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Introduction to the second edition


This is a young woman’s book. Rereading it now from the misty vantage point of middle age, I hardly recognise the solitary figure that shouldered a carpetbag two thousand six hundred miles from the Peruvian border down to Cape Horn. Which, I wondered, had changed most in the intervening thirteen years – the thin country, or the author it had so enchanted? To find out, and to prepare this new edition, I went back. Since my last visit I have absorbed myself in other places, far from Chile. But up in the Andean passes around La Junta I found the mountains as I remembered.


On this second journey there were no vats of pisco sour, no strange men and, disappointingly, no bad behaviour of any kind. I took my eight-year-old son Wilf with me. I had caught my first fish in Chile, and I wanted him to do the same. It was a mother-and-son road trip.


We acclimatized in Santiago (more of that later), then flew north. There we cycled through the Atacama salt pans and swam in saline pools alongside watchful Andean flamingos. We hiked along the rucked cliffs of the Cordillera de la Sal and under the clay chimneys and hieroglyphs that shape the valleys, and in the afternoons the desert colours shifted and elided until the moon rose over the cordillera and the sun set over the bleached flats. High up, in the abbreviated puna land above 4000 metres, we saw vicuña grazing on cropped grassy slopes and viscachas – tailess rabbits – feeding in the swamps. We made our base in San Pedro, the oasis village where I had spent Christmas on my last trip. Everyone told me San Pedro had changed, but it didn’t look different. More agencies were offering trips to Bolivia, many suspiciously cheap, and suspiciously close to the cocaine route, but Club Med still seemed a long way off. Like Goa, San Pedro remained a mecca for hippies reluctant – or unable – to go home.


Wilf was at the age of perpetual questioning and maniacal classification, the latter involving the categorisation of everything into Best Ten and Worst Ten – fruit, cars, people we had met that day. Oh for an hour to escape the questions! The morning would kick off at 6.30 (if I was lucky) with, ‘Mum, does the Labour Party like the Queen?’ and end, at whatever hour we returned to our lodging, with, ‘Mum, what’s your top ten Premiership goalkeepers?’ But he made many friends. While I struggled to breath life into my moribund Spanish, football provided Wilf with an international language. Children are less dependent on words than adults. Wilf had many ‘conversations’ debating the virtues of Frank Lampard over Thierry Henry, and he watched countless re-enactments of the way in which Uruguay had recently been knocked out of the World Cup qualifiers by – and this was the detail Chilean boys loved most – Australia!


Later, in the south, we rode horses through Valdivian rainforest from Cochamó to La Junta, a three-day trek following an eighteenth-century trading route over the Andes (fish went over from the Chilean coast and cattle came back from the Argentinean pampa). The path was alarmingly narrow in places, and so stony that the horses there have to be reshod every three weeks. But the Chilean saddle, at least, is more forgiving than its ridged English counterpart. We were in ranching country, and Wilf was desperate to see a genuine huaso cowboy. It didn’t take long. The first we spotted was still wearing the traditional heavy wooden stirrup clogs (I had taken one of these ornate stirrups home last time, and it remained stabled on the mantelpiece, a source of wonder to Wilf and his brother, who regularly tried it on). But the other end of our cowboy was plugged into an iPod. Back in the lowlands of the lake district we went white-water rafting from Esmeralda on the river Petrohué. The matt surface of Llanquihue – more an inland sea than a lake – was so blue it was vulgar.


We celebrated Christmas on a dairy farm in San Antonio, on the island of Chiloé. Every surface in the small wooden-tiled farmhouse was crowded with blocks of waxy cheese. When we woke up on Christmas Day, we telephoned the other half of our family back in England, and exchanged two tiny gifts I had stowed in the luggage before leaving London (a micro torch for Wilf, and a lipstick for me). Our hosts, Hardy and Marie-Luisa, spit-roasted a sheep (on Christmas Eve the lanes of Chiloé were colonized by small boys each leading a sheep home on a rope). And it was on the San Antonio river, in Hardy’s rowing boat, that Wilf caught his fish.


Even on Chiloé, still in many respects a backwater literally and metaphorically isolated from the mainland, a gleaming supermarket had recently opened in the centre of Ancud, instantly dispossessing the jumble of tiny shops circling it. It was called Full Fresh – a typically ill-conceived mangling of English – and its plastic bags were already cartwheeling through the streets. But on the remote Pacific coast of the island men were still harvesting hairy brown pelillo seaweed, diving with primitive hoses clamped in their mouths.


Everywhere we went, I found that Chile was flourishing. It has lately been enjoying one of the most impressive growth rates in the world, let alone in South America. You can even get decent coffee in a few places now – when I was last there the entire country was in thrall to Nescafé, posh restaurants even offering the granules in silver pots with hot water on the side. Roads have advanced – the fabled Carretera Austral had crept towards Tortel, Chiloé’s west coast was finally punctured, and the throbbing new network around Puerto Montt was a veritable spaghetti junction. The infamous Santiago buses had been regulated, and fleets of smart yellow and white vehicles were hurtling up and down the Alameda in place of the disparate flotilla of boneshakers I used to know. A multiplicity of measures had been introduced to reduce the smog of the Santiago bowl, and new environmentally friendly green buses were about to be phased in. People were fatter, mobile phone sirens had entered the aural mix and the premium network, called Movistar, was touted everywhere. Waiting for our luggage in Calama airport, a hoarding above the carousel informed me that I could be checking emails on my Blackberry as I waited (last time it had taken me three days to locate a functioning landline in Calama). I found the most dramatic changes of all in the south, round Puerto Montt. The town itself had doubled in size in a decade, largely as a result of the burgeoning farmed salmon business. Chile has overtaken Norway as global leader in the industry, and highways radiate from the coast opposite Chiloé, where most of the fish are harvested, to the airport outside Puerto Montt, the roadsides clotted with warehouses, ‘ice markets’ and the golden arches of three McDonald’s.


Many things had not changed. Economic success had not towed in its wake the Argentinean swagger, and anyway, the strong dollar was hurting exporters – the old story of Chilean history. At the marisquerías in Santiago’s central market, the café patrons were still hustling for their lives and their customers were still spooning shellfish juice into glasses of cloudy white wine. Wilf gobbled up his first empanada at a sawdust-floored stand-up joint next door to the market, jostling alongside elderly Santiaguinos lunching on the hoof. Whenever we squashed onto one of the new buses and headed for the Plaza Italia, our driver and all the other drivers spent the whole journey honking, just as they had in the deregulated epoch. The Andean foothills of the Santiago bowl were still wreathed in cadmium smog, as I remembered them, and people told me that in August – the worst month for pollution – the government regularly issued advice to avoid sport, and numbers of the young and the old were hospitalized. And despite abundant evidence of what economic pundits called, ‘the Chilean tiger’, 95 per cent of wealth remained in the hands of the old central valley elite. I was regaled with volumes of horror stories, from the shocking state of public healthcare in rural areas to the endemic lawlessness and deprivation of the La Legua district of Santiago.


After a few weeks’ worth of conversations back on Chilean soil it became clear that Argentina was no longer the enemy it had been during my last visit – its spectacular economic collapse had rendered the old rivalry futile. Bolivia had taken up the baton. Still fighting for access to the sea, Bolivia seemed to be getting nowhere in any department: its recent gas reserves were failing to yield the promised foreign bonanza, and, as Chileans loved to say, its left-wing president, Evo Morales, was a member of the cocaleros’ – coca-growers’ – party. Since my last visit almost the whole continent had drifted left (Colombia excepted), presumably as a reaction against an increasingly aggressive and interventionist United States. Morales was even shouting about kicking all US interests out of Bolivia. But many Chileans felt that a succession of their own governments had sold out to the US as part of the country’s rise to prosperity. Down in the south, we travelled for a week with a guide called Juan who was studying for a doctorate in botany. One day Wilf asked Juan when Chile had become independent of Spain. After a short lecture on national history, Juan concluded ruefully, ‘We belong to the United States now.’


The word ‘eco’ was now much in evidence, in newsprint, on product details and advertisements, and in people’s conversation. Always deployed with tremendous sound and fury, invariably it signified nothing. The chopping down of the Chilean forests was apparently continuing apace, and I learned of many other cases in which the corporate interests of multinationals and the revenue those companies brought to Chile were remorselessly favoured over environmental concerns or the wellbeing of local people. I was appalled, in the norte chico, or Little North, the band of country between the central valley and the Atacama Desert, to see the destruction already perpetrated on the Huasco Valley. The Canadian mining titan Barrick Gold had detected what might be the world’s biggest goldmine under three glaciers straddling the border at the head of the valley. Corporation bosses immediately launched Project Pascua-Lama, and in 1997, Presidents Frei of Chile and Menem of Argentina signed a treaty granting both glaciers and land to Barrick and agreeing that the territory should not be subject to the laws of either country (all land above 3000 metres in Chile belongs to the government and can’t be sold, except, apparently, in this case). Barrick actually planned to move the glaciers. Whether they shift them or not, as much as forty per cent of the ice has already degraded as a result of Pascua-Lama construction operations. The disastrous consequences of the mine for the ecosystem are yet to be realized.


Our trip unravelled, and I saw Wilf learning to love Chile, as I had done. It was deeply gratifying, and I wondered if pleasure becomes a vicarious commodity when you turn into a parent. I was one step away from Chile this time. You don’t have the same sense of the open road when you travel with a child – responsibility is a roadblock. Comfort, safety and decent hotels don’t give you the same rush as travelling hard. The hit of hot water after days without it; the dusty journeys standing up in the back of a truck, jolted to pieces and cooked alive; the total exhaustion of a ten-hour hike – these were part only of my past. I regretted the safety of the life that is now mine and longed for the freedom I once had – the liberating sense of being alone without responsibilities and without the disillusion the years tow in their wake, and with a whole world to discover. I was forty-four when I went back to Chile. I would have hoped that the tension tugging me between domesticity and discovery might have slackened off by that advanced age. It was what Karen Blixen called the choice between the lion hunt or bathing the baby.


I picked up a few novels while I was there. A new generation of Chilean writers were trying to get the past in order – though at least magic realism had more or less died a natural death, thank God. In the dictatorship, wrote Roberto Bolaño in By Night in Chile (Bolaño was born in Santiago in 1953), ‘Chile itself, the whole country, had become a Judas tree, a leafless, dead-looking tree, but still deeply rooted in the black earth, or rich black earth with its famous 40-centimetre earthworms.’ On the whole it seemed to me that politics in Chile had converged on the centre ground, as it has in other parts of the world. Our visit coincided with a presidential election. Reading the manifestos of the four candidates there appeared little to choose between them – except for the communist man, and he ended up polling just 5 per cent. We happened to be in Santiago when the results came in. I was pleased to be present on the day Chileans returned their first woman president. Our hotel was being used as the base camp of one of the losing candidates (four stood), and at one o’clock in the morning I was woken by a crowd of his supporters. The candidate duly arrived amid a defiant maelstrom of Latin flag-waving as hordes of aides rushed around with press passes swinging round their necks. At one point the television cameras panned up to me, watching from a third floor window in my pyjamas.


We ended our trip at Hacienda Los Lingues, the elegant estate near San Fernando in the central valley that was a sanctuary to me last time round. Los Lingues has been in the hands of the same family since the king of Spain dished out vast tracts of the best land to the first conquistadores in the sixteenth century. The current owner’s son, my old friend Germán, had visited me in London since my first trip, and we had stayed in touch. He was still running the hacienda as a hotel, now commuting from Santiago on a 1200cc motorbike, wearing a riding hat instead of a helmet. He had given up drinking, but was otherwise the same brash and lovable figure, erupting with volcanic energy and soft as a marshmallow in the middle.


For three days Wilf and I rode the fabled Los Lingues Aculeo thoroughbreds, swam in the new pool and heard the strangulated pleas of the peacocks as we dined on the circular terrace next to the fountain with Germán and his parents. On the fourth day I left Wilf with an assorted gang of children from various branches of the extended family and climbed onto the back of the motorbike myself. Germán had cooked up an ambitious scheme to bottle wine under the hacienda label in a joint venture with Los Vascos, one of the most prestigious wineries in Chile. He had invited me to join him for a meeting at the Los Vascos vineyards, fifty miles to the south.


The ribbon development south of Santiago melts away as one leaves San Fernando. The southern heartlands take on softer edges here, beyond the detritus of the copper mines and the US-owned intense-cultivation fruit farms strung out between the capital and Rancagua. As we hurtled down the Panamerican, deciduous beech forests climbed higher up the slopes of the Andes, the glaciers in between feeding a succession of broad gravelly rivers. At Santa Cruz, Germán wheeled off the highway and, slowing down by about half a mile-per-hour, we roared into the 75-mile long Colchagua Valley. A sub-tribe of the Mapuche known as Chiquillanes first settled the land (Colchagua means Valley of Small Lagoons in their language). They were conquered by an Inca army in the fifteenth century. The industrious Inca built the first pre-Hispanic irrigation works on Chiquillane soil, and introduced agriculture. In the middle of the sixteenth century the Jesuits pitched up and, needing communion wine, planted Chile’s first vines on the fertile plains next to the Tinguiririca river.


We screamed into the brick courtyard of the smart Los Vascos headquarters and made rudimentary and unsuccessful efforts to clean up the dust and sweat from the journey. After presenting ourselves at reception we were greeted warmly by Claudio Naranjo, the genial boss of Los Vascos Chile. The winery is 60 per cent owned by the Rothschilds, and Claudio exuded the understated stylish grandeur of the French Establishment within which he had trained. We were joined, on a tour of both cellars and vineyards, by Marco Puyo, chief winemaker at Los Vascos, and a corpulent magazine magnate from Santiago wearing a toupee of such magnificent absurdity that it was difficult to focus on anything else in his presence. After a stately procession among stainless steel tanks, pneumatic presses and pungent rows of new oak barrels, we piled into Claudio’s jeep and headed to the highest point of the 3600-hectare estate. Wedged between the Andes, dominated here by the 14,038-foot Tinguiririca Volcano, and the Pacific Ocean just twenty miles to the west, you could see why the Colchagua region was regarded by European investors as viti-cultural Shangri-la. An abundance of good, irrigating meltwater, low humidity, zero frost, maritime breezes which temper the effects of the summer sun, deep semi-arid sedimentary soil containing a mixture of fine-textured loam clay and loam silt, an exceptionally long growing season – these factors create a terroir of near-perfect conditions.


Later, over lunch in a cool and elegant guesthouse set back from the company offices on a neatly trimmed lawn, we sipped the flagship 2001 Le Dix, an intense purplish-ruby wine with a robust and fruity aroma redolent of vinous Ribena. The magazine magnate could hardly contain his enthusiasm. It’s gorgeous’, he breathed, the toupee going up and down like a pedal bin. That morning, Claudio had heard that Le Dix had won a top wine award in France. ‘Delightful!’ gurgled the magnate. ‘New World wins on Old World turf’. The others winced politely. Nobody uses the terms ‘Old World’ and ‘New World’ much anymore, either in wine, or in any other business. It was not just a condescending label. It was wrong. Since my first visit to Chile archaeologists in Peru have uncovered evidence of Andean civilisations as old as any in the world.


As we walked back to the motorbike I asked Germán how he felt, as a non-drinker, about becoming professionally involved in wine, and whether it wasn’t unusual to offer Hacienda Los Lingues vintages when the estate only produced table grapes. ‘Well’, he said, donning the riding hat while swinging a long leg over the fender, still hot from the outbound journey. ‘I consider it a badge of honour. I am the world’s first teetotal winemaker without any vineyards.’


When it was all over and we were sitting in a plane high over the Andes, I realized that the most conspicuous sign that Chile had moved on had been the absence of Pinochet. Not the physical absence – the wily old monster was still crouching in his lair, adored by pocket demagogues still ranting about the general who was ‘the saviour’ west of the Andes. I mean the metaphorical absence. Back in the early nineties I sensed him everywhere, stalking the national imagination and permeating life itself. The memories were still fresh then. In the intervening years the world had witnessed the bizarre sequence of events surrounding Pinochet’s detention in London and Surrey from winter 1998 to early spring 2000, after the 82-year-old had innocently pitched up in Britain to be treated for a spinal hernia (he had wanted to go to a Paris hospital, but the French authorities had refused him a visa). He was arrested just before midnight on 16 October 1998 on the initiative of a Spanish magistrate operating under the auspices of the Progressive Union of Public Prosecutors. The action triggered an unprecedented episode of international litigation, and I had gone down to Devonshire Street as it played itself out to stand with the protesting Chilean refugees holding candles up to the milky net curtains of the London Clinic. On 2 March 2000, Pinochet was spirited home in a military jet. Back on Chilean tarmac, he rose from his wheelchair, Lazarus-style.


It would have been preferable, for the record of humanity, if Pinochet had been fairly tried for his alleged crimes. I did not blame Foreign Secretary Jack Straw for not allowing his extradition to Spain: he was trying to follow the due process of a murky area of international law. But what about those who spoke up in defence of Pinochet? The former ambassadors and ministers and ‘distinguished columnists’ who queued up to testify that he was a good man, and that tens of hundreds of murders and thousands of acts of medieval torture should be forgotten? As Salvador Allende said in his last speech, delivered after Pinochet’s Hawker Hunters had taken off to bomb the Moneda Palace with the country’s democratically elected president still inside, ‘History will judge them.’




Chapter One




Noche, nieve y arena hacen la forma


de mi delgada patria,


todo el silencio está en su larga línea


Night, snow, and sand make up the form


of my thin country


all silence lies in its long line


Pablo Neruda, from ‘Descubridores de Chile’
(‘Discoverers of Chile’), 1950





 


 


I was sitting on the cracked flagstones of our lido and squinting at the Hockney blue water, a novel with an uncreased spine at my side. It was an ordinary August afternoon in north London. A man with dark curly hair, toasted skin and only one front tooth laid his towel next to mine, and after a few minutes he asked me if the water was as cold as usual. Later, the novel still unopened, I learnt that he was Chilean, and that he had left not in the political upheavals of the 1970s when everyone else had left, but in 1990; he had felt compelled to stay during the dictatorship, to do what he could, but once it was over he wanted space to breathe. He came from the Azapa valley, one of the hottest places on earth, yet he said he felt a bond as strong as iron with every Chilean he had ever met, even those from the brutally cold settlements around the Beagle Channel over 2500 miles to the south.


I told him that I had just finished writing a book about a Greek island – I had posted the typescript off two days previously. I explained that I had lived in Greece, that I had studied ancient and modern Greek, and all that.


The next day, at the lido, Salvador said:


‘Why don’t you write a book about my country now?’


I had wanted to go back to South America ever since I paddled a canoe up the Amazon in 1985. The shape of the emaciated strip of land west of the Andes in particular had caught my imagination, and I often found myself looking at it on the globe on my desk, tracing my finger (it was thinner and longer than my finger) from an inch above the red line marking the Tropic of Capricorn down almost to the cold steel rod at the bottom axis. Chile took in the driest desert in the world, a glaciated archipelago of a thousand islands and most of the things you can imagine in between.


After Salvador had planted his idea, I sought out people who knew about the thin country.


‘In Chile,’ a Bolivian doctor told me, ‘they used to have a saying, “En Chile no pasa nada” – nothing happens in Chile.’


He paused, and bit a fingernail.


‘But I haven’t heard it for a few years.’


I went to the Chilean Embassy in Devonshire Street and looked at thousands of transparencies through a light box. The Andes were in every picture, from the brittle landscape of the Atacama desert to the sepulchral wastes of Tierra del Fuego. I took a slow train to Cambridge and watched footage of Chilean Antarctica in the offices of the British Antarctic Survey; the pilots, who came home during austral winters, told me stories about leave in what they described as ‘the Patagonian Wild West’.


I was utterly beguiled by the shape of Chile (Jung would have said it was because I wanted to be long and thin myself). I wondered how a country twenty-five times longer than it is wide could possibly function. When I conducted a survey among friends and acquaintances I discovered that hardly anyone knew anything about Chile. Pinochet always came up first (‘Is he gone, or what?’), then they usually groped around their memories and alighted on Costa-Gavras’ film Missing. The third thing they thought of was wine; they all liked the wine. Most people knew it was a Spanish-speaking country. That was about it. Our collective ignorance appealed to my curiosity.


I told Salvador that my Spanish had gone rusty, and that anyway it was the Spanish spoken in Spain.


‘Well, you must learn a new Spanish! Do you want everything to be easy?’


Duly chastened, I persuaded Linguaphone to sponsor the project by donating a Latin American Spanish course and shut myself away with it for three hours a day for the first month. One afternoon, at the lido, I surprised Salvador with it.


‘You have to go and see for yourself now,’ he said.


I left three months later, to the day. I was anxious that the trip should be a natural progression from one end of the country to the other, but I was obliged to fly to Santiago, the capital, which was unhelpfully situated in the middle.


‘Make it your base camp!’ said an enthusiastic adviser, so I did.


I had been invited, via a mutual friend in London, to stay with Simon Milner and Rowena Brown of the British Council. They met me at the airport, she sitting on the barrier and smiling, holding a sign with my name on, and as we walked together through the harshly lit hall and the automatic glass doors and into the soft, warm air, fragrant with bougainvillea, she put her arm around my shoulder and her face close to mine and she said:


‘Your Chile begins here. Welcome.’


Simon and Rowena were about my age, and had been in Santiago for a year, living in a penthouse on the thirteenth floor of a well-kept block of flats set among manicured lawns and acacia trees in the north of the city. It wasn’t really their style – I had the idea that they thought it was quite a joke – but it was clear that they loved their Chilean posting, and their enthusiasm steadied my wobbling courage. I nurtured a sense of arrival for a day or two, contemplating the Andes on one side and the urban maw on the other from their spacious and safe balconies. When I did venture out I found a city discharging the usual international urban effluents – exhaust fumes to McDonald’s hamburgers – though it had a delightful insouciance about it which was quintessentially South American, and it was impossible to imagine I was in Rome or Amsterdam or Chicago. I badly wanted to explore, but I was too impatient for the journey to begin; the city would wait.


I was going to save Santiago until its proper place, half-way down the country, so after two indolent days I bought a bus ticket to the far north. The plan was to travel up to the Peruvian border straightaway, in one leap, and then work my way south, leaving the continent right at the bottom and crossing over to the slice of Antarctica claimed by Chile – though I had no idea how I was going to do that. I was also determined to visit the small Chilean archipelago called Juan Fernández, half-way down, four hundred miles out in the Pacific and the prison-home of the original Robinson Crusoe. I had two arrangements to meet up with people from London, one in the north, which would coincide with Christmas, and one in the south, and these I saw as punctuation marks on the journey.


The only big decision I had made – to leave Santiago immediately – was almost instantly overturned. A South African photographer called Rhonda telephoned to say that she was working on a feature about a sex hotel for a London magazine and had been let down by the journalist doing the words: could I step in? The subject was irresistible, though a bizarre introduction to the complex and apparently paradoxical Catholic moral code, so I changed my ticket and stayed an extra day.


Alongside the shifting sands of Santiago’s public and private lives stands an institution of such permanence that it is difficult to imagine the city without it. Inscrutable and silent, its patrons anonymous but its services widely appreciated, the Hotel Valdivia is the example par excellence of what is inaccurately known as a love hotel, a concept inured in Japan but perfected west of the Andes. Rhonda had made an appointment with the manager of the Valdivia at ten the next morning, and she told me that I would have to pose as her assistant, as the man had specified photographs only; he didn’t want anybody writing anything. She had only wheedled her way that far round him by promising she would never sell the pictures to any paper or magazine within Chile.


The hotel was disguised as a discreet private mansion, and I was obliged to ask a man in a kiosk for directions. He winked at me, and leered a spooky leer. I met Rhonda in the street outside the hotel. She was about my age, was wearing army fatigues, and she gave me an affectionate slap on the back. At ten o’clock exactly a young woman scuttled out of the hotel, sideways, like a cockroach, and hustled us in.


‘We don’t like people waiting in the street,’ she said. ‘It attracts attention.’


She showed us into a small, windowless office where a man in his mid-thirties wearing a dark suit and a herbaceous tie stood up to shake our hands and introduce himself as Señor Flores. He didn’t look like a sleazebag at all; I was disappointed. His hair was neatly parted, and he had frilled the edge of a silk hanky half an inch above the lip of his breast pocket. He reminded me of an insurance salesman who used to live next door to us in Bristol. There were two photographs of brightly dressed children and a smiling wife on his desk, and four enthusiastically executed oil paintings of rural scenes hanging behind him which I feared were his own work. A VDU stood on one side of the desk, and neatly stacked piles of paper on the other.


I was introduced as Rhonda’s assistant, and Señor Flores meticulously copied down the details on our presscards. Rhonda asked a question. Señor Flores clasped his hands in front of him, narrowed his eyes and looked earnest.


‘We take a great pride in the authenticity of our rooms’, he said. ‘We have fifty-four, each a different theme. We have to get it right – I mean, we might get an Egyptologist here, and he could complain or not come back if he noticed that the hieroglyphics in the Egyptian Suite were wrong.


‘We employ indoor gardeners to get the flora right and landscape designers for the waterfalls,’ he continued confidently, ‘and we have created a microclimate in each suite.’


When Rhonda suggested a tour, Señor Flores led us through an open courtyard to a series of drive-in cubicles. ‘A curtain is drawn behind each car,’ he explained, ‘so that the driver cannot be seen when he gets out. Our main aim is to protect the privacy of our clients.’


Most of them checked in as Juan Peres, the Hispanic John Smith. The cubicles opened onto booths upholstered in grey velour, whence a corridor of straw-matting partitions led to the rooms. The whole complex was covered with a perspex dome.


The lobby of the Egyptian Suite revealed a flight of stairs with a banister inlaid with bronze, and alongside it a ten-foot waterfall sprayed a fine mist over tropical vegetation. Señor Flores hurried ahead to turn on the dimmed lights and Egyptian music. The room had a sauna off one side (saunas, I would learn, are closely associated with sex in the Chilean mind), a minibar cunningly concealed in a Sphinx, and, past the huge bed, a jacuzzi with little Pharaoh heads on the taps. Behind the jacuzzi someone had painted an elaborate mural of feluccas sailing down a river in front of a sandy landscape dotted with pyramids. The standard of workmanship was excellent; I had expected a plastic tack-palace.


I had forgotten that I was a photographer’s assistant. I thought Señor Flores might be suspicious, so I fiddled with a tripod leg. Later I asked Rhonda if she would like me to go out and get her a coffee. She looked at me as if I were barking mad.


The jacuzzi and waterfall in the Blue Lagoon Room had been niftily fused together, and two digital light panels were set into industrial-sized ceramic butterflies. The sound of parrots chattering emanated from a speaker disguised as a banana tree, and a stained-glass parrot panel concealed a bidet. This was the only room offering a vibrating bed, and Señor Flores switched it on and sat on it. He told us that it also lifted up at the top, and at the bottom, and demonstrated by zapping both ends up at once. The movement reminded me of a dentist’s chair. I wondered why anyone would pay money for the use of a V-shaped bed, but Rhonda told me later that the idea was to raise either one end or the other, and that Señor Flores had only put both up at once to show us the range of options. She seemed to know a lot about it.


The Indianapolis Room had a car in it. The Arabian Room had a minaret above the bed. The Inside of a Snail Suite (an oblique appeal, I thought) was spotted with flashing red lights and furnished with gold sofas and so many mirrors that I had to lie on the floor holding the flashgun. I got a headache.


Back in the office Señor Flores spoke authoritatively about cleanliness, even describing the special fungal cleaner run through the jacuzzi pipes. The hotel employed eighty full-time staff as well as a phalanx of freelance workmen, and the busiest periods were lunchtimes and Friday nights.


Señor Flores took a clear moral position. Pornographic videos were off-limits, no one under twenty-one was admitted and the only combination allowed in each room was one man and one woman. He claimed that many clients were married to each other.


‘The subterfuge and excitement inject new life into their marriage,’ he said, ‘especially for the women.’


Dream on, I thought. I must have begun to think aloud, because Rhonda stood on my foot. He used the phrase ‘Disneyworld for couples’.


‘What we are trying to do,’ he continued, now in full throttle, ‘is create the right atmosphere between a man and a woman. We employ a psychologist for this purpose in the design of each room.’


This was a man with a social mission, the Mother Teresa of the mattress.


When we stood up to go he produced two black carrier bags from behind his desk.


‘Souvenirs for you,’ he beamed.


He escorted us to the door, shook our hands and kissed our cheeks; I thought he might invite us home for tea to meet the family.


We couldn’t wait to see what was in the bags. As soon as we got round the corner, blinking in the glare of a Santiago noon, we unwrapped the long thin objects sticking out of the top. They were porcelain vases. Each bag also contained a cigarette lighter, ashtray, pen, keyring and even a T-shirt, all tastefully proclaiming ‘Hotel Valdivia’.


It was an odd marketing concept, that people would display their allegiance to a knocking-shop, even if it was a high-class one.


I spent one more day in Santiago before starting my journey, as I remembered that I had to buy a camera. I had achieved the feat of having all my valuables stolen before my plane landed in Chile. Air Portugal had been kind enough to upgrade me from London to Rio; there we parted company, I to pass eight hours in a champagne-induced fog of misery waiting for a connection. An hour before my plane was scheduled to leave for Santiago I tried to elicit information as to how I might check in. Nobody knew anything about the flight. Then someone started paging me. I could hear my name being repeated, followed by a jabber of Brazilian Portuguese, so I approached random officials and said, ‘I am Sara Wheeler’, pointing at the air to make a connection with the announcement. A woman directed me to the Ladies.


I got on the plane in the end. There was a doctor next to me, the second Chilean I had ever talked to properly. He was very short and stout, and I was surprised; subconsciously I must have been expecting them all to be tall and thin. He turned out to be a weatherman with the national television company. I wondered what he told his viewers each day. Tomorrow it will be cold in the south, much, much hotter in the north, and warm in the middle? He pointed down to the corrugated brown Andes and took a slug of Scotch.


‘Look. The mountains cut us off, like a sea. My country is an island!’


My luggage appeared in Santiago, which was a pleasant surprise, and within an hour of arrival I was sitting on a balcony in Las Condes with a gin in my hand. Very late that night, after Simon and Rowena had gone to bed, I opened the carpetbags and discovered that my camera, flash unit, short-wave radio, dictaphone and minicassettes had been stolen – presumably while the bags languished on some runway in Rio. I felt stricken with loss by the disappearance of the radio; the patrician voices of the World Service had often sustained me in places that felt a long way from home.


Lying in bed I remembered that the cassettes were old ones I had been planning on recording over. They had on them a series of interviews with Tory ministers’ wives I had done for a newspaper. I wondered what the robbers would make of them.


The night before I finally left town I met Germán Claro Lyon for the first time. Two separate people in London had put me in touch with him; he was a renegade mover and shaker from one of the most august Chilean families. I had sent him a fax before I left London, and he had replied immediately telling me to call him when I arrived. I didn’t get round to it until I was about to go north, and I told him I’d ring when I was next in the city. But he wasn’t having any of that: he came to pick me up at nine that evening and took me on a tour of drinking dens.


Most of the places we visited were chic, North American style bars in the fashionable and rich districts. The barmen nodded at Germán. He was in his mid-thirties, over six feet tall (rare for a Chilean) and quite handsome, in a raddled kind of way. For ten years he had been running his family’s sixteenth-century hacienda as a luxurious country house hotel; it was an hour or two south of Santiago, but he lived in the city and had an office on Providencia, one of the main streets. He had never married. Once, immediately after a characteristic volley of laughter, he said, looking very serious, ‘I don’t have many friends. I prefer that.’ He was outspoken, and not very tolerant, and had some unfortunate habits, like always quarrelling with waiters and not listening to what other people said. Germán loathed small talk. He was insecure about his lack of formal education, and didn’t realise what a good mind he had and how effectively he applied it to his work. He was difficult, there was no doubt about that, and badly stressed all the time, which often made him over-critical; it was a great tragedy, as really he was as soft as a marshmallow.


We ended up sitting in a restaurant next to a large pig on a spit at four in the morning, out of cigarettes (he chainsmoked). I remember him signing the cheque for dinner with an oversize Mont Blanc fountain pen. By the time I woke the doorman to let me into Simon and Rowena’s block of flats it was five o’clock, and my bus left at eight.


The ever-gracious Rowena drove me to the bus station, making a spirited attempt at conversation despite my semicomatose condition. When we got there I bought a bottle of water from a stall, and noted that the souvenir industry was not trying to flog ashtrays fashioned in its country’s eccentric image: it had hit on bookmarks. They were made of copper, and I bought one to replace the boarding card sticking out of Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle.


As it was a thirty-hour trip up to the northern border I had allowed myself to buy a ticket on one of the more comfortable buses. The couple in front of me boarded in their best clothes and asked me to take a picture of them posing in front of their seat. It transpired that the husband was a second-hand car dealer called Jesus.


The driver crossed himself as we pulled out of the bus station. I dozed fitfully for an hour, then tried to keep my eyes open as we travelled along the Panamerican highway through the central valley. It was curious to see horses pulling ploughs and women crouched in the fields so near the urban sprawl of Santiago. The yellow foothills of the Andes, wobbling in the heat, were stained with olive green blotches. When we stopped, people rushed on to the bus selling avocados, conserved papaya, savoury pastries and sweeties.


The Panamerican is the only longitudinal road in Chile. It runs up the country like a spine, with two lanes and a tarmac surface all the way. It simply goes north. If it weren’t for a few stretches of jungle higher up you could probably keep driving until you hit Vancouver.


The price of the bus ticket included meals, and we parked outside a café on a featureless plain for lunch, which consisted of watery chicken broth and a chunk of meat of uncertain origin with boiled rice and a flaccid salad. In the early afternoon the central valley melted away and the landscape became scrubbier, the road following a depression between mountain ranges, at one point so narrow that it was like travelling through a tunnel. The coastal mountains vanished sometimes, leaving a thin strip of plain next to the ocean: that was Chile. But the Andes were always there, the one constant in the landscape. They were going to be the constant in every Chilean landscape.


I was trying to follow our route on a map. Chilean cartographers are still grappling with the problem of representing something very long and thin in a user-friendly format. They should go back to the old system of rolling them out on a spool like a toilet roll. I had three maps, and after two of them had brought me to the verge of a breakdown I gave up and looked out of the window. After several hours of scrub it got dark. The musak stopped, but respite was denied us as the television was switched on in its place, delivering interminable North American soaps in washed-out colour. At midnight the steward pressed a plastic token into my hand for dinner’, and when the bus stopped we trooped into a noisy diner. In the centre of the room they had put up a ten-foot high perfectly conical Christmas tree made out of fluorescent green wire; I realized that it was already the middle of December. Dinner was the same as lunch.


I fell asleep almost as soon as we set off again, and I dreamt that I was back at home, at my leaving party. In contrast with the uncharted territory outside the bus, the familiar faces and furniture appeared in brighter colours. In this dream I was standing in my kitchen and a friend asked me if I was frightened. I laughed and said no. (It was true that I wasn’t a bit afraid of what the friend was asking me about: bandits, rapists, illness and thieves. I was more likely to confront those hazards in Mornington Crescent, where I live, than in the Atacama desert.) Then someone else, whom I didn’t recognize, appeared in the kitchen and said, ‘She’s not going to South America really. It’s all a joke. She’s only going on a journey inside her own head.’


I woke up with a start, feeling cross, and hit my elbow on the window.


When I next woke up it was light. Every molecule of air was pulsating with bright, clean desert light. The sky was blanched, and the naked sand was broken only by one long, straight road. Desert Chile, called the norte grande, the big north, covers approximately a quarter of the country (excluding what they refer to as Chilean Antarctica). It embraces the driest places on the planet, and much of it is lifeless. The transition zone between the central valley and the desert is called the norte chico, the little north, or the northlet, and I had slept through most of that.


After several unpunctuated hours of that featureless landscape, travelling in suspended animation, we pulled in at a customs post (Chileans, I was to learn, are fond of internal customs posts) which consisted of two or three hardboard shacks, two pairs of goalposts, a three-legged dog and six women in cerise ponchos picking the pellets off corncobs.


Halfway through the morning the ground fell away to our right, revealing a deep valley. A green ribbon appeared at the bottom of the valley, but the rest was smooth toffee brown, and the opposite rim was straight, flat and bare. The distance between the rims widened, perhaps to two, even three miles. Later, proximity to Arica, the most northerly Chilean town, almost at the Peruvian border, was signalled by a Coca-Cola logo carved into the hillside, and as if it knew it had almost made it, the refrigeration system cooling our oversweetened drinks broke down.


Thirty hours is long enough on a bus. Four rows ahead of me a Chilean emigré from Miami had found out I was foreign and kept shouting, ‘How are you, darling?’


My spirits rose as shacks became bungalows and bungalows three-storey blocks, and we lumbered into Arica bus station. The station clock had stopped.


Arica is the unofficial headquarters of the north Chilean gringo trail. (Although the word gringo simply means ‘foreigner’ – similarly gringa for the female of the species – it is usually perceived to have negative connotations. I even saw it translated in a book once as ‘foreign asshole’. In Chile gringo and gringa are regularly deployed as affectionate and humorous terms of abuse. Foreigners who use the word about themselves are seen to display a healthy sense of self-deprecation.) I had scarcely put my bags down when an anxious young Dutchwoman picked me out of the crowd of Chileans struggling to reunite themselves with their luggage.


‘Shall we share a room? You are alone too? It is much cheaper, I think.’


Bemused by this presumptive strike, I allowed myself to be led to a colectivo (clapped-out cars that run regular routes like buses and charge a flat fee) and we were driven into the centre of town.


Heeta found us a tiny room overlooking a courtyard full of pink flowers, and after taking a shower she went to the beach. I tried to have a shower, but unlike Heeta I failed to master the controls, which were positioned on a large brown box resembling a pre-war wireless. My efforts produced only scalding or freezing jets, and caused a small but alarming flood.


When Heeta returned she said:


‘I have met a Canadian boy and an Australian boy. They are picking us up for dinner at eight, yes?’


Heeta, the two men and I loitered in Arica for a few days, meeting up with and parting from other foreigners like ants in a colony. I hadn’t planned to hang out with backpackers, and I didn’t intend to continue, but I enjoyed doing so for that brief period, and it was a way of beginning.


Arica felt like the frontier town that it is. Seamen eddied around in little gangs. Cooling ocean breezes just didn’t exist up there, and it was always hot, so dry you expected the brittle buildings to crumble. There were a lot of people on the streets, even at two in the morning, and they were either eating outside cafés or purposefully going somewhere. The pavements revealed an amalgam of cultures: sleek-haired indigenous women wearing bowler hats carried babies and shopping on their backs in bright pink woven slings, yet most of the food we ate was in the shape of a burger.


The whole town was overlooked by the morro, a pale cliff where Chilean troops defeated the Peruvians in the War of the Pacific in 1880. They were fighting, basically, over the nitrate-and guano-rich territories to the south; at that time they belonged to Peru and Bolivia (both of which share a border with Chile). During a particularly tense period in the triangular relationship Peru had entered into a secret alliance with Bolivia, effectively ganging up on Chile, and when it was exposed Chile declared war on both of them. In the treaties and agreements which followed Chilean territory was enlarged by one-third. The nitrates of the Atacama desert were to shape the country’s socio-economic development, in the process transforming the labour movement, realigning the class structure, facilitating industrial expansion and, ominously, creating an export-dependent economy. Bolivia and Peru sorely resented their loss, and still do. One of my predecessors, a travel writer in the 1920s called Earl Chapin May, noted, ‘Signs have appeared in Arica such as, “No dogs or Peruvians wanted”. President Leguia [of Peru] once issued an order prohibiting the entry into his country of “Russians, Chileans and prostitutes”.’


They had set up a life-sized nativity scene in the palmy Plaza de Armas. The flat-faced Mary was wearing a traditional Andean bowler hat, and there was an alpaca at the crib. We had been brought up to expect holy figures who looked like us.


‘Those must be the three wise dudes,’ said Colin, a tough Canadian engineer who had packed in his job to spend six months in South America.


The square also had an open-air hairdressing salon where a middle-aged woman was having thin curlers put in her glossy hair. It was overlooked by a strange, multi-coloured church designed by Gustav Eiffel in 1875 and brought from Peru block by block after all the churches in Arica were destroyed by a tidal wave. They had a lot of tidal waves; a US steamer was once carried a mile inland. It was impossible to refloat it, so they turned it into a hotel.


One day I took a colectivo to the Azapa valley. It was where Salvador came from, my friend from the lido. Two llamas were grazing in a quiet, sunny cul-de-sac opposite the sand-polished ruins of an Inca fort, and a woman was pushing a wheelbarrow containing a baby and a gas canister. A small archaeological museum behind a fence traced local habitation back 10,000 years. There was a sixteenth-century hat in one of the glass cases, woven in stripes.


Outside in the road again I asked the wheelbarrow-pusher, on her way back, minus canister, if she knew Salvador’s grandmother; he had made me promise I would find her. She pushed a small curtain of hair from her eyes and pointed to a diminutive house at the top of the road, square on.


Before I reached this house I saw her, stooped outside, fiddling with a plant, and as I got closer I could see that she was picking leaves off it. She was wearing a hat exactly like the one in the museum. She stood up and looked at me, shading her eyes with a hand. I thought I could see something of him in her, an echo of his face. When I reached the gate I introduced myself, and said that I knew her grandson, Salvador, that we were friends in London, that I was travelling in Chile and he had asked me to find her and send his love.


‘Is he coming home?’


I looked down at the gatepost.


‘Not yet. But he will one day. And he’s very well.’


She gestured for me to enter, and I sat on a wooden stool in the shade of a banana tree while she brought two glasses of a bitter herbal infusion from the adobe kitchen. I told her about Salvador’s life in London, describing the city in as much detail as I could, and she kept her eyes on mine, interrupting with questions. When I had finished she looked in the direction of the mountains, lifted her hands in the air and raised her eyebrows, as if to say, that’s all very well, but where is he?


She softened a little, then, and talked about other members of the family, and the llamas, who had recovered from a long viral infection, and the problems she was experiencing irrigating her small plot that year. After an hour I stood up to leave, and she embraced me, but it was only when I was on my way down the road that she called out,


‘Don’t forget to tell him about the llamas.’




Chapter Two


Years of dictatorship by the last Prussian army in the world have not separated Chileans from Chile. The military rulers have prevented them from living like human beings, but they have not been able to prevent them from surviving like Chileans.


Chileans say that life goes on in the churches, the courtrooms, and the cemeteries. The rest is survival. They will survive General Pinochet and the dictatorship, because on the other side of their bondage is Chile.


Jacobo Timerman, Chile, 1987


 


 


 


Back in Arica Santa pranced around on street corners and sweated to the tune of ‘White Christmas’ while gruff money-changers cruised the gringo hangouts and wherever we were a succession of hawkers importuned us with anything from counterfeit Rolex watches to live furry spiders. One evening, in a café near the port, we were offered coloured condoms a year past their sell-by date. We were talking, at the time, about the worst truck journeys we had ever endured.


‘I sat on the top of twenty crates of uncovered wet fish for four hours in Greece once,’ contributed an Italian art student.


‘Well I’, said Paul from Tucson, Arizona, whom nobody liked, ‘hopped into the back of a lorry in Kurdistan carrying frozen pigs’ trotters.’
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