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  Foreword




  I am delighted to be able to write this foreword to the newly revised and enlarged edition of Small Earthquake in Chile. It is essential to consider the new edition

  against the background of developments and change in Latin America which is a convenient shorthand, like Asia or Africa, for an important geographical region. In this case all the nations except

  one speak Spanish. However, the dreams of Bolívar and San Martín for a unified continent were never realized, and each nation has developed clearly identifiable and distinctly

  different national characteristics. In 1972 military governments dominated the political scene and democracy appeared in retreat. Many factors have contributed to the reversal of this trend during

  the 1980s – the oil upheaval and change in the terms of trade, foreign debt and, to some extent, the events in Chile.




  Fate and chance play a major part in all our lives, but I have always considered it a matter of great good fortune that I went to work in Chile as a young aspiring executive. Arriving there in

  the mid-1950s, I fell in love with the country at first sight and have returned with great frequency for thirty-four years. I remember on one such visit in mid-1973 that talk of military action

  dominated all conversation. At the time I argued strenuously with friends that the cause of democracy would be better served by waiting to the legitimate end of the Presidential administration.

  Unfortunately it became increasingly obvious that the Constitution was being manipulated to perpetuate the totalitarian system, and this led inevitably to the tragic events of September 1973.




  The Chilean armed forces have always seen themselves as guardians of the Constitution, and it is therefore with admiration and increasing expectation that 1990 will see the restoration of normal

  democratic procedures. Sixteen years of military government may have seemed an eternity to those who yearned for the re-establishment of the liberal democratic tradition to which Chile had so long

  been accustomed, but will not appear so long when viewed in historical perspective. Although not reflected in the international press, Pinochet has enjoyed quite extraordinary popularity until

  quite recently across a wide spectrum of Chilean society. There is clearly an underlying feeling of gratitude to him for saving the nation from the chaos left by the Allende government. The

  problem, however, for any absolute ruler during a very long reign is that it inevitably creates a sense of infallibility, and Pinochet has been no exception. However, it is remarkable, and may even

  be unique, for any military dictatorship systematically to plan and faithfully carry through its own demise.




  A serious analysis of this period of Chilean history will reveal both good and bad points. On the debit side there have undoubtedly been abuses of human rights, understandable in the early days

  following the downfall of Allende, when emotions ran high and a civil-war mentality existed, but not thereafter in a country where the rule of law and system of justice has always had such a long

  tradition. The conflict between Church and State has also been significant, and has polarized views in a mainly Catholic country with liberation theology competing for attention with the more

  conservative elements of both the Catholic hierarchy and laity.




  On the credit side the social achievements include investment in health care, education, housing infrastructure and regional development which have all made vast progress in a most difficult

  international climate, with adverse trading conditions, including rising import costs and falling copper export prices. In 1973 the economy was in a state of near collapse with galloping inflation

  and zero growth. What has happened since has been a veritable transformation. After a period of experimentation, pragmatism became the watchword. Thus, with the exception of the crisis of

  1982–3, Chile has experienced low inflation and continual growth. The shackles of state intervention have been cast off and market forces allowed to apply without diminishing social benefit.

  If the present formula for success continues, Chile should emerge as the most advanced, well balanced and dynamic economy in Latin America, poised to enter the twenty-first century with greater

  prosperity and prospects than any country in the region.




  In these circumstances, it is sad that Chile has been the subject of an exceptional campaign of destabilization and vilification in the international press, mainly inspired by exiles from the

  Allende period, but assisted generally by left-wing sympathizers. When Small Earthquake in Chile came out first in 1972, it was not well received by the liberal-minded critics, many of whom

  were enthusiastic about the Marxist experiment in Chile – which had polarized national feelings and brought the economy to the brink of ruin. It remains a mystery why socialism is considered

  so much more exciting and intellectually stimulating than other more efficient and dynamic socio-economic systems. Sadly very little action has been taken to redress the balance to provide

  objectivity. Chile has a natural isolationist tendency, caused partly by the remoteness of the country and partly by the geophysical circumstances, with high Andes mountains on one side and the

  Pacific Ocean on the other. To this must be added the intransigence concerning international affairs that has been demonstrated by President Pinochet which, in these days of increasing

  international interdependence, is something which Chile can ill afford.




  Against this background the re-publication of Small Earthquake in Chile is so very timely, especially as additional chapters have been added covering the period that has elapsed since the

  original publication and on the author’s recent visit to Chile. Alistair Horne is a most distinguished historian and biographer. His books on European history are considered amongst the most

  authoritative and have achieved critical acclaim. He has also been a friend since we were contemporary undergraduates at Cambridge; the friendship established in those nostalgic university days has

  remained, and included visits in Europe together, which invariably produced journalistic results. Horne’s historical knowledge and incisive mind have turned travel writing into a political

  art which is nowhere more evident than in this book. It is significant that such a talented writer should turn, and then turn again, his attention to Chile, and light up an important subject in a

  most objective and unprejudiced style.




  

    Montgomery of Alamein




    President of Canning House




    Hampshire


  




  





  Compañero Bill has his say . . .




  It makes me indeed happy to know that Alistair Horne’s South America book, centring on Chile, 1971, will be reissued; happy for personal and other reasons. These last are

  best explained by saying that there is very nearly as much to learn today from what Mr Horne observed about Latin America as there was when he wrote. A better formulation is this, that what he

  wrote then is even more important to dwell upon than it was at the time, given seventeen years of history which have served as a reinforcing epilogue to the book.




  And then there is the personal point. I have known the author a very long time and, since it is likelier he will write my obituary than I his (I smoke cigars), I see no reason to turn down this

  opportunity to write a few lines about him of the kind his biographers are unlikely to come up with. He is of course a very distinguished historian and the literate world knows all about his

  exemplary books on the great French crises of 1870 (the Commune), 1914 (World War I), 1940 (World War II), and 1956 (Algeria). And most recently, of course, his great biography of Harold Macmillan.

  The book on Chile, as it was with other books of his – on Canada, Napoleon, the United States – were, by his herculean standards, incidental enterprises. But his standards are

  unusual.




  I intuited this when, reporting in for my final year at the Millbrook School, in Millbrook, New York, in 1942, I was advised that my roommate (suite-mate, actually, thus were we indulged) would

  be Alistair Allan Horne from London, England. I had been licensed to skip a grade over the summer, thereby admitting me to a class senior to that which I had been a member of for two years. I had

  known him only slightly when he was a year ahead: a little aloof, a little shy, studious, rangy, slightly moody, a highbrowish Brit who rarely spoke out on the political issues which very much

  occupied me in those days, since I was a fervent isolationist. I had done time in Great Britain (I sound like an ex-con, and this is not, in context, entirely unintentional) at a couple of schools,

  as a day student at age seven, as a boarder at age thirteen, and knew something of the folkways of British schoolboys. One of these instructed me to predict that they are better-mannered when

  living abroad than I was, living abroad, where on the least provocation I would dispense nativist political wisdom to all who would listen. Alistair Horne, when at Millbrook, was a refugee from a

  country which, as we boys whiled away our time learning trigonometry and American history and animal culture, was hanging on to independent life mostly on the strength of Winston Churchill’s

  rhetoric and a few Spitfires. He must have felt a singular revulsion at the prospect of spending his final year in such close quarters with a student who argued against US participation in a war

  whose outcome could mean liberty, or Nazism, for his people.




  But then of course Pearl Harbor came, and the issue became moot. I doubt, as it turned out, that we’d have ended other than as we have done, which is as closest friends, if the

  Revolutionary War had come up at about that time. My memories of him are of a quiet, amusing, learned, warm sixteen year old, growing up and gradually finding himself equipped with diverse skills

  which he had no foreknowledge of just how he would one day assemble them, or to what purpose. His most concentrated few hours were spent in contriving to cannibalize for me an illegal radio (there

  were no legal radios at boarding school), and participating, along with me and one or two others, in the kind of activity described by an inventive schoolmaster in Stalky and Co as the

  ‘product of the fetid imagination of the exuberant schoolboy’. He frequently spent weekends with me (my parents lived only a few miles away), and when we separated after graduating in

  1943, it was to go to war. In his case, it was to go to Canada to volunteer in the air force; I went to the infantry one year later (owing to a six-month deferment for chronic sinusitis). During

  the war years we were seldom out of touch. It was during the last days of the war, serving in Palestine, leading to his four years in Cambridge and a stint in Bonn as a reporter for the Daily

  Telegraph, that he felt the calling to recreate history, and came to know that he disposed of uncommon skills with which to do so, in such fashion as to bring at once information, evaluation,

  and delight.




  Alistair mentions in this book that his suggestion that I accompany him on a part of the Latin American trip was made spontaneously. I had, as it happens, never before travelled in Latin

  America, which was odd in my case since my father was very much oriented to Hispanic America (he had practised law in Mexico and had founded a small oil company in Venezuela). It happened that I

  was under continuing pressure to travel the world on behalf of the United States Information Agency, having been appointed (by President Nixon) a member of its supervisory commission. Alistair

  thought to do a few articles on Latin America, but by the time I left him – a fortnight into the trip – I knew that he would end by writing a book. I remember appearing with him on the

  BBC in London when the book came out. It was in the fall of 1972 and as we walked into the studio word circulated that Salvador Allende had been overthrown. This turned out to be wishful thinking:

  it did not happen until almost a year later, in September 1973, after Chile’s Supreme Court had twice found Allende guilty of violating the Constitution. I was at that point serving as a

  delegate to the United Nations, and the suicide of Allende brought tumult to that inherently chaotic diplomatic chancellery. I reflected at the time that it was less than three years earlier that I

  had glided in a sailplane over the tip of the Andes with a friend (the episode is recorded in the book), and that from our great height at the southern tip of the Andes we could spot the

  presidential palace where Allende was busily, happily engaged in constructing the anarchy that brought him down.




  In the years since Alistair Horne first visited Latin America democracy has been more widely introduced. Chile (as I write) is headed that way; but Peru, although democratically governed, is in

  a state of chaos which almost certainly will not end under democratic management. Argentina is a mess, from which a Peronista – of all people – has been elected to save it. Colombian

  elected officials share their power with drug merchants . And, in Central America, the Sandinistas have replaced Somoza, hardly an improvement; and El Salvador hangs on by the grace of an armed

  militia marginally stronger than that of the insurgents.




  Alistair Horne hasn’t answers for these problems, but he shows us how deeply rooted they are. And he does so in a book that hits the eye like the first outbreak of spring, so acute is his

  sight, so fine his powers first to espy, and then to describe, the great natural marvels of the countries of the Andean range. Envy the reader who travels with him along these pages, as I am

  properly envied for having travelled part way with him on his productive adventure, and for the irreplaceable gift of his friendship.




  

    W. F. B.




    Stamford, Connecticut




    

      12 June 1989


    


  




  





  Preface




  

    

      It is a land of violence. Thunder and avalanches in the mountains, huge floods and storms on the plains. Volcanoes exploding. The earth shaking and splitting. The woods

      full of savage beasts and poisonous insects and deadly snakes. Knives are whipped out at a word. Whole families are murdered without any reason. Riots are sudden and bloody and often

      meaningless. . . . Such an energy in destruction. Such an apathy when something has to be mended or built. So much humour in despair. So much weary fatalism toward poverty and disease.




      Christopher Isherwood: The Condor and the Cows


    


  




  In his autobiography Claud Cockburn describes a competition among the sub-editors of The Times for the most boring headline. The winning entry, by a comfortable margin,

  was:




  

    SMALL EARTHQUAKE IN CHILE




    Not many dead


  




  This cynical apophthegm rather aptly summarizes traditional Anglo-Saxon attitudes to Latin America, not only then but now. Both American and British editors look hunted, or yawn cavernously

  whenever South America is mentioned, and those of the so-called ‘serious’ press admit that they have a hard enough time justifying the expenses of ‘Our Own Correspondent’,

  who covers this whole vast continent of two hundred million people single-handed – as often as not from the Hurling-ham Club in Buenos Aires. Today the French and West German press provide

  wide coverage on events in South America, whereas only a very major Andean catastrophe with many thousands killed can briefly distract the British press from its wholehearted dedication to soccer,

  erotica, and the price of New Zealand butter. The public of the USA – allowing for the vastly greater immediacy of South America – is, if anything, worse served.




  South Americans are, of course, themselves partly to blame. Chileans, for instance, have a favourite saying (or they used to): En Chile no pasa nada (In Chile nothing happens). But in the

  autumn of 1970 a small earthquake took place in Chile that emitted shock waves of quite unprecedented news-value. For the first time anywhere in the world, a Marxist President was elected in a free

  poll – though on a split vote with only a precarious 1.4 per cent majority. At least to North American eyes, it looked as if the Kremlin had suddenly planted a hob-nailed boot firmly on the

  American mainland; and, worst of all, by apparent invitation from the most enlightened electorate of them all. What did it mean? To probe the whys and wherefores of Dr Allende’s Unidad

  Popular triumph, and to rewrite each other’s interviews with the enigmatic doctor, journalists, historians and crystal-gazers from all over the globe converged on Santiago.




  I was one. After years of absorption in European war and revolt, my eyes had – I suppose — become deflected to South America through my interest in Che Guevara. Now, all at once Dr

  Allende’s small earthquake provided both an urgency and an opportunity. A visit to London by a lifelong friend, Bill Buckley, resulted in an off-the-cuff invitation to accompany him on a

  flying, typical Buckley, trip. In two weeks he was planning to visit Colombia, Peru and – principally – Chile, wearing two hats; officially, as a member of the President’s

  Advisory commission on information, to visit USIS installations, and – privately – as the Knight Errant of American Conservatism, to write some articles for his column syndicated in 350

  newspapers across the USA. Apart from the wildly unpredictable delights of going with so stimulating and unconventional travelling companion, I calculated that in those first two weeks I would have

  the benefits of seeing Allende and revolutionary South America through US eyes; then, by myself and at a more leisurely pace, I could make my own assessments and talk to people whose ideologies

  might cause them to keep at a distance such an outspoken conservative as Bill. On the way back I would make a brief detour via Bolivia, in whose currently explosive condition, with most of the USIS

  offices overrun or smashed up, the US State Department was clearly not anxious to risk a visit by detonator Buckley.




  So it would be Colombia, Peru, Chile and Bolivia; the four principal Andean countries, all of them experiencing profound political changes in their own separate ways, and collectively all being

  fundamentally affected by events in Chile. In Peru a radically left-wing military junta had seized power in October 1968; in Bolivia the death in April 1969 of their strong man Barrientos had

  precipitated a period of more than usual turbulence, culminating in the emergence in October 1970 of an extreme left-wing government under General Torres; in Chile there was now Allende; and only

  Colombia – ruled by a conventional Conservative–Liberal coalition – appeared to be the odd man out.1 But in Colombia, too, apparently

  there were strong revolutionary undercurrents at work.




  I wanted to see, and write about, each of these countries in its own right; but above all, and inevitably, it would be in the context of the Chilean experience that I would be contemplating

  them. For what has happened in Chile, dramatically, is perhaps but one manifestation of what, in different forms, is happening all over Latin America; and the immediacy of its lessons will not,

  should not, be long confined to that continent. (For instance, the smugger elements of Fleet Street could do well to study the speed and success with which, in Chile, the Marxists have managed to

  erode the freedom of a once outstandingly free press – and without recourse to any illegality.)2 I should, no doubt, also have gone on to

  Argentina, to Uruguay to study the ways of the Tupamaros, to Rio to learn about the ‘Squadron of Death’ and brutal police repression of revolutionary cells; from Chile to Tierra del

  Fuego to interview the Yahgan Indians, or to Easter Island to converse with the monoliths. No doubt. But there is a limit to what the mind can absorb, let alone the pocket afford. A friendly

  journalist who interviewed me before I left Chile wrote: ‘He has been everywhere and nowhere.’ I was conscious of the paradox, as well as my own shortcomings. Lord Bryce, one of the

  more perceptive tourists to South America at the beginning of the century, commented that of the visitors of his day ‘few of those who have read have travelled and few of those who have

  travelled have read’. I had read voraciously, both before and afterwards; yet, at the end of it all, I am horribly aware of having neither seen enough nor read enough to understand completely

  the complexities of even one South American country, let alone four.




  So this book is, consciously, an incomplete and impressionistic account, based on diaries which I kept as I went along (which, to my amazement, came to total nearly fifty thousand words) and

  supplemented by splashes of background information. Here and there events have been telescoped, and names altered, for obvious reasons.3 Christopher

  Isherwood, who followed something of the same trail (though when the going was much tougher) nearly a generation ago, charmingly exculpated himself by declaring that a diarist ‘ought to make

  a fool of himself, sometimes’. Certainly I expect to do so here, and am happy to apologize in advance. One of the easiest ways anyone writing about South America can make a fool of himself is

  by getting caught out by the march of time. In few parts of the world do events and personalities change so rapidly. For instance, in the forty-three-page index to John Gunther’s vast

  compendium of knowledge, Inside South America, published in 1967, the names of men who were to become presidents of no less than six South American countries, just three years later, are not

  even mentioned. So I have tried to limit myself to things seen or heard, and nothing (or little) more. It is certainly too early for a historian to express any kind of view; on the other hand,

  little has happened in the intervening months that was not initiated during Allende’s first ninety days while I was in Chile.




  Another easy way to become a fool, in South American eyes, is to talk loosely about ‘Americans’ when you really mean a Norte Americano, a Yanqui or a

  gringo– but worse still is the offence of generalizing about ‘South Americans’ as a kind of single amorphous entity. ‘Why,’ they complain, ‘do Europeans

  expect to be treated as Frenchmen and Germans and Englishmen, and yet they lump us altogether into one ethnographic hold-all.’ To commit the first sin, inadvertently, is all too possible

  – and, once again, I seek pardon in advance; if I deviate into this heresy, it is because I am also trying to make myself comprehensible to those late arrivals in the north who have come to

  call themselves ‘Americans’ too. But the second heresy is unpardonable. Immediately one leaves any country of South America to enter another, one is struck by the extraordinary

  separateness of each. To go from Chile to Bolivia, for example, is almost like switching planets, not just countries. More than any set of European countries, the nations of South America

  have tended to develop and exist oblivious of events beyond their immediate frontiers. Colombians are unaware of what goes on in Peru; Peruvians (at least until Allende) cared little about what

  Chile was up to; Chile glared icily across the Andes at Argentina; and nobody knew anything at all about Bolivia. When affluent Colombians, Peruvians and Chileans thought of ‘abroad’,

  it was Paris or London, not Rio and Buenos Aires. It is an attitude that has its origins in the centralization of the Spanish Empire, under which the Latin American colonies were ruled directly

  from Spain and forced to transact commerce with her, rather than with each other. The sense of mutual isolation has been increased by the fact that, since independence, most countries have been at

  odds – or worse – with their neighbour at some time or other; and, of course, nothing could be more conducive to autarchy than the impossible natural barriers of mountain, jungle and

  desert – or even just the incredible distances. (Santiago is 2,800 miles due south of Bogotá – or London to Teheran – and still there is a lot of South America left over at

  each end.) The common language too can be deceptive; a native of Bogotá might well have as much difficulty following a spirited tête-à-tête between two

  Chilenas as a Cornishman two Australians.




  As Bill Buckley wrote in one of his columns:




  

    

      the diplomatic imperative is on the one hand to recognize the individuality of Latin American countries while coping with the great historical tug which, expressing itself

      in Cuba and Chile, inescapably affects the destiny of, for instance, Colombia.


    


  




  The common denominators that link South American countries are more pronounced than ever before. They go deeper than just the improvement of communications brought about by the

  jet and the transistor. So many of the really fundamental problems are shared. One may list a few. First and foremost, there is the nightmare, all-devouring monster called the explosión

  demográfica, universal to almost every country except possibly Bolivia and Paraguay, which makes the continental population growth rate, quite dramatically, the highest in the world. In

  seven years, from 1961 to 1968, the estimated population of Latin America as a whole rose from 211 million to 261 million.4 From this stem many of the other

  universal problems. There is the perennial gulf between the haves and the have-nots, widened in many countries over recent years, often simply because even the most booming, successful economy

  cannot keep pace with the burdens imposed by a spiralling birthrate; and, associated with this, there is the staggering growth of urban populations as the campesinos drift away from an

  unproductive agronomy. There is underdevelopment both in industry and agriculture, certainly in all the Andean bloc, and coupled with the latter the burning, universal issue of land reform. There

  is endemic inflation, either rampant or precariously controlled. And, as – with all its wealth and wisdom – it seems unable to solve (or, sometimes, even to understand) the basic South

  American dilemmas, there is a universal resentment and revulsion towards the colossus of the North that has recently become more imposing than ever before. A light-hearted Santiago chiste

  speaks volumes:




  

    

      Q. What does a Chileno do when he finds his wife in bed with another man?




      A. He goes out with a slingshot and breaks every window in the Yanqui Embassy.


    


  




  And if US Marines invade the privacy of the Dominican Republic, it is Chile that feels outraged.5




  Discontent with the apparent inability of governments to provide panaceas for the shared social ailments, dissatisfaction with the slow rate of reform has brought about another common

  denominator throughout the continent; a resurgence of revolutionary undercurrents. Revolt has always been a byword of South American life, but this is something new. The revolutionary instinct

  throughout Latin America has become – for the first time – polarized, and polarized on the Left. It is also polarized on the youth. Perhaps in no other part of the world has the rising

  generation in recent years become so committed to the revolutionary Left. In Bolivia, it is the university students who have assumed the mantle of Che; in Chile, they who have founded the extremist

  MIR; and in Uruguay it is the young sons of well-to-do families who have invented and run the Tupamaros. The contest in South America is no longer waged primarily between the knights of the CIA and

  the MVD, between the Church and the secularists, or between oligarchs and Communists; it is no longer a matter of Blanco v. Colorado, Liberal v. Conservative, Aprista v. Odrista. Things have moved on. The struggle between the Right and the Left continues, of course, but what matters more now is the line-up of the

  rival factions of Marxists, and the schism between the conservative church and the revolutionary tercer mundo priests. It is the dialectic of which Castro and Allende represent the two

  opposite, visible poles. It is not in South-east Asia, the Middle East or Africa that the ideological battle of the seventies seems likely to be waged, but in South America. Here, one feels,

  may well be the battleground where the orthodoxy of Soviet communism will triumph definitively over Maoism, or vice versa.6




  This, outstandingly, is what makes Allende so significant and all Andean America so fascinating – and so dangerous – as well as being a reason why Anglo-Saxon editors should smother

  their yawns and try to show an interest in the goings-on of what John Donne once called the ‘unripe side of earth’.




  ‘To begin to understand South America, you have to be a romantic,’ a Chilena warned me. It is hard to know which is more difficult for a gringo; to be a

  romantic, in the true Latin sense, or to resist being one. In Andean South America, you can barely pass a day without encountering something that provokes either distress or despair. Everywhere

  there are the insoluble miseries, the inequalities and unfairness of life that grind in upon the eye and the conscience. For all the fabulous wealth of natural wonders, any visit to South America

  would be intolerable to a half-sensitive person but for one thing; the wonderful warmth of the people. Whether in Chile, Colombia, Peru or poor poverty-stricken Bolivia, I have seldom encountered

  anywhere else in the world such universal friendliness, helpfulness and sheer boundless hospitality. It ranged from young way-outers of the MIR to middle-class farmers who were about to lose

  everything in Chile, to diplomats and oligarchs and government officials in all four countries. With such a burden of gratitude it would be invidious to single out here any to whom I owe particular

  appreciation, but if in the pages that follow I am able to express a fraction of the warmth I felt for the countries and people visited, I hope they will accept that in lieu of specific thanks.




  I am also indebted to officers of the US State Department and USIS who showed me outstanding courtesy when travelling with William F. Buckley jr in his official capacity; to the Latin American

  Centre at St Antony’s College, Oxford; Chatham House, Canning House, the Chilean Embassy in London, and Christopher Roper of Latin America for various facilities and assistance

  received. My gratitude – and admiration – is due to Mrs Angus Nicol who once again typed and helped research the manuscript, and without whose self-sacrifices it could never have been

  completed in time.




  Special permission to reprint material previously published in articles has been kindly granted me by: Forum World Features, Encounter, the Spectator, the Village Voice

  (USA), the Sunday Telegraph and National Review (USA). I am grateful to Brian Crozier for permitting me to draw from his article written for Forum World Features, ‘The Santiago

  Model’. My thanks are also due to Peter Smith of Reuters for invaluable help in assembling the illustrations.




  
Preface to the second edition




  How many authors, I often wonder, ever read their own books? Or (if they do), find them better than expected? I don’t, of my own volition. Comparisons usually turn out to

  be invidious. An exception was Small Earthquake in Chile, when, in 1987, I found myself taking a group of travellers to Peru as lecturer and had to bone up on what I had said about it,

  sixteen years previously. There was a double purpose in re-reading it, because the trip to Peru also gave me a longed-for opportunity to revisit Chile – the first time since 1971, and coupled

  with the rare occasion of an interview with General Pinochet. As I went along, retracing old footsteps, I found myself growling involuntarily from time to time, ‘not bad’. It

  wasn’t that it was a great work of art, but it did seem to me to represent, more faithfully than I could ever have hoped, things that I had seen and experienced in Allende’s Chile and

  its neighbours. Some of the judgements of the time appeared dated, or overtaken by events (which in Latin America they have a habit of doing), or just plain wrong, but my fundamental conclusion

  that – as of 1972 when Small Earthquake was first published – Allende’s Chile was heading for disaster, and for the cataclysmic explosion that eventually overtook it in the

  shape of Pinochet, still stands up. Already by 1971 the outline had been sketched for a case-book study of a Socialist planned-economy, in all its folly and wastefulness. With the timelessness of

  the guerrilla dilemmas that continue to confront the West, I feel the chapters about the late Comandante Pepe in Chile, and the Teoponte in Bolivia, have equally not lost their point.




  Looking back in the comfortable hindsight of eighteen years, I am a little appalled at our foolhardiness in venturing into Pepe’s lair up in the mountain wildernesses of Southern Chile. It

  seemed no more than resourceful journalism, then. But now, in the experience of all the savagnott wasn’t just plain crazy – and that we might well never have been seen again!

  Particularly, it seems perhaps irresponsible of me to have taken Nena with me into the lion’s den; as a Chilean, the consequences could have been that much worse for her. At the same time,

  the knowledge acquired, by both of us, on that unique occasion was something simply not to have been let go by default.




  So I re-offer it, sin verguenza, as a period piece, with two added chapters bringing the story up to date, as Chile stands poised to leave the blanket with which it has been shrouded

  these past sixteen years by the Pinochet junta and return to the fold of democratic rule, or something approximating to the status quo ante, pre-Allende; which is where I came in.

  With a few abridgements (but, I hope, no fudging), the text is as I wrote it; only the explanatory footnotes have largely been added. The title remains unchanged; alas, it still seems to take a war

  in the Falklands or a Marxist take-over in Nicaragua to shake Britain or the US out of their rooted apathy towards Latin America. Meanwhile, the enterprising Germans and French, now Japanese and

  Italians – and even Chinese – merchants move in to pick up the commercial plums.




  

    Alistair Horne


    Turville, 1989


  




  





  Chapter 1




  Favourite Son Turns Cannibal




  New York City, January 1971




  I am on my way to Greenwich, Connecticut, to lunch with a prominent Chilean self-exile, a recent refugee from Dr Allende’s new Chile. New York is gripped in the grey pall

  of midwinter; but greyer still is the aroma of self-flagellation and self-doubt that hangs over the country as the Vietnam war rumbles on to the defeat that most Americans have now begun to accept

  as inevitable.7 One does not need to reach the Andes to realize that the US image throughout Latin America is at an all-time low. And why? Because it has

  been deserted by that mystical attribute of machismo which so impresses Latin Americans and which is – after all – little more than the science of success and self-confidence.

  Fidel is macho, but Uncle Sam is not. ‘Why have all the Andean Countries suddenly gone Left? Because we’re losing. They see we’re losing in Vietnam’ a hawkish

  columnist remarked to me the other night during one of those endless, sterile, played-out arguments on Vietnam. But the sense of ‘we’re losing’ goes deeper, far deeper than

  Vietnam . . .




  We finally pull into Greenwich. A thin, icy wind blows down a deserted platform. No sign of Chavela. My heart begins to sink. I have only three hours for lunch, before having to get back to New

  York, and I know enough about Chilean punctuality and Chavela’s own special brand of hospitality to make me fear the worst. After twenty minutes or so, a car sweeps up in a flurry of snow.

  Out gets a large, vigorous and handsome lady with a thatch of straight, white hair, greeting me with great warmth, effusive with apology. In the back are a shivering son-in-law and grandchild;

  still dressed in tropical clothing, they too are ‘exiles’ who have just arrived from the Chilean midsummer that very day.




  In her late sixties, Chavela Edwards is the widow of the head of the Edwards empire, one of the oldest, wealthiest and most powerful of all the Chilean oligarchies. Of English origin several

  generations back, there was hardly any aspect of Chilean life in which the Edwardses did not occupy a position of eminence: banking, shipping, aviation, insurance and breweries, and – above

  all – the press. They owned a sumptuous house in Santiago, several large and efficiently run farms, a ski lodge up in the mountains and a university. Within the tightly welded family

  monopoly, the most important component was Chile’s leading newspaper, El Mercurio. Enormously influential and highly conservative, El Mercurio during the past election had

  fought tooth and nail against Allende – who had pledged that – should he be elected – he would ‘get’ El Mercurio.




  In England, in October, I had briefly met Chavela’s son, Agustín (‘Doonie’) Edwards, the present head of the family, and then President of El Mercurio. Doonie

  told a harrowing tale. Following the elections of September 1970, and even before the Chilean Congress had given its official ratification to Allende’s victory, he had been forced to flee

  with his wife and six children at a moment’s notice. He had received a number of menacing threats from the extremist MIR (Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria, the Chilean equivalent

  of the Tupamaros) and semiofficial warnings that he and his family might be seriously in danger if they remained in Chile. At a moment’s notice they had taken off from an unscheduled

  airfield, literally – claimed Doonie – under fire from the MIR. In its significance for Chile, it was an extraordinary state of affairs; as if, in England, Lords Thomson and Camrose had

  together fled to Bermuda on the advent of Mr Wilson. Had Doonie over-reacted? His account inclined me to scepticism, but until similar circumstances actually confront oneself and one’s own

  family, it is not an easy judgement to pass.




  Chavela insists on taking me to lunch at the house where she is living temporarily – ‘just outside of Greenwich’. Doonie would be there. But first we must buy some provisions.

  My heart sinks further. Couldn’t I please stand her lunch somewhere in Greenwich? No, out of the question. At the supermarket, the amazed housewives of Greenwich are asked

  collectively: ‘Now what can I give this nice Englishman for lunch?’ At last, a huge basket is filled. Then: ‘but who can cook?’ It is obviously not a necessity that has ever

  faced Chavela with her platoons of domestics in Chile. Through chattering teeth, the son-in-law admits that he can make a tortilla. The basket is emptied and refilled with eggs. A whole hour

  has gone by. At last we reach a large, comfortable, typical New York banker’s house with ‘A Edwards’ on the mail-box. Doonie is all right. Now working for Pepsi-Cola, he is not

  over-anxious to talk about Chile. ‘They’ were already beginning to seize Edwards property in Chile. Things were getting worse and worse. ‘You must go and see the people on

  Mercurio, and my mother will give you any other introductions you need.’ We part.




  In a two-roomed shack across the road, where Chavela is lodged, the frozen son-in-law is at work on his tortilla. I sit down on a box (there is no other furniture) to question Chavela

  about Chile. But the grandson has delightedly discovered a remote-control gadget for the TV – a fascinating new toy – and every few minutes our conversation is drowned by sudden blasts

  of pop. Then, a yell from the kitchen: ‘There’s nothing to turn the tortilla with.’ Resourcefully Chavela produces a shoe-horn from under the bed. I find myself wondering

  whether the Russian grand-duchesses had managed as well after the 1917 Revolution. When at last the long awaited omelette is ready, I have barely half-an-hour to make it to the station. Slithering

  at high speed back along the icy road, Chavela furiously scribbles down names; not, it turns out, those of Chilean politicians or journalists or captains of industry whom I should see, but her

  secretary, chauffeur, butler, cook and lady’s maid – who would, of course, ‘look after’ me in Santiago. I picture the reception I might have if I rolled up to interview

  members of the Allende government in an Edwards Cadillac, and head back to New York, a little frustrated.8




  The hours before leaving for Bogotá are crammed with interviews and briefings by Latin American pundits from Washington, such as the special envoy from Dr Kissinger’s office for

  whom I have had to truncate my visit to the hospitable Chavela. Some of it is ‘off-the-record’ for my travelling companion, Bill, only; the rest is more interesting for what it reveals

  of official US attitudes to South America than for the actual background information, masterfully presented as it is. The trauma induced by Allende’s election, and by the general leftwards

  trend in the Andes as a whole, is unmistakable. And, as so often with reverses to US policy, there is a manifest sense of personal rebuff. After so many recent slaps in the face abroad, the

  reactions of US officialdom to each new setback seems increasingly to be one of jaded déjà vu, rather than surprise or outrage. But Allende’s Marxist triumph shocks

  because it has come about in the most unexpected context of all. Even the US ambassador, Ed Korry – a former bureau chief of United Press, as well-informed as any ex-journalist should be

  – whom we were shortly to meet in Santiago, had predicted an electoral victory for Alessandri’s conservative National Party.




  The history of US policy towards Latin America as a whole seems to be one constant swing of the pendulum between excesses: between studied indifference, ignorance and downright neglect and a

  kind of slushy romanticism of rediscovery; between paternalistic imperialism and reformist altruism backed with quite incredible generosity. In return, the US — like any rich relation –

  has received little real gratitude for its best efforts. As John Mander recently remarked in Static Society: ‘Seven fat years, and the people will thank God; seven lean years, and they

  will blame the United States.’ Today, after some bad experiences, any new US initiative tends to be written off as a machination by the supposedly ubiquitous and all-powerful CIA. The US was

  the first to recognize the new nations of Latin America after the Wars of Independence against Spain (1825), but her subsequent grabbing of vast hunks of Mexico suggested that this was not without

  an element of self-interest. Then (from 1848 onwards), half a century of disinterest, while the States consolidated its ‘Manifest Destiny’ westwards, was followed by forty years of

  imperialist involvement in the Caribbean, of which the annexation of the Panama Canal zone and the Spanish-American War of 1898, relieving Spain of her last remaining footholds, were focal points.

  In 1933 came the second Roosevelt and the ‘Good Neighbour’ policy. Although it often expressed itself in Carmen Miranda-style propaganda, with such films as Walt Disney’s Three

  Caballeros – well-intentioned but wounding to Latin American amour-propre – the Good Neighbour era undoubtedly did much to improve the US image down south. But, as was

  revealed by Washington’s alarm at Brazil’s apparent vulnerability to Axis designs, at Argentinian pro-Fascist sympathies and Nazi penetration of Chile, this too was strongly tinged with

  self-interest.




  After 1945, when any strategic threat to South America had been removed and the reconstruction of Europe dominated US thoughts, the ‘good neighbours’ were once more allowed to return

  to their stagnant backwater. Eisenhower carried forward the neglect of the Truman era; the good Dulles could barely keep awake when they played ‘Down South of the Border’. Some strange

  inconsistencies of policy were allowed to occur. One of the highest US decorations was awarded to Perez Jimenez, the unpalatable dictator of Venezuela; a few years later he was being extradited

  from Miami to face criminal charges at home. Military coups in quick succession in Argentina and Peru brought withdrawal of US recognition from the latter, but not the former; yet the generals

  subsequently restored constitutional rule in Peru, but not in Argentina. Meanwhile, the petering out of the Korean War and the end of US stockpiling brought a serious collapse of South American

  export earnings.




  Warning of the mounting wave of resentment against the US came during Vice-President Nixon’s visit of 1958 when he was mobbed and spat upon. But it took the high-tension jolt of Castro

  really to shift US policy towards Latin America as a whole. Although as a senator the newly elected President Kennedy had shown no particular interest in Latin America, when he spoke of it as the

  ‘most important area in the world’ for the US he aroused a great wave of expectation. And he backed up his words by launching the Alliance for Progress, an imaginative scheme of

  economic aid on an unparalleled scale. Born at the Punta del Este conference of August 1961, the Alianza planned the expenditure of at least $100 billion over the next ten years, of which

  $80 billion would come from Latin American exchequers and the major part of the remaining $20 billion from the United States. For sheer size the programme dwarfed even the Marshall Plan, which

  totalled some $17 billion, but it was also a totally new form of aid, dependent on a charter of sweeping social reform. Only those governments which fulfilled the conditions laid down by the

  Alianza charter would qualify for the dollar funds. It was to aim for an annual overall per capita increase in income of 2.5 per cent.




  In effect the USA was underwriting a social revolution in Latin America. Immediately it earned the hatred of the oligarchs, and later the mistrust of the apostles of reform in Latin America, as

  it came to seem to them that the Alianza was not going to live up to its ideals and was doing little more than bolstering up the old oligarchies. For, although the US poured in over a

  billion dollars a year, building thousands of new schools and homes, irrigating millions of acres of new land and creating potable water systems across the continent, the Alianza turned out

  at best to be a part failure. Soon after Kennedy’s death, it seemed to run out of steam. In Washington, despite hopes of ‘Latinizing’ the administration of the Alianza, US

  bureaucracy bogged it down so that it became just another aid programme, linked to governments and technicians. In Latin America, hopes pinned upon finding a middle class eager for reform proved

  illusory. It is a shortcoming common to most of its nations, where there has never been anything to compare with the British industrial bourgeoisie of the Victorian era, which came to impose its

  own manners and morals on the nation as a whole. Instead – as Claudio Veliz, a distinguished Chilean writer points out – the emerging middle classes in Latin America traditionally

  sought to become absorbed within the oligarchies; therefore they became firm supporters of the Establishment, not involving themselves with the implementation of significant agrarian or fiscal

  reforms. Managerial ability was also found lacking, and, above all, the united political leadership of the Spaaks, Schumans and Monnets, which had helped bring the Marshall Plan to fruition in

  Europe of the late 1940s, was just non-existent. One after another, the US wooed nations and statesmen who seemed to promise to conform to the Kennedy ideals of social reform. One after another

  each was found to be wanting. Only one, the Chile of Eduardo Frei, at last gave grounds for hope; ‘the last best hope’, one US author called it in the title of a book.




  But the myth of Kennedy transcended the fate of the Alianza. To South Americans, he was something unique; Catholic, youthful and macho, he managed to capture that spirit of innate

  romanticism in a way which no pragmatic, materialist leader from North America has ever achieved. Kennedy’s impact on Latin America was – and is – incalculable, and universal; in

  1961 a popularity poll carried out at Bogotá’s National University gave Kennedy a 71 per cent rating, compared with 28 per cent for Castro. In South America, I was to meet many people

  of all walks of life who regarded Kennedy, rightly or wrongly, as ‘the only American statesman who thoroughly understood’ the continent. He understood the frustrations of

  underdevelopment, the longing for change and the sensitivities of easily injured pride. And he was assassinated. They have never forgotten, or forgiven, that.




  After Kennedy, at least in Latin American eyes, US policy returned to its more familiar rhythm. Johnson tried to keep up the Kennedy momentum, but the priorities of Vietnam were too obsessing.

  Local economies continued to be shackled to the export of commodities or raw materials, rather than the encouraging of more profitable industrial products, and in not altering this status quo the

  ‘partnership’ of the Alianza began to seem to both nationalists and left-wingers little different from the US imperialism of fifty years before. Also Johnson lacked the lyrical

  appeal of a Kennedy. In 1964, he met the Panamanian riots with heavy-handedness, and the following year the US Marines went ashore in the Dominican Republic in the good old style of Teddy

  Roosevelt. Nothing unites the individualist nations of Latin America more than an overt intervention by the northern colossus – and Johnson’s adventure brought forth a continental howl;

  followed by a marked deterioration in the US image. Meanwhile, from Washington’s point of view, separately the Latin Americans were succumbing to government after government antipathetic to

  the Alianza principles of ‘reform through representative democracy’. Argentina and Brazil were taken over by right-wing military regimes; while in Peru and then Bolivia,

  left-wing, nationalist military elements seized power and promptly set about expropriating US companies.




  Only in traditionally democratic but economically stagnant Chile did there seem to be a consistent ray of hope. After his election in 1964, Eduardo Frei and his left-of-centre Christian

  Democrats showed they meant business on reform. Inflation was cut, the rich made to pay their taxes, farmlands reallocated to the landless, slum rehousing projects and major educational improvement

  schemes launched. A compromise scheme providing for the progressive ‘Chileanization’ of the copper companies, Chile’s biggest source of revenue, was agreed amicably by the United

  States. From its established scepticism about Latin American prospects in general, the US reacted ecstatically towards Frei’s Chile. Writers dug up and dusted off Bolívar’s

  remark of long ago: ‘If any American republic is to have a long life, I am inclined to believe it will be Chile. There, the spirit of liberty has never been extinguished; the vices of Europe

  and Asia arrived too late. . . .’ And they gave wide circulation to de Gaulle’s apostrophizing Chile (on his 1964 visit) as ‘the pilot country of Latin America’. Chile was

  suddenly discovered to be ‘the most important country in South America, and Eduardo Frei is its most important man . . . because of its effort to steer a decent middle way’ (John

  Gunther).




  Leonard Gross, who encapsulates much of the liberal adoration of Frei in the US, went so far as to claim (in 1967) that if Frei had lost to Allende in 1964 it would have meant:




  

    

      first, the vindication of Nikita Kruschev’s theory of peaceful revolution; second, the intrusion of Marxism into the hemisphere, not on an isolated island, but in a

      respected mainland country; third, an end to US influence in Chile, and a loss of influence throughout the hemisphere; fourth, the loss of a billion-dolllar US assistance investment. . . .


    


  




  He added ominously that ‘if Frei and Chile fail, the future for democracy in Latin America will seem grim’. To back up the reigning favourite, the US poured in over

  $1.3 billion during the 1960s; over the past twenty years Chile received altogether from the US more money per capita than any other country; private investment there totals somewhere over $850

  million. ‘Chileanization’ of the copper mines was greeted as showing ‘that confiscation of foreign owned industries through the crude device of expropriation is

  passé’.




  Now, in US eyes, Frei and Chile have failed. The shock, wrote Bill Buckley, was ‘as though the child on whom we devoted the most attention and care had decided, upon finishing graduate

  school, to embrace cannibalism’.




  To compound the shock, it is plain that there is added gloom in Washington at the unexpected speed with which Allende, after just two months in power, is already setting about the

  ‘Marxification’ of Chilean institutions. The press is being muzzled – they say – the army neutralized, the judiciary undermined, the remaining copper assets are certain to

  be completely taken over. We shall see. And what will Mr Nixon do? He will be ‘cool and correct’, will play wait-and-see, and adopt a ‘low profile’ position. It is an apt

  expression, reminding one of the man in the top hat bobbing behind children’s coconut shies in days past. Keeping his head down seems about the best that any US president could do, under the

  circumstances.




  It is a cold Saturday afternoon, 16 January, when we take off for Bogotá. Travelling with W. F. B. jr is never a simple, uneventful affair. The first thing that happens,

  the tickets are left behind at the check-in counter. Each accuses the other of negligence. The rest of the plane is subjected to another ten minutes of soothing music while an emissary of the

  airlines makes the hundred-mile dash across the airport. Unruffled, Bill gets down to his usual airborne work routine. Out come the tape-recorder, typewriter and multiple dispatch cases that I am

  to lug halfway across South America. Dictating letters, writing a couple of columns, and possibly part of a new book, he can somehow still keep up a lively conversation. Did I know what coffee from

  Venezuela came to be called during the war? ‘Stalingrad coffee, because it can’t be taken!’ I am not sure how amused the Venezuelan air stewardess is. Sooner or later a lurch of

  the plane causes an eruption of a Buckley dispatch case, filling the first-class compartment with paper. Helping to gather it up, the pretty stewardess is promptly charmed into acting as a

  temporary unpaid secretary, licking up envelopes, and so on.




  There is a brief pause to allow us to take in the horrors of Miami airport: the endless concourses seemingly leading nowhere, the stuffed baby crocodiles marked ‘Souvenir from

  Havana’ but with a stamp on their bellies saying ‘Made in Colombia’. Bill is attacked, mercilessly, by fans. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mr Buckley; I watched your programme last

  week and just wanted to shake your hand.’ I am amazed by the universal urge of (North) Americans to make themselves known to public figures. Imagine an England in which everyone who spotted

  David Frost or Enoch Powell at a bus-stop wanted to shake hands with him! What a nightmare! Bill says it’s normal; that’s the only way to get to be President. One sweetly smiling lady

  announces that she has ‘so enjoyed your debate at Oxford against Kissinger’. With cool affability Bill put her straight; it was Cambridge, and Galbraith. I hiss that this is no way to

  reach the White House. Later, the sweet smile turns on me: ‘And I hear you’re a great medical historian.’ She is going to Bogotá for a Kodak conference. (Or was it

  Caracas, and Xerox?) As we leave Miami, Bill tells me about the hijacker who held up the pilot and orders ‘Take me to Miami!’ Amazed, the pilot replied: ‘But we’re scheduled

  for Miami.’ ‘Yeah,’ replied the hijacker, ‘that’s what they told me on the last two flights, and each time we landed in Havana!’ At that precise moment, Bill,

  who never moves without a compass and an altimeter, notes that we are flying due south. ‘My God, Al, we’re heading straight for Cuba!’ In the distance we can already see a grey

  shape beneath the clouds. Abruptly the plane makes a ninety-degree turn, followed by two more before it continues its course. It is a bare fifteen minutes from take-off; just a passing reminder of

  what the presence of the alien, hostile island in the Caribbean means, daily, to the North American consciousness.




  





  Chapter 2




  Land of Violence




  Bogotá




  Dino Pionzio meets us at Bogotá airport. A voluble ex-Neapolitan with a mephistophelean beard, Dino is a close friend of Bill’s from Yale days, now political

  counsellor in the US Embassy.9 Talking like a machine-gun, while all the time miraculously managing to keep a Vesuvian pipe going, he treats us to a

  remarkable rundown on all South America as we wait for our luggage to appear. When it does, my holdall looks suspiciously flaccid, and I discover that I am light of my shaving case and a new pair

  of shoes bought in New York. Dino suggests amiably that the theft was much more likely to have occurred at J.F.K., the Bogotanos being generally less light-fingered than his own countrymen,

  susceptible only to the more spectacular forms of crime. Nevertheless, for the next few days I keep hoping to spot a diminutive Colombian sporting a pair of outsize suedes like Charlie Chaplin.




  In Colombia the great Andean cordillera splits into three, making it a nightmare for road builders and a paradise for bandits. Bogotá sits in a kind of upland arena that was once a lake

  bottom, 8,700 feet high, in the middle of one of the ranges. Colombians hasten to tell you how untypical Bogotá is, a little country of its own in a vast mass nearly five times the size of

  Britain, and certainly one feels remote from the scorching Caribbean littoral and Amazonian plains. I wake up with a vague sensation of tenseness and lurking irritability, recognizing symptoms

  experienced a year earlier at Mexico City’s 7,500 feet. We are staying in the Tequendama, a Hilton-style pile part-owned (strangely enough) by the Colombian Army. Its base, a townlet of

  boutiques selling colombiana and emeralds, is where Britain’s soccer pin-up, Bobby Moore, was once involved in what Harold Macmillan might have designated a ‘little local

  difficulty’. But the jewel shop concerned has vanished; and so has the mysterious señorita and all the other principals involved in that episode. Outside my window the Cerros, jagged

  outposts of the Andes, rise up almost from the immediate foreground, an improbable tint of viridian green capped with a dazzling white. Set against it, just across the road, ant-like figures are

  finishing a not distasteful flamingo-pink skyscraper. The strong, tropical colouring, intensified by the thin air, is completed by a passionate sky. Great violet clouds swoop below the low peaks

  with disconcerting suddenness, full of menace but seeming never quite to bring rain. So very different from the pallid English skies that Romain Gary’s ‘Lady L.’ thought

  ‘went well with good manners and well-brought-up children’, it is a factor that at once imposes on one’s awareness with its latent ferocity.




  In front of the Tequendama is a charming small colonial church, San Diego, that seems to belong more to an up-country village than a sophisticated city. Beyond it is the bull-ring, where Palomo

  Linares is billed to appear next Sunday.10 I wondered what it would be like to face a murderous bull at this altitude, when reflexes tend to be slower and

  your heart pounds with any mild exertion. But tauromachy is evidently not the only spectacle witnessed in the Santa Maria ring. In the 1950s the crowd booed the flamboyant daughter of the then

  dictator, General Rojas Pinilla, after the first bull had been dedicated to her; the following Sunday, Rojas packed the Plaza with his supporters, and spectators who declined to cheer him at a

  given signal were knifed or cudgelled or thrown down over the barriers. Eight were killed and a hundred more injured. On my return to Colombia I was also to see the ring used for some unscheduled

  roughstuff.




  We are taken to admire the Plaza Bolívar, the centre of the old city, a vast paved square with a cathedral of rather austere late baroque style on one side, a statue to the

  Libertador in the centre, and numerous plaques to various martyrs who died during the ferocious guerra a muerte against Spain. In one corner is a low, typical colonial house,

  white-washed, with a patio surrounded by pendent wooden balconies, unmistakably and gloriously Spanish; it is a Bolívar museum and is full of encomia phrased in the most exquisitely flowery

  Spanish. The mantle of the Libertador hangs heavy over Colombia. He created it, gave it its independence, then fled into an exile of disillusion as his creatures turned against him and his

  grandiose schemes of a united continent; a sequence setting a baneful pattern that has plagued the South American nations ever since. Apart from the area immediately round the Plaza and a

  sprinkling of exquisite colonial churches, Bogotá is a modern city. The reason for this, chiefly, is a terrible bout of civic madness in 1948 – called the Bogotazo – which

  spread rapidly across the whole country, and during which much of Bogotá was burned down.




  An American (Yanqui) once described Colombia as a mixture of ‘Socrates and Jack the Ripper’. Colombians are proud to regard Bogotá as the intellectual and

  cultural capital of South America. They stress that its acclaimed founder, Jimenez de Quesada, was not a conquistador but a scholar and lawyer. There are supposedly more bookshops per square inch

  than anywhere else, and a more academically correct Spanish is spoken than in most parts of Spain. Even hotel porters use such delightful archaic courtesies as ‘a sus ordenes, su

  Merced’. Colombians are less proud of the other label, but will reluctantly admit there is a streak of violence – outstanding even by any other Latin South American standard –

  which runs through their history, and has deeply influenced it. Until quite recently, Bogotá was a deserted city after dark; nobody dared venture out.11 ‘Never argue with a taxi driver,’ cautions Dino, and then tells, among other horrendous tales, of a female compatriot who was recently belaboured with an iron bar

  and had both arms broken, after she had rashly remonstrated with a bus-driver for scraping her car. Many householders carry guns, or even have their own ‘vigilantes’. Does this instinct

  for violence stem from some peculiar racial admixture of Moro-Spanish, Indian and Negro? From climatic conditions, or altitude? Is it a coincidence that Mexico City, which shares very similar

  altitude/climatic factors with Bogotá, also just beats it for the world’s highest murder rate? Or was the instinct for violence instilled in Colombian society from very earliest days,

  from the guerra a muerte, when the Libertador himself showed the way with the unnecessary killing of eight hundred prisoners-of-war in one massacre.




  At the end of the last century, Colombian Liberals and Conservatives fought out one of the most disastrous of the continent’s civil wars. In his fascinating novel, Nostromo, written

  at the turn of the century, Joseph Conrad clearly had it in mind when he described:




  

    

      stories of political outrage; friends, relatives, ruined, imprisoned, killed in the battles of senseless civil wars, barbarously executed in ferocious proscriptions, as

      though the government of the country had been a struggle of lust between bands of absurd devils let loose upon the land with sabres and uniforms and grandiloquent phrases. . . .


    


  




  At least a hundred thousand Colombians perished in this Thousand Days War. But it was nothing compared to La Violencia that started as recently as 9 April 1948, with the

  assassination of Jorge Eliecer Gaitán, and which could have been equally well characterized by the passage from Conrad. Gaitán was a left-wing Liberal of unique personal magnetism and

  rhetorical power, greatly beloved by Colombia’s legions of under-privileged. His enemies regarded him as a dangerous demagogue, and undoubtedly if he had survived he would have headed a

  radical, populist faction leading to the almost certain disruption of the long-established, precarious balance of Liberals and Conservatives. Possibly, he might have become another Castro. As it

  was, he was shot down in the street by an unknown gunman, who was immediately lynched. Enraged mobs then proceeded to burn down a large part of Bogotá, killing any political opponents they

  could lay their hands on, under the horrified eyes of the delegates to the Ninth Inter-American Conference, including the US secretary of state, General Marshall.12 The Bogotazo spread across the whole country, degenerating into local feuds in which village massacred village, family slaughtered family – and was then revenged.

  ‘We are riding a wildly spinning wheel where today’s victims become tomorrow’s executioners, and these, in turn, the future victims. Each victim feeds on the idea of retaliation,

  so that there will be enough hatred in Colombia for the next 150 years,’ predicted one Colombian newspaper.




  Accounts of the atrocities committed during La Violencia turn the stomach. Luckier victims escaped with nose, lips or ears cut off. Crucifixions were commonplace, while the more refined

  tortures had their own special names. There was the corte de corbata, whereby the throat would be delicately slit and the tongue extruded to hang down like a tie or corbata; the

  corte de mica, corte de franela; bocachiquiar, which consisted of making hundreds of small punctures from which the victim slowly bled to death; picar para tamal or

  ‘cutting up the body of the living victim into small pieces, bit by bit’. Nobody was safe; pregnant women had their foetuses ripped out and replaced by roosters, infants were

  pitchforked, and children – sometimes as young as eight years old – were raped en masse. ‘I find in our ethical situation,’ wrote a distinguished Colombian, Luís

  Lopez de Mesa, ‘an element and a refinement of horror unknown in the world, because the cruelty was applied, not to adversaries or possible rivals, but to brothers, equal in condition. . .

  .’




  The forces of law and order were themselves often involved; one wretch had his tongue removed by the police, with the explanation, ‘We’re cutting it out so you won’t ever again

  shout vivas to the Liberal Party.’ Often motives were even less specific; in one incident bandits burned the hacienda of a wealthy Conservative landowner, killed his foreman and two

  sons and raped his daughter, and when he dazedly asked why, the answer was simply ‘porque usted es rico y blanco.’




  There were no battle fronts in this terrible civil war, and Colombia’s impossible geography rendered the divided police and army powerless to stop the killing. By the standards of

  today’s South America, the actual political differences between the warring parties were slender enough. The Conservatives (Bolívar’s party) stood, roughly, for central

  government, the ascendancy of the Church, and private property; the Liberals for federalism and secularization – but they did not go as far as anything so revolutionary as, for instance, land

  reform. The political folly of the Violencia is admirably characterized in that superb fantasy, Cien Años de Soledad13 whose

  revolutionary hero, Colonel Aureliano Buendiá, ‘organized thirty-two armed uprisings and he lost them all. He had seventeen male children by seventeen different women and they were

  exterminated one after the other on a single night. . . .’ A Liberal, Aureliano becomes totally corrupted by the war, shoots his best friend in the name of the cause, and ends by forgetting

  the principles at issue: ‘From now on we’ll fight only for power.’




  Sickened by this murderous anarchy, in 1953 Colombians welcomed a coup d’état by an army general, Gustavo Rojas Pinilla. ‘As the nation cannot be without a government,

  and someone must govern,’ declared Rojas with beguiling modesty, ‘I assume the power.’ At once Rojas declared an amnesty for any armed freebooters who surrendered, bringing a

  temporary pause to the Violencia. By its end, up to 300,000 Colombians were estimated to have been killed. In one small community alone, 503 out of 509 families were found to have lost some

  close relative. But, apart from being the man-on-horseback who happened to be around at the critical moment, Rojas quickly proved he had little aptitude for governing. Trying to emulate

  Perón, he ran the country into debt on showy programmes of social welfare (which in fact aided few) and on the customary extravagance that so often proves irresistible to Latin American

  generals when brought to power – the unrestrained purchase of prestige arms. Inflation took over, and by 1957 Colombia was gripped by a severe foreign exchange crisis.14 That May, Rojas was ousted and exiled by a five-man military junta. But, in his unpopularity, he had achieved the seemingly impossible: reconciled the Liberals and

  Conservatives. Meeting discreetly in Spain, moderate leaders of the two warring factions hammered out an extraordinary truce. For a period of sixteen years, starting from 1958, the country would be

  ruled by a Frente Nacional, whereby there were to be elections every four years but the two main parties would share power (exclusively) at all levels by means of a parity system, and

  alternate for the Presidency. It is a little like Wimbledon; the toss was won by Liberal Lleras Camargo; followed by President Valencia, a lovable and hedonistic figure who caused a minor outrage

  at a reception for de Gaulle by crying out ‘Long Live Spain!’ The current service is in the Conservative court, since Misael Pastrana Borrero took it over from Liberal Lleras Restrepo

  in 1970. It is also the last service, because the sixteen-year truce comes to an end in 1974.15 In so far as it brought a degree of peace and honest

  government to Colombia the Frente Nacional has been a success. But the patronyms of its leaders – Valencia, Restrepo, Lleras – are oligarchic ones familiar to Colombian history,

  and through dividing the political spoils between them the Liberals and Conservatives virtually disenfranchised the country’s rapidly growing have-nots. Nor did they produce solutions for

  Colombia’s basic problems, deferring to some future date the social revolution that the assassinated Gaitán had seemed to promise.




  La Violencia and the Wimbledon-style truce that followed it are uniquely Colombian phenomena, but their consequences assume patterns common, and vitally relevant, to other Latin American

  countries. First and foremost, there are the left-wing guerrillas. With growing discontent at the Frente’s torpidity in social reform, in the early 1960s the expiring Violencia

  was resurrected, and polarized in a different form. Much as Karl Marx himself tried to cast the Paris Commune of 1871 as a fundamentally proletarian revolution, so Marxists now claim the Colombian

  Violencia historically to have been a class struggle. In fact, it was not – any more than the Commune was – in so far as poor peasants murdered poor peasants with equal

  impartiality. Then, however, came Castro’s triumph in Cuba, and later more substantial inspiration in the form of weapons, specialists at guerrilla warfare, and indoctrination material. Aided

  by the prevailing state of anarchy, several of the bigger armed bands during the Violencia had already set themselves up in Andean fastnesses as ‘independent republics’. The most

  remarkable of these was called Marquetalia, which – with no roads connecting it to the rest of the country – covered some two thousand square miles south of Bogotá and lasted

  nearly fifteen years. It was originally founded, back in 1949, as ‘Gaitania’ by a peasant leader, ‘Charro Negro’, who was also a member of the Central Committee of the

  Communist Party. When he was killed in 1960, its name was changed and control passed to another member of the Central Committee, a legendary pistolero known as ‘Tiro Fijo’, or

  ‘Dead Shot’ – alias Manuel Marulanda. Gradually, because of Tiro Fijo’s importance in its hierarchy, the PCC (Communist Party of Colombia) became committed to the defence of

  Marquetalia; finding itself, almost by accident, with a full-scale guerrilla movement on its hands.




  But Rojas’s timely amnesty of 1953 struck a heavy blow at the guerrilla movement, with its members laying down their arms by the thousand. (Indeed, had it not come at this time,

  Marquetalia might well have developed along the lines of Cuba’s Sierra Maestra, the base from which Castro was able to launch his campaign to sweep out the Batista regime.) Then, in 1965, a

  rival set-up appeared on the scene, Castro-orientated and calling itself the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (National Liberation Army) (ELN). Attracting predominantly

  students, the most portentous feature of the ELN was its recruitment of a young priest of great personal appeal called Camilo Torres. It is worth digressing briefly on Torres, not only because of

  what his defection meant in Colombia, where the Church has the strongest influence on the continent, but because he represents a new phenomenon of great consequence in today’s Latin American

  scene as a whole. Torres was born in 1929 of respectable upper-class parents; his namesake and kinsman was one of Colombia’s leading martyrs of the Wars of Independence. Part of his training

  he spent working with Abbé Pierre, the apostle of the down-and-outs of Paris. Increasingly frustrated by the failure of the ultra-conservative Colombian church to side with the forces of

  reform, by 1965 Torres was on the verge of breaking with it. He began his political career by founding a United Front, embracing factions of the extreme left as well as – initially — a

  significant body of ‘progressive’ Christian Democrats. Squaring his conscience, Torres made a declaration of impressive clarity that could well become a standard creed for Latin

  American priests caught up in similar conflict of the spirit:




  

    

      As a Colombian, as a sociologist, as a Christian, as a priest, I am a revolutionary. I consider that the Communist Party has genuinely revolutionary elements, and thus . . .

      I cannot be anti-Communist . . . because, although they may not know it, many of them are true Christians. The Communists should be well aware that I will not join their party. . . . However, I

      am ready to fight with them for common aims; against the oligarchy and the domination of the United States, to seize power for the people. . . . The basic thing in Catholicism is loving

      one’s neighbour. For this love to be true, it has to be effective. . . . We must therefore take power from the privileged minorities in order to give it to the poor majority. This is what

      a revolution is all about, if done properly. The Revolution can be peaceful if the minorities do not offer violent resistance. . . . Revolution is not only allowed to Christians but is

      obligatory for those who see in it the only effective and large-scale way of carrying out works of love for everybody.


    


  




  Alarmed by Torres’s extremism and the threat of Communist domination of his United Front, the Christian Democrats began to pull out. Swiftly the United Front

  disintegrated, and in disillusion Torres (now out of the Church) joined the ELN. From the mountains, he issued an explanatory proclamation in January 1966:




  

    

      When the people called for a leader and found him in Jorge Eliecer Gaitán, the oligarchy killed him. The people will believe them no more. The people do not believe

      in elections. The people know that legal resources are exhausted. The people know that armed force is the only way. The people are desperate. . . . I have joined the National Liberation Army

      because I found there the same ideals as in the United Front.


    


  




  A month later, Torres was killed in an ambush. The rumour ran round Bogotá that he had been shot by his own people, to provide both the Colombian Church and youth with an irresistible new

  martyr. Certainly, in the words of one of his sympathizers Richard Gott, ‘as with Che Guevara, Camilo Torres in death was a more potent symbol than he had been when alive, especially outside

  his own country’. So be it.




  In order not to be outflanked by this more vigorous rival, the ELN, the Soviet-line Communist Party promptly responded by according Tiro Fijo’s peasants ‘official’ guerrilla

  status, and redesignating Marquetalia imposingly as the Rebel Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC). At the same time the Communists attempted frantically – but in vain – to dominate the

  whole Colombian guerrilla movement. An almost identical struggle was to develop with Che in Bolivia in 1967. Next, the Maoists made their bid with the creation, in January 1968, of a Popular

  Liberation Army, the Ejército Popular de Liberación (EPK) – just thoroughly to confuse things. Although the EPL was, apparently, the child less of Peking than of

  indigenous Maoists, it nevertheless established a precedent as the first Chinese-orientated guerrilla body in all Latin America, with Colombia the first to have three distinct – and mutually

  opposed – Marxist guerrilla movements; a precedent of quite outstanding significance in today’s ideological war, and not just limited to continental boundaries.




  Predictably, the PCC slated the ‘Pekinese’ EPL as ‘small groups of “ultra-revolutionaries” embodying the most negative petty-bourgeois trends’, and accused it

  of ‘forcibly pushing the people into battles the meaning of which they do not understand, and are not yet prepared to wage’. The antagonism between the three rival sets of

  guerrilleros undoubtedly worked to the government’s advantage. By 1968 it could claim that, whereas two years previously guerrillas had been operating in eight out of twenty-two

  departments, they were now all but liquidated; the most active group, the ELN, was said to have been reduced from five hundred men (in 1965) to seven.




  Responsible for the military mopping-up operation had been a colonel called Alvaro Valencia Tovar, who had commanded the Colombian army’s crack Fifth Brigade, based on Bucaramanga, and

  regarded by US experts as perhaps the continent’s most effective anti-guerrilla unit. Now a general, in charge of the Military Academy, Valencia Tovar was to be our first visit in

  Bogotá. Accompanied by Dino, and the chief USIS officer, we are invited to his house, a pleasant one-storey villa surrounded by garden such as you might find in any North American suburb.

  The general is dressed in a civilian grey suit. On his desk he proudly displays a metal plaque with an oriental inscription on one side, and ‘Captain Alvaro Valencia Tovar’ on the

  other; a memento from the Korean War, to which Colombia was the only Latin American country to send a fighting unit. Aged forty-six, he is rather short, quiet-spoken with blue eyes, pink cheeks and

  fair hair, and could easily pass for a Dutchman; in fact, it would be hard to think of anyone conforming less to one’s image of a South American general. But Valencia Tovar is evidently no

  ordinary general. Recently he published a novel, called Uisheda, which received acclaim as far off as the New York Times. The theme of Uisheda is that there is no point

  countering guerrillas with mere violence, that the only solution lies in producing more food, social reform, more jobs – possibly an obvious concept, but not for a top professional soldier

  and rebel-killer in Latin America – and where in the British or US armies would you expect to find a budding novelist among the senior brass? The general’s English is flawless, and

  lucid – although the USIO, one of those Americans who never uses one word when five will do, keeps interpolating his remarks in the most irritating way.




  Militarily, claims the general, the insurgency situation is well in hand. The Maoist EPL is isolated and starving up in the mountains of Antioquia near the Panama isthmus. A group of the ELN

  that was allegedly planning the kidnap of a US diplomat was rounded up just the previous week; otherwise for some time they have given the appearance of being in a state of disintegration. Over the

  past two years, Tiro Fijo’s FARC, whom the general rates as the most efficient of the three bodies, have given up fighting the army altogether. But it is not because they have been physically

  defeated. Unfortunately, one can not claim that. The reasons are more disquieting. ‘One has reason to believe,’ says the general, ‘that the FARC have had orders from Moscow to

  disengage from the country, give up guerrilla activity altogether, and concentrate on establishing revolutionary, but non-violent, nuclei in the cities.’ It seems that they are having some

  success and that they are actually in control of several cities – notably in the south. ‘Has the FARC perhaps been encouraged by the success of the Tupamaros’ concentration on

  urban “terrorism” in the cities of Uruguay?’ I ask. ‘I don’t think it’s really that – yet,’ replies the general. He thinks it is much more in line

  with the overall Soviet doctrine for South America; the steady peaceful penetration of political and social institutions with a view to appearing as a ‘respectable’ alternative

  government. ‘This is, after all, what has brought them into a position of power in Chile now, and that must be very encouraging to the official Communist Parties all over the

  continent.’ In tandem with this strategic withdrawal of the FARC, and equally disquieting, is the immense expansion of Soviet diplomatic and cultural activity since relations were resumed in

  1968. The Russians are extremely busy in the universities, and over a hundred young Colombians are currently studying on scholarships in the Soviet Union. The next most disturbing factor, comments

  Dino – and the general agrees – is the support that the Marxist revolutionaries are finding within the Church. Since the ‘martyrdom’ of Camilo Torres, a ‘Golconda

  Group’ of dissident priests has been founded in his memory under aegis of a Father García, and already several more priests have apparently exchanged their habits for machine-guns. If

  the Golconda strain were really to take root among the devout Colombians, this could well satisfy the ‘fish in the sea’ hypothesis expounded by Mao for the success of guerrilla

  movements.16
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