out. The first was darker than the rest, lit only by three tall stained-glass windows: one containing the figure of O’Higgins, one Arturo Prat, a naval officer martyred by the Peruvians, and one Cochrane himself. The schoolchildren were told to hush. A small girl with her hair in buns 31stood beneath the Scotsman’s stylised profile for some time, watching his pale pink face and dark blue uniform refract the strong sunlight.

         In the next two rooms, every aspect of his career inside and outside Chile was on display, with captions (unusually for Chile) in English as well as Spanish: ‘El Parlamentario’; ‘El Inventor’; the Gillray cartoon from the Westminster election; a print of the Cochrane estate at Culross; O’Higgins’ letter asking for help. A cannonball fired by Cochrane at a Spanish fort, like a great malignant grapefruit, had been extracted from the wall in question and mounted. Even a photograph of the unveiling of the statue in Valparaíso, and a medal merely marking the bicentenary of his birth, had been included. The latter was in 1975, two years after Pinochet’s coup, when his regime’s atrocities were at their most frequent, and most in need of patriotic justification. And yet Neruda, who was a communist and served under Allende, had himself just written his poem praising Cochrane. The admiral’s diverse qualities – civil libertarian and chemical warfare pioneer, early democrat and devious warrior – had diverse uses in Chile.

         The conclusion of the exhibition was bland: ‘After lending his services to Chile,’ the final caption read, ‘he conserved affection and appreciation for his second motherland … For many years he corresponded …’ Yet an example of that correspondence, in a small glass case nearby, was unexpectedly jarring. The letter was dated 2 August 1826, over three years after Cochrane left Chile, and was addressed to the country’s president. In Cochrane’s fast, boldly sloping hand, it stated, ‘The pittance hitherto paid to me for official service constitutes no adequate reward.’ The rest of the letter was too angry to be legible. Cochrane’s time in Chile, like the kernel of most patriotic stories, was less straightforward than has been remembered since.

         
            *

         

         His initial welcome was substantial. O’Higgins came from Santiago to Valparaíso to greet him. The ceremonial dinners and their guest of honour then moved back to the capital. Cochrane, with his expertise at personal myth-making, dressed up as a Highland chief, although his family was not a Highland clan. He was given the title ‘Vice-Admiral of Chili, Admiral and Commander in Chief of the Naval Forces of the Republic’, and the previous head of the navy announced the Scotsman’s appointment in person to the ships’ crews. Cochrane was so flattered, after the hostility he had endured from the Royal Navy, that he wrote: ‘I decided upon Chili as my future home.’

         32Not all the crewmen of his half dozen ships were delighted, however, to find a foreign nobleman suddenly their commander. In particular, a Captain Guise and a Captain Spry, both British mercenaries who had arrived before Cochrane, with a ship they had bought from the Royal Navy and sold to Chile, began telling government ministers that he was unsuitable to lead the navy of a nationalist republic. Cochrane won the argument, but a pattern was set: military success would be no more separable from politics here than it was back in Britain; in fact, in a delicate new country like this, the politics would be worse.

         In January 1819, he sailed north with his scrappy fleet to attack the Spanish naval base of Callao, just over the border with Peru. But a mutiny on one of his ships delayed them, and by the time they arrived the wind had dropped and an impenetrable summer fog had formed. When it momentarily lifted, Cochrane’s vessels were stuck, within range of the 160 cannon defending the mouth of the harbour. ‘El Diablo’, as the Spanish immediately christened him, had to extricate his ships with shot slicing the air and bits of brain wetting the decks. His element of personal surprise gone, he retreated to a nearby island, and planned an assault by other means. One of the many British subordinates Cochrane had recruited for his Chilean venture was a Mr Gold-sack, a former assistant of the British rocketry pioneer William Congreve. Cochrane asked Goldsack to supervise the production of a thousand rockets, which would be packed into an ‘explosion vessel’ and sent drifting into the harbour. Spanish prisoners were set to work. At the same time, with his usual compartmentalised sense of morality, Cochrane composed a high-minded letter to the colonial viceroy in Peru, in which he proclaimed that ‘A British nobleman is a free man, capable of judging between right and wrong, and at liberty to adopt a country and a cause which aim at restoring the rights of oppressed human nature.’

         Unfortunately for Cochrane, the Spanish prisoners proved as sly as he was, stuffing the rockets with rags and sand whenever their Chilean guards stopped paying attention. Out on the damp island, in the fog, the rockets kept exploding prematurely and wounding Cochrane’s men, or would not work at all. After three weeks, he finally had enough to fill the explosion vessel. The Spanish guns easily sank it.

         But he had other tricks. Abandoning Callao, he opted instead for one of his favourite Napoleonic War tactics: establishing a network of sympathisers in ports, and using their information about ship 33movements to set ambushes. In April, in separate incidents, he captured two Spanish vessels carrying a total of $130,000 in servicemen’s wages, ‘treasure’, and military stores. He was able to increase the wages of his informers, and land small groups of marines on the long, deserted stretches of the Chilean and Peruvian coasts, to sneak inland and seize more. All this gave the appearance of success, at least: in May, he returned to Valparaíso, where his failure at Callao, and to win a decisive victory more generally, was miraculously converted into a story of heroic adventure thwarted, and survival against the odds. The Chilean government, in truth, needed him to come back to base looking ‘serenely victorious’, as the National Institute of Santiago excitedly put it. The confidence to taunt the Spanish was a rare and valuable local currency in itself.

         Yet Cochrane needed a real triumph to sustain his reputation, and with it the new regime. A second attempt on Callao in September, with a giant floating mortar and special rafts to launch rockets, achieved little more than the first. His sailors, he complained, were too inexperienced. The government was not granting him the resources he needed, even for uniforms and wages. Guise and Spry, he suspected, were behind a rumour that he was unfairly distributing what Spanish prize money there was – they coveted his job. Another mutiny was threatening. Cochrane’s account, at this point, takes on a certain prickliness:

         
            I was greatly annoyed … The bad rockets, and worse faith of the Minister of Marine in not supplying me with the promised troops, were no faults of mine … My instructions were carefully drawn up to prevent my doing anything rash … At the same time, the Chilian people expected impossibilities; and I had, for some time, been revolving in my mind a plan to achieve one which should gratify them, and allay my own wounded feelings.

         

         The Spanish headquarters at Valdivia was about twenty miles inland, hidden round a bend of a coiling, swampy river in southern Chile. As the Spanish navy’s other great Pacific base along with Callao, and as the garrison which was intended to start the country’s recapture, the narrow riverside grid of the town itself was protected by earthworks and fat, cylindrical guard towers. But long before anyone might confront those, they would have to negotiate the tightening throat of the river estuary. It had forts along its dark wooded northern shore, and along the south. It had a fort on the island in midstream. It had cannon on clifftops and at water level, at every inlet and on every 34peninsula. Right across the estuary, and deep into it, the blue-grey water was covered with invisible but lethal fields of fire, overlapping semicircles and triangles calculated according to the newest defensive theory. And should any attacker emerge from them, each fort was its own piece of precise military geometry, star-shaped and with walls thick as a house. They could hold out for weeks, or until a counterattack was mounted.

         On 18 January 1820, Cochrane appeared at the river mouth. He had a single ship, a Spanish frigate captured the year before, and from it he flew a Spanish flag. Valdivia, he knew, was expecting a friendly frigate; he was able to sail up the estuary towards the guns, and signal for a pilot to be sent out to guide him further upriver. The pilot arrived with a formal welcoming committee – an officer and four soldiers – all of whom were quickly captured and questioned. With their information, Cochrane began nosing his ship in and out of the river’s navigable channels, looking for landing sites and refuges from the forts’ lines of fire. Gradually, the watching Spanish realised that something inappropriate was happening. They started firing. Cochrane withdrew out of range, out to sea.

         Two weeks later, he returned with three ships and 250 soldiers borrowed from the nearest Chilean base. The frigate, in the meantime, had nearly sunk on a rock, when Cochrane, short of officers he trusted, fell asleep one apparently calm night, after days of continuously being on watch. ‘With some difficulty’, he persuaded the crew not to abandon ship; they had to bail out five feet of water from the cracked hold with buckets. Almost all the soldiers’ ammunition was now waterlogged and useless. ‘I cared little,’ writes Cochrane, perhaps with retrospective bluster. ‘The necessity of using the bayonet in our anticipated attack’ had the advantage that ‘to facing this weapon the Spaniards had … a rooted aversion.’ After lunch on 3 February, leaving the leaking frigate out of sight, he guided his two smaller vessels, now overloaded with soldiers, towards the only beach in the estuary, right under one of the forts.

         One way to understand what happened next is to look down from the walls of the Cochrane rooms of the Museo Naval in Valparaíso, with their hagiographical knick-knacks, and take in the enormous three-dimensional model that fills the middle of the first room. In painstakingly sculpted green contours, and stretches of miniature estuary, and tiny stone-grey fortifications, the battlefield is laid out for your 35appreciation. There is the beach where Cochrane landed his soldiers despite a sudden gale; the promontory behind which they sheltered from Spanish fire until nightfall; the steep path that half his troops climbed in silence to the first stronghold; the open ground across which the other half advanced, in the darkness, making as much noise as possible; the defences which the first group quietly infiltrated amid the shots and shouting; the courtyard where they fired their few cartridges to further panic the Spanish; and the gate through which the fort’s garrison fled, assuming an assault by an overwhelming force. The rest of Valdivia’s citadels are each marked on the model by a red light, and a note of the time they surrendered: 2130, 2150, 2215 … Cochrane’s soldiers, hugely outnumbered, half-trained, set in motion an accelerating panic. One fort’s Spanish troops would run terrified to the next, that fort in turn would appear to be surrounded by Chilean bayonets, both garrisons would then flee to another bastion, and so on, throughout the night, until the last one gave in to Cochrane at eight o’clock the next morning. Around the edges of the model, there were buttons to press that lit up Cochrane’s startling victory in stages. The schoolchildren’s fingers, 179 years after the event, still had to be prised away by their teacher.

         
            *

         

         Another way to understand these events is to go to Valdivia. Cochrane sailed for weeks to get there from Valparaíso; I flew in an afternoon, via Santiago. But much the same landscape followed us south. The dusty greens and browns of central Chile, over the 700 miles, turned darker and wetter. Volcanoes like children’s sketches, with perfect cones and snow still in early summer, marched along the eastern horizon where the Andes started. The fields of the coastal plains and valleys grew richer and greener as the sun lowered and the latitude cooled.

         Valdivia’s airport felt like a Cotswolds station in June at the end of the weekly commute: surrounded by waist-high pasture, its single building warm from the afternoon, its Friday-evening clusters of wives and waiting children who all seemed to know each other. Only wealthier Chileans fly – everyone else must navigate the maze of privatised coach services – and those disembarking and greeting were dressed for the part: tweed jackets and checked landowners’ shirts for the men, blonde rinses and Jilly Cooper earrings for the women, tousled straw hair for the immaculate children. Everybody was tall and lightly tanned – not naturally dark and generally short like those Chileans 36with less European blood, who make up a majority of the population, and are less likely to be prosperous, or to look favourably on the rule and legacy of General Pinochet. The body language in the airport was relaxed but grand – a sense of entitlement in every slouch, every loud conversation and lift of the sunglasses – until the mint-condition suitcases spilled onto the carousel, unlined male hands grabbed them, and the car park emptied with the crunch of impatient four-wheel drives on loose gravel, heading off for dinner in distant haciendas.

         Valdivia is still a watery town overlooked by fat towers. But earthquakes have flattened the rest of the Spanish buildings. Instead there are concrete shopping streets, and the more recent mansions of nineteenth-century German immigrants, barely inhabited now, it seems, with moss on their roofs and windows as though it falls from the town’s habitual lid of grey cloud. Boatyards and a tangy fish market fill the river bank; otherwise there is not much to do except sit, slightly chilled, and watch the dark green currents tug at the remains of jetties and wonder how palm trees grow this far south.

         The sun set on my first evening and never came back. The only way properly to see Cochrane’s forts downstream was by boat, on a pre-booked tour, the earliest of which left at one o’clock the following afternoon. So the next morning I went to look at another museum. The first room, inevitably, was Valdivia’s tribute to Cochrane: medals, a model of his slim frigate, a monogrammed cane on a long red cushion, roped off on a table top. As I was peering, a woman’s loud voice, with an accent somewhere between rattling Chilean and smart English, said behind me in English: ‘Look. He’s in Westminster Abbey. In London. And it says here all about Chile …’

         She was blonde, fortyish, in pristine head-to-toe denim. She was talking to three equally freckled, pale-skinned young children. Behind her in the doorway was her husband, also tall and pale, wearing a light-blue polo shirt and a cream panama hat. I had seen them all on the plane. He spotted my notebook, and strode across. Was I a historian? What was I writing about? Was my book ‘politically motivated’? He spoke like his wife, arms confidently folded. His eyes were very blue beneath his white hair; he stared hard as I answered, for a minute or two, and then turned without warning and walked briskly off across the old polished floorboards, into the next net-curtained room, in search of more stimulus. ‘You must go to the cemetery at Punta Arenas,’ he said over his shoulder. I heard their voices booming from the 37museum’s upstairs rooms for the next half hour, drowning out the guide they had commandeered.

         The tour boats left from a concrete quayside lined with small ticket booths. On their wooden exteriors were worn painted route maps and the names of the forts offered. Between the booths, men with slightly hustling manners loitered, and darted out whenever anyone passing gave the boats as much as a glance. The cheapest tour cost about £2, in something the size of a large rowing boat, and lasted a couple of hours; the most expensive was over £20, included an aperitif, lunch and onces (‘elevenses’, copied from the English but taken at teatime in Chile), and would cruise back and forth across Cochrane’s battlefield all afternoon and into the evening. I paid the extra.

         The first few hours did not feel terribly worth it. The big glassed-in cruiser chugged slowly downriver from Valdivia. The town slowly tapered away: muddy timberyards, more boatyards, half-built vessels rusting and forgotten in the grass, smoke struggling out of chimneys in the wet air. The stone-coloured clouds steadily lowered, first to mist and then to rain. The river widened. Endless flat islands of reeds appeared, dim forest rose along both banks, the white dots of other tour boats crept along the horizon, then disappeared into the greyness. Under Pinochet, the bodies of local leftwingers were easy to dispose of among Valdivia’s waterways.

         There were about two dozen people on board – mostly Chileans, a few Germans – in tables of four beside the long windows of the open-plan cabin. For a while, the younger passengers would get up and go out on deck to take pictures. But then the rain, the cabin’s warmth and the approach of lunch – with much careful form-filling for our choice of main course, in the style of Chilean officialdom down the ages, democratic and otherwise – exerted a growing pull indoors. A quartet of stout middle-aged Chilean ladies played cards without once looking out of the windows. Someone else fell asleep after the heavy slabs of fried salmon. Wine came only by the bottle. The boat chugged on. And then, dead in front, was the Isla Mancera.

         This was the central point of the Spaniards’ Maginot Line: an all-seeing fort on a rocky black island, with cannon aimed like telescopes out over the estuary. Now it was as speedily occupied and abandoned by tour parties as by Cochrane’s marines. We had to wait for another tour boat to free up a space on the jetty. Then we were landed and marched up a stony path, past another group coming down, a few pretty 38houses with wooden fences and chickens, and a row of souvenir stalls with the grass grown thick round their foundations. Our guide was a hurrying black-haired man who had first pressed a tour itinerary into my hand on the quayside in Valdivia. He announced several times that we had half an hour on the island, and that the boat would leave without us if necessary. In the event, he gave us about twenty minutes.

         It was long enough to sense the fort’s humiliation. Its high grey walls were almost pristine, except for moss and blackening by rain. No heroic siege had churned up its earthworks, or pockmarked its narrow entrance. From its thick battlements, you could identify every boat in the river mouth, even through the showers. A new-looking sign by the gatehouse still insisted on how impregnable and effective the fortress had originally been, as if the colonial troops were still in residence. On the way back down, a flock of sheep suddenly appeared in front of us on the path, and retreated skittering and jostling towards the harbour. It was hard not to be reminded of the Spanish.

         A small group of damp Chilean men were changing out of nineteenth-century military uniforms when we arrived at the next fort, on the south side of the estuary. It was really raining now: the clouds were halfway down the steep hillside, inky squalls were blowing off the water. We had missed the daily re-creation of Cochrane’s attack. There was just a glimpse of the approximate costumes, with their rough gold braid, long boots and tunics, and drooping triangular hats. Then rolls of pesos were palmed, and the men hurried off to their cars. This fort was even more musclebound and helpless than the last: walls like solid rock, long lines of dripping cannon, but its entrance fatally near the waterline. Under a pine tree, in near darkness, the black-haired man quickly explained how the Scotsman, whom he called an Englishman, had captured these battlements with so few men. People laughed under their umbrellas at the cheekiness and cowardice. Then we rushed back to the boat for onces. At the last minute before we boarded, though, I noticed a set of black busts on a stained white plinth beside the jetty. They were of naval heroes, predictably enough, but Cochrane did not have pride of place. After seizing Valdivia at the cost of seven dead, and appearing to secure the country’s survival, his status in Chile was enormous. And that, for the new republic’s more jealous politicians, and for its most egocentric warrior, quickly became a problem.

         When he arrived back in Valparaíso in late February 1820, having set up an administration in Valdivia, and having decided to preserve its 39fortifications entirely on his own initiative, Cochrane did not receive the welcome he expected. The Minister of Marine, José Ignacio Zenteno, whom he had already confronted over the navy’s thin resources, publicly scolded Cochrane for recklessness and operating too independently. The Spanish had been effectively driven from Chile, except for a few remote outposts in the islands of the far south; the victory at Valdivia had secured a loan of a million pounds for the government from the City of London; but these achievements, like Cochrane’s smaller-scale triumphs in Britain, only soured relations with his superiors. The contents pages of his South American memoir, drawn out and dense with self-justifying detail, give a flavour of what ensued:

         
            Return to Valparaíso … Enthusiastic reception … Chagrin of the ministry … Mutinous spirit of the seamen in consequence of their captures being appropriated by Government … Appointment of flag captain against my wishes … Corruption of parties in the Administration … Refusal to obey orders … San Martin’s accusations against me … I demand his trial … The squadron taken from me … I accept invitation from Brazil …

         

         Essentially, Cochrane wanted complete freedom as a military commander, and the right to intervene in Chilean public life when it was not to his satisfaction. (Perhaps the young Pinochet found inspiration in more than the admiral’s sea battles.) As a personal headquarters, he bought a coastal estate a few miles north of Valparaíso, at Quintero. Like his father at Culross, he planned to make the land the centre of an economic empire. He ordered seeds and agricultural equipment from Britain that were entirely new to Chile. He imported machinery to roll copper for a new national coinage. And he set up the country’s first lithographic printing press: his polemics were to be nationally distributed. When he also suggested that the bay of Quintero would make a safer anchorage and naval base than Valparaíso, accusations followed that he was harbouring larger ambitions: ‘I was credibly informed, that as the whole population was with me, I must intend, when opportunity served, to set myself up as the ruler of the Republic!’

         During 1821 and 1822, his estate came to look more and more like a rival power centre to Valparaíso and Santiago. Back on shore after expelling the Spanish from Peru, in an ill-tempered land and sea operation with the militarily cautious but politically ambitious San Martin, Cochrane spent as much time as possible in his private hills and coves. Dissidents against whichever faction was currently dominant in the 40Chilean government collected around him. A general in the south of Chile began planning a coup, asked him for help. When Cochrane failed to say yes or no, the rebels started marching on the capital regardless.

         While Cochrane was stalling, in November 1822, an earthquake struck Valparaíso and the area around. One church and twenty houses were left standing; Quintero and Cochcrane’s half-built country house were badly shaken. His prospects in Chile seemed to be darkening. From other countries, meanwhile, came flattering pleas for help with less fulfilled independence struggles. He considered Greece; he considered Mexico; then, on the 29th, he announced he was leaving Chile to lead the naval forces of the Brazilian nationalists against Portugal. The besieged Chilean government abruptly forgot its quarrels with him, and refused to accept his resignation. But Cochrane was not going to start following orders now. He spent his last few weeks in Chile living in tents amid the ruins of Quintero, accepting requests from his junior officers to follow him to Brazil, and running off farewell messages and final polemics on his printing press. Such as:

         
            Chilenos – My Fellow Countrymen!

            The common enemy of America has fallen in Chili. Your tricoloured flag waves on the Pacific … Some internal commotions agitate Chili. It is not my business … It is now four years since the sacred cause of your independence called me to Chili. I assisted you to gain it. I have seen it accomplished. It only remains to preserve it … You know that independence is purchased at the point of the bayonet.

         

         On 18 January 1823, with the rebels having almost reached Santiago and Valparaíso, and the Chilean government that had hired him within days of collapse, Cochrane sailed out of the bay of Quintero in a chartered vessel. On the way he passed the wreck of a Spanish ship that he had captured months before. It had drifted ashore while the government was deciding who to sell it to, and had been breaking up ever since, in full view of his house, ‘tenanted only by shellfish’. Cochrane makes it sound like the final straw.

         
            *

         

         He was forty-seven. He promised then that he was leaving Chile ‘for a time’. But though he lived another thirty-eight years, he never returned. He kept in contact almost solely to argue about money. Cochrane claimed back pay in huge amounts. Meanwhile the Chilean government demanded he first account for his naval expenditure in every 41detail. (‘Imputed error of one dollar!’ Cochrane writes, defending ‘the purchase of 756 gals. of gin, &c. &c.’) In 1845, the government agreed to pay him £6,000, yet he claimed that still left him £19,000 out of pocket from his Chilean campaign. In 1857, when Cochrane was eighty-one, President Manuel Montt made a speech to the Chilean Senate and Chamber of Deputies giving official thanks for his contribution to independence, and awarding him an admiral’s pay for the rest of his life. Cochrane finally relented a little, calling Montt an ‘excellent president’. But Cochrane’s memoirs, published two years later, still settled scores up to the last page.

         And another year later, he was dead. He had been rehabilitated by the Royal Navy by then, his family title and place in Westminster Abbey had been restored, and he had been officially cleared of the City scandal from five decades previously. After Chile, as before, Cochrane lived vividly and very publicly as a mixture of curmudgeon and tireless maverick: fighting the Portuguese in Brazil, the Turks in Greece, and then returning to England to campaign again for navy reform and new forms of warfare. During the Crimean War, a white-haired, rather broader Cochrane presented plans for a ‘secret weapon’ (sulphur gas) to the government. As usual, he was frustrated, but other inventions possessed him to the end: steam-engined gunboats, digging tunnels by air pressure, using bitumen to surface roads. It can seem as if his four years in Chile were just one episode out of many.

         Except that Cochrane’s great-great-great-grandson, the fifteenth Earl of Dundonald, would not agree with you. Since 1992, he has been Chile’s honorary consul in Britain. He has organised trade fairs with the Chilean commercial attaché. He has sat on the Parliamentary Committee on Latin America. He has been officially guided on a tour of Chile: ‘The navy are very helpful, still.’ He has retained old family friends and relations there (he retains no connections in Brazil, or Greece, or Peru). And he has made speeches in the House of Lords on Chilean affairs – obscure or, more recently, much less so.

         We met in a smart Edinburgh hotel in September 2000, six months after Pinochet had flown back to Santiago. It was a grey morning with summer gone, quite early (as Dundonald had briskly suggested on the phone), with the wind off the sea as chilly as a bad day in Valdivia. He was a few minutes late; Americans in thick new jumpers, today’s confident world-conquerors, were chattering in the pink lobby. Lulling music played and the radiators behind the tartan armchairs were full 42on. The distant rippling sound of car tyres on cobbles from the square outside just made it through the double glazing.

         He walked in, tall like Cochrane. His face, though, was plumper. His eyes were busy like his ancestor’s, but more amiable, and he wore the loose greenish clothes of a landowning civilian. He was thirty-nine, and ran a property company. ‘We’ve just set up an IT subsidiary,’ he said, in a comfortable drawling voice. He was interested in speech-recognition technology: ‘I love gadgets!’ His cheeks were pink when he smiled. He ordered coffee and shortbread.

         He talked about ‘Cochrane’ with alternating coolness and fervour. ‘Everybody [commanding warships then] was in it for the money – including my ancestor. The Chileans hit him at the right time … They were the only country who paid him. I don’t know what happened to all the cash …’ He gave the shrugging look of someone conveying old gossip: ‘I know his son was a complete spendthrift.’ Cochrane, he conceded, ‘must have been a very abrasive character.’ But a few minutes and sips of coffee later, the romance of the Cochrane legend began to seep into his words. ‘We’ve got a lock of Napoleon’s hair at home,’ said Dundonald. Then, suddenly animated, he started defending the admiral’s more erratic moments: first his failed weapons innovations (‘they never did a fullscale trial!’) then the City scandal. ‘He was a very fair man,’ said the earl in a sharper voice than before, half out of his armchair, arms aloft and persuading the air. ‘He’d simply left instructions with his broker …’

         The family connection with Chile felt a safer subject. ‘They’re charming people as a nation,’ he said, smiling again. ‘You couldn’t find a nicer nation. They don’t have an agenda.’ He had visited in 1996: ‘We did a big trip, top to bottom. I thought the Atacama Desert was stunning … I love the deep south of Chile – Valdivia is an amazing piece of water. We were taken out on it in a Chilean navy boat.’ He leaned back a little, became expansive: ‘I’ve made quite a number of friends in the Chilean navy over the years. They’ve always had their officers here on training – their marines and navy, you know, were founded on British lines – and they have always bought our ships secondhand.’ He looked at the plate of shortbread, half lost in thought. ‘Always had a crew over here.’

         It was the Chileans who had asked him to be honorary consul. Since Alvarez first approached Cochrane in 1817, there had always been ‘close contact’ between the family and the London embassy. But now the Pinochet affair had introduced an awkward element. ‘I’m told the 43Chileans are unlikely to buy anything from us for twenty-five years,’ said Dundonald gravely. When the general was arrested in London, ‘There were quite a lot of upset people in the secondhand-warship-selling business at the Ministry of Defence. There was a very major arms sale to Chile very shortly after the Falklands.’ What did he think of Pinochet himself? He paused. The lobby was deserted except for the cleaners now. ‘He probably did a lot of good for the country. Killed some people. Not a very nice guy.’ Dundonald said he had grown up with news of Allende and his ‘Cuban advisers … I remember discussions over the kitchen table about what the hell was going on in Chile. It was like a country gone mad. There were friends of the family in Chile who were pro- and anti-Allende.’ At least the coup, he said, had led to a good business environment, ‘a proper corporate structure there.’ And, he added, ‘Let’s face it. Thatcher imported quite a lot of ideas from Pinochet.’ His smile returned. ‘A lot of people don’t seem to want to know that!’

         Besides speaking up for Pinochet in the Lords, he had written critical letters to Jack Straw, and had had ‘lots of chats’ with the Chilean ambassador about the matter. He had also been in touch with Lord Lamont, the most public British figure in the campaign for Pinochet’s release after Margaret Thatcher. These contacts, and his instincts, had crystallised an argument in his mind that ambitiously placed one of the early nineteenth century’s most daringly pro-democratic military liberals on the same side as one of the late twentieth century’s most unyieldingly anti-democratic military dictators. ‘In 1820,’ Dundonald began, his voice dropping into weighty public-speaking mode, ‘the British government passed the Foreign Enlistment Act to stop people like my ancestor interfering abroad. And now our government is meddling in Chile’s politics.’ He stopped, looking satisfied at the comparison. He suggested I refer to his speeches on Pinochet in Hansard.

         It was almost lunchtime. The earl had things to do. If I wanted to meet again, he said, I should check that he was not going to be at his non-Edinburgh residence, just north of Oban on the west coast of Scotland. Or about to fly down to London for work. It sounded a nice existence. But did he ever dream of following Cochrane over the Andes for good? He answered stiffly at first: ‘If we continue to go down the route of the over-nannying state, I could conceive a time of not living in Europe.’ Then a trace of mischief roughened his smooth vowels. ‘If you go to South America, there are not that many laws …’
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