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Praise for Tales from the Sharp End: A Portrait of Chile





“Tales from the Sharp End is a genuine pleasure to read. If you haven’t yet visited Chile, you will want to after reading this book. Natascha Scott-Stokes has an engagingly personal writing style, and her portrait of Chile is rendered evocatively in a series of unforgettable stories about the nature, people, and history of the land she has come to feel a part of. There is humor and beauty here, as well as bittersweetness. In the end, this is Natascha Scott-Stokes’s ode to the place that she has chosen to live in and to love. Reading her, one cannot help but feel that she has given over a part of her soul to Chile, but that—delightfully for us—it has been a reciprocal exchange.”


—Jon Lee Anderson, author of Che: A Revolutionary Life







“Natascha Scott-Stokes offers readers the rare gift of combining an outsider’s skeptical peek into a foreign land with an insider’s keen grasp of Chile’s cultural quirks and politics, dramatic turning points and unparalleled landscape. Tales from the Sharp End is a witty, richly colored gaze at Chile from within.”


—Pascale Bonnefoy Miralles, author of The Investigative Brigade: Hunting Human Rights Criminals in Post-Pinochet Chile







“A most welcome addition to the literature on Chile. Natascha Scott-Stokes gives us a broad overview of this remarkable land, weaving together natural history, Spanish explorers and colonizers, as well as the country’s troubled recent history.”


—Mary Helen Spooner, author of The General’s Slow Retreat: Chile after Pinochet
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Introduction


Chile is the dagger in the back of South America. A country born of greed and desire, with a long history of destruction, mirrored even by the forces of nature that regularly shake human constructions to the ground in massive earthquakes and smother all life in suffocating smoke and ash from hundreds of volcanoes, of which 105 have erupted at some point over the past five centuries. Insecurity and violence is always the dominant theme in this country.


This was not the context uppermost in my mind when I persuaded my family to emigrate to Chile in 2006. Instead, I was focused on bringing my depressed husband into the sunshine and returning to the bewitching world of Latin America, where our relationship had blossomed almost two decades earlier.1 Admittedly, that was in the exquisite setting of eighteenth-century Antigua Guatemala, but we both agreed our beloved Central America was not a safe or practical place to live with two young sons. Nor were other culturally enticing destinations like Colombia, Brazil, or Peru. And so we agreed on Chile, one of the most highly developed countries in Latin America, characterized by modern infrastructure, a strong economy, and political stability—at least, it was between the return of democracy in 1990 and the social uprising of October 2019.


My impression during a research trip was favorable. The country felt like an old-fashioned Spain, and while colorful Indigenous markets and the exhilarating unpredictability of elsewhere in South America were generally missing here, public transport was comfortingly punctual and you didn’t seem to have to worry about crime either.2 With a young family, we were not looking for anything exotic or the thrill of danger. What we wanted was a safe place to bring up our children and give them the chance to become bilingual in Spanish and English; we also sought to open their eyes to a wider world without risking malaria or a gun to the head. And so we arrived at Santiago’s airport on a crisp October morning, with eight laundry bags and no contacts. Within weeks a 6.3 earthquake shook us from our beds, but the locals insisted it was just a temblor (a tremble) and, in time, we learned to accept that attitude. Today, I don’t even bother getting out of bed unless plaster starts falling off the wall.


Chile is an extraordinary 4,300 kilometers (2,670 miles) long but never more than 350 kilometers (217 miles) wide, lined by the Andes Mountains to the east and the Pacific Ocean to the west. So on a transverse route you are either heading to the mountains in the oriente (east) or toward the sea in the poniente (west), while the Pan-American Highway gives you just two choices: up or down, north or south. Traveling along that dusty road is one of the great thrills of this part of the world, where you can access both the driest desert on earth and impenetrable cloud forests barring the way to Patagonian ice fields. In fact, that is the true magnet of this jagged knife-edge of a country: the unique landscape born of its geography and the gorgeous plant and animal life you can find there. Few things are more thrilling than climbing the coastal mountain in my valley to see both the Andes and the Pacific Ocean at the same time, or to set eyes on the mighty Baker River churning through southern Patagonia. European conquerors did not value the views nature has to offer, but this was and remains the country’s greatest treasure.


The portrait of Chile I have sketched in this book comprises self-contained themed chapters you can read in any order you wish, though they are set in the timeframe of my specific experience of living there from 2006 onward. They range in theme from history to travel, geography, and flora and fauna, and from society to art and culture. They also address the politics and violent conflict that are as complex and thought-provoking as the country itself.


Over the years I have been presented with many reasons to wish myself elsewhere, and yet I cannot bring myself to leave this heart-breaking land at the sharp end of climate change and human folly. What keeps me here is the wonder of a grassroots desire for change pushing through the concrete of oppression, and the timid hope that I am witnessing one of the most unequal countries in the world becoming something more just and humane. The storyteller in me is riveted by the human drama here, as intense and violent as the landscape I love. It may well end in tears, but the best stories often do, especially in Chile.


San Francisco de Limache
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Heart of Darkness


The Conquistador Legacy


Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness is not just to be found in the Congo. It has always existed wherever men (for it is usually men) have gone to chase their dreams, especially ones involving wealth and possessions and power. Latin America is no exception, but Chile is unique in the sense that it was the bottom of the barrel, as far as riches were concerned during early colonial times. Located at the southernmost tip of the Inca Empire and the South American continent, it was the least desirable commission for Spanish conquistadors who had missed out on the fabulous riches of gold and silver in Mexico, Peru, or Bolivia.


The region that became known as the Realm of Chile was where you went if you were too late or stupid or badly connected to cash in elsewhere, and the resentment and inferiority chip on the shoulder lingers in Chilean culture to this day. It shows itself in a brittle pride and profound suspicion of outsiders, best exemplified by one of Chile’s favorite jokes: How does an Argentinean commit suicide? He jumps off his own ego. The fun is to poke a stick in the eye of the oh-so-cosmopolitan Argentineans, who sometimes treat the insular Chileans with a certain condescension, but the bitter note is a clear sign of an undercurrent of resentment toward anyone who seems to be lording it over the locals.


Foreigners who come to make a life here need to step very carefully, even to this day, if they want to avoid causing offence by appearing too confident, too rich, or too clever. On a small scale, that means making every effort to speak Spanish and respecting local conventions. On a large scale—such as the famously controversial conservation trust founded by Doug and Kris Tompkins—it means trying to balance national pride against environmental protection, political agency against foreign intervention. It can even apply to much smaller efforts of well-intentioned help, as happened to the Filipino woman I knew who was thrown out of the Chilean Translators’ Association for trying to mount a campaign to blacklist unscrupulous companies without clearing it with the association first; and to the South African woman in my hometown who tried to mount a campaign to clean up the local river but ended up being vilified as the bossy gringa telling other people what to do. Finding the fine line to tread between local sensibilities and trying to be a good citizen according to Western liberal ideas is very hard indeed in this part of the world. To be fair, intervention by outsiders has a bad reputation here, particularly since the American CIA helped to destroy Salvador Allende’s democratically elected government in the famous coup of September 11, 1973, which resulted in seventeen years of vile military dictatorship under Augusto Pinochet.


Chile really does have an astonishingly dismal heritage, especially dating to the early colonial era, even by the cruel and avaricious standards of the sixteenth century, not least because it is the only country in Latin America where Spanish military forces failed to conquer the most significant Indigenous population, despite the tiny army of warriors the Spanish faced, compared to the vast armies of the Aztecs in Mexico or the Inca forces in Peru. In fact, the Mapuche are the only native people of South America who were never conquered by a colonial army (though they were finally defeated by the republican Chilean army in 1881), and they carry on doing battle to this day, still fighting for their land and the survival of their culture against a cruel and violent government that continues to attack, imprison, and even arbitrarily execute them.


The man celebrated as the founder of the Realm of Chile is Pedro de Valdivia (1497–1553), a high-ranking professional soldier who gained his royal commission to become the first governor of Chile by outstanding service to imperial forces all over South America. But this is a sanitized version of events, because the first European to set foot in what was to become Chile was actually someone called Gonzalo Calvo de Barrientos, who started his career as a common criminal in Seville, where he avoided prison by being shipped off to South America instead. The next time he shows up in the history books is when he was caught stealing items from the Inca Atahualpa’s gold ransom in Peru. This time his punishment was to have an ear cut off, leading to his becoming known as El Desorejado (the un-eared one) and also being banished to the remotest part of Atahualpa’s empire, the region beyond the Atacama Desert to the south. And so he set off for his banishment in 1533, three years before an actual conquistador headed in that direction.


Barrientos traveled over the Andes and along the eternal desert coast facing the Pacific Ocean, where he found a home at last, in the lush valley of Quillota, near the mouth of the Aconcagua River, almost three thousand kilometers south of Cuzco. He was lucky to be allowed to become a pastoralist among the local Indian population and was even permitted to take several wives, so his main claim to fame is as the father of Chile’s mixed mestizo race. Over five hundred years later, I was shocked to be told by my gardener that the reason Chilean society is so hopeless is because they are from such poor genetic stock, though it was the Indian blood he was lamenting, not the Spanish.


The un-eared one’s new life ended abruptly, however, when the famously brutal conquistador Diego de Almagro turned up in 1536 and began killing the locals. He and his army of mercenaries were particularly belligerent by the time they encountered Barrientos, because hundreds of their number had already died during a terrible winter crossing of the Andes near Lake Titicaca (on the borders of modern Bolivia and Peru) and because all their suffering during the agonizing march south appeared to have been for nothing. They found neither gold mines nor other riches and certainly had not come all this way to be farmers.1 Almagro’s expedition was deemed a failure, and he returned to Peru full of resentment against his former partner Francisco Pizarro, very soon going to war against him for control of the much more lucrative territory around Cuzco. But this, too, was a failure, and Diego de Almagro was first strangled and then decapitated after losing the Battle of Las Salinas in 1538.


By the time Pedro de Valdivia was granted a royal charter to explore the lands south of Peru, a couple of years after the events just described, the reports about that region were so negative that (according to his first letter to the Spanish king) men avoided the expedition “like the plague,” and he was forced to sell his Bolivian silver mine to finance the project. Even offering exorbitant wages, he could only muster 150 Spaniards to accompany him, of whom a good number died during the agonizing journey over the Andes and through the Atacama Desert. History does not record how many of the several thousand Indigenous slaves they took with them survived.


The expedition took eight months to reach what is now central Chile. Upon arrival, Valdivia had to spend more precious funds persuading the local Indian leaders to leave the Spaniards in peace long enough to build wood-framed houses and stockpile food supplies. But his project was a struggle every step of the way, with even his business partner plotting to kill him, to the point where he was forced to hang five of his own men before he could officially establish Santiago on January 24, 1541. Nor did his gifts to local chiefs ensure the peace. The Spanish settlers were soon known by the local Picunche people as cupais (devils), and the first version of Santiago was burned to the ground before the year was out. In truth, Valdivia’s gifts were nothing compared to the brutal methods he employed to gain control over the region, and retaliation was bound to come. His enemies were many, not least the Picunche leader Michimalonco, whom Valdivia had forced to hand over his best gold mines in return for his freedom, which he inevitably took advantage of to unite competing chiefs against the Spanish.


Valdivia’s report of the disaster of Santiago’s burning is full of pathos, recording that his men were left with just one fork, a single hen, and one cockerel. But there is no mention at all of the person who saved the day: namely his mistress, Inéz de Suárez, who was the exception that proves the rule in terms of Chile’s bloody male-dominated history. Not only is she recognized as the only female conquistador of Latin America but she matched her male counterparts for courage and ruthless violence, most famously exemplified by her actions to save Valdivia’s forces during the battle that took place while he was busy quelling an uprising elsewhere.


According to eyewitness reports, the Spanish were vastly outnumbered—130 men, women, and children to 10,000 warriors—and close to capitulation after an entire day of fighting, when Inéz intervened to suggest a dramatic gesture was needed to destroy the enemy’s courage and turn the battle in favor of the Spanish. The men listened with respect, given that she had proven herself many times during their long march from Peru, but they thought her strategy was too risky. Namely, she proposed killing the seven Indian leaders, including the Inca governor Quilicanta no less, whom the Spanish were holding hostage, and throwing their bodies over the battlements. What if they really did lose that day? Revenge was bound to be even more gruesome.


“How should we do that?” the men asked.


“Like this,” she said, ending their timid discussion with one fell swoop of her sword that took Quilicanta’s head straight off.


Quickly, the other hostages were decapitated as well, and their heads were thrown among the attacking forces, where they immediately had the desired effect. The warriors retreated, turning their backs on certain victory, and the story goes that Inéz even donned armor and mounted a white horse to charge after them. At least that is the heroic pose in which she is depicted in historical paintings.


Unfortunately, that (in)glorious military success could not change the fact that Valdivia’s enterprise was a truly miserable one, in which his men were forced to work as hard as the slaves on empty stomachs. Hunger was a constant problem, and Valdivia records that fifty grains of corn and some onions were the standard daily ration in the early years. The Spanish also suffered unusually severe winters, during which heavy rains plagued their reconstruction efforts, grain stores, and health, while the threat of Indian attack never abated. Only massive increases to Valdivia’s men’s allowance prevented them from deserting, and he begged his royal patron for both money and reinforcements. But communication between the Spanish court and the Americas could take years, so he was forced to send a handful of men to Peru, with a commission to bring back as many men as gold could buy. But of the five men sent with Captain Alonso de Monroy, four were killed before they had even got halfway to their destination.


A gruesome footnote to this history is what happened to one of the men of Captain Monroy’s party, who happened to be a Black African: The Indians, who had never set eyes on anyone with skin like his, washed him in boiling water and scoured his flesh with dried corn cobs until he died “a cruel death.”


It took de Monroy three years to return to Santiago, by which time the new recruits were also starving, due to the horrific journey south and the many combat situations they had had to face along the way. Those who arrived by galleon from Lima were the lucky ones, but they hardly amounted to the several thousand men Valdivia needed to secure his claim, especially south of the Bio-Bio River, where the Mapuche armies were not only devastatingly brave but also highly skilled at beating back the Spanish, having learned to use their own guns against them.


Valdivia’s first report to his king, sent five long years after he set off to conquer the southernmost territories, is a pitiful record of misfortunes and pleas for help, and he ends his letter with the pathetic wish that at least those who come after him will be able to enjoy the fruits of his enterprise and the extravagant claim that it is a highly desirable prize. “There is nowhere better in the world,” he insisted, where the winters only last four months and the sunshine never fails; the pastures and agricultural opportunities are excellent; and the air is pure. All this is true to this day, though it is not what the Spanish conquerors were looking for.


Meanwhile, Inéz de Suárez was humiliated by her lover, who did not hesitate to disown her in return for having his status as the first governor of Chile confirmed in a court case in Lima, where he was forced to answer his enemies’ trumped-up charges, including that he was openly living in sin. “They sleep in one bed and they eat in one dish,” claimed the writ against him, which did not go down well with his Catholic patrons. He was a married man, after all, even if he had left his wife in Spain long ago. But he was forced to remember her and bring her to Chile, and Inéz was married off to his most trusted captain, Rodrigo de Quiroga.


But despite his personal and public sacrifices, Pedro de Valdivia never got to sit on his laurels. The battles with Indigenous armies were constant, especially in southern Chile, the heartland of Mapuche territory, and he was killed in 1553, after being the only Spaniard to survive the Battle of Tucapel. Reports of how he died differ. Some say his heart was cut from his chest while he was still alive, to be eaten by his conquerors; others say he was forced to drink molten gold; but these are all apocryphal tales, because there were no European witnesses to record his end. Between two thousand and five thousand Indian slaves fighting for him also died, but nothing is known about them beyond that statistic. As for his wife, Marina Ortiz de Gaete, she arrived from Spain a year after her husband was killed.


History does not record if Valdivia’s widow ever met his famous mistress, though it is hard to believe she did not, given the very limited society they lived in. The two women must have been a terrific subject for gossip, but the advantage belonged to Inéz in the end, because Valdivia’s favorite captain went on to become governor of Chile not once but twice, and Inéz lived out her long life enjoying the highest status early colonial society had to offer. Marina, meanwhile, got to live a lonely widow’s life on her husband’s provincial estate in southern Chile for over three decades, before she died aged seventy-nine. Both women used their substantial wealth to sponsor what they considered to be good works, and Inéz is even credited with converting thousands of Indians to Christianity, the height of achievement at a time when the Catholic Church claimed God’s blessing for the “Conquest of the Indies.” Her method is said to have been extremely persuasive, for those who refused to enter the church for baptism had their heads removed to participate in the ceremony without their bodies.
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Trails of Discovery


When I was a young child, my grandparents had a wonderful Christmas tradition that required us all to stay away from the sitting room until the first carols could be heard. Only then were we allowed to creep quietly through the door and into a festive wonderland bathed in the soft light of dozens of candles on a pine-scented Christmas tree. Tantalizing presents lay beneath the sparkling decorations and that sensation of thrill and anticipation is as close as I can come to describe how it feels to be in nature in Chile. The beauty is mesmerizing, and the hidden treasures fill you with an unquenchable desire. Always, you know there will be something to discover.


The magic of our new country caught us as soon as we escaped the capital to explore its environs, an early trip taking us to the seaside town of Pichilemu, just four hours southwest of Santiago. The town itself is nothing to write home about, but a broad sweep of sandy beach leads to a headland famous with surfers from all over the world, and its sandy tracks were our destination for a place to stay. We found somewhere tucked just on the other side of the sand dune wall hiding the final curve of the beach, and my young sons, aged eight and ten, were soon hunting for trophies among the tidal rock pools of a massive bulk jutting into the sea: Punta de Lobos. The sea lions and whales that once fed off the bounty in the freezing Humboldt Current are very rare now, but the ocean still threw up a million shells and brittle body parts for my boys to find, the most thrilling a starfish, and their bounty quickly filled the entire surface of our kitchen table. The variety of shapes and colors was thrilling, but so was the sheer quantity.
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Figure 1. Lanín volcano straddling the borders of Argentina and Chile.








A viewpoint perched on top of the jagged cliffs looked out to sea where the bronze light of sunset made huge waves sparkle in bottle-green splendor. The black-suited surfers paddling out far below made you think of seals, except they looked tiny and vulnerable against the razor sharp rocks facing their ride. It takes great skill to avoid being smashed to pieces, which is part of the attraction. The waves are as awesome as the danger and many have failed the test over the years. A tragic memorial of white crosses studs the rock face, each with a name and dates to recall a life cut short.
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Figure 2. A classic Chilean cowboy. Notice the huge spurs and wood stirrup.








It was spring when we first traveled to Pichilemu, so the roadsides were lined with honey-gold California poppies. Pastures framed by poplar and eucalyptus trees undulated toward a patchwork horizon, where snow-capped volcanos rose above a gauzy powder-blue landscape to the east. Looking west, on the other hand, a hard metallic light reflected off the Pacific Ocean beyond many acres of pine plantations, and the road became a roller coaster before escaping into the open vastness of the coast. The route from Chile’s central valley was a lovely introduction to the country’s famous agricultural countryside, taking us past the vineyards of the Casablanca Valley and into an ancient farmland, where lonely plank homesteads urged us to stop for their fresh baskets of strawberries and homemade honey.


At Punta de Lobos, the thrill was not only on the beach and in the ocean but also in scouring the sandy cliffs for a close look at the surprising variety of flowering cacti and succulents; these were not plants that had ever sparked my interest until now, but I had never seen their spectacularly delicate and beautiful flowers. Clumps of prickly mounds sprouted graceful necks with icing-pink petals; furry stumps were topped by flaming scarlet blossoms, while rubbery cups sprouted slim wisps of microscopic orange flowers. But the most thrilling sight of all burst out of the sides of towering cactus columns, where hand-sized flowers faced the sea like so many ballerina tutus (Echinopsis chiloensis). The concentric circles of their delicate white petals hid a deep throat of yellow-tipped pollen threads, where insects had to burrow far to reach the sweet spot. Individual flowers burst from the end of a sleek erection protruding among lethal spikes, and the most amazing feature of all was that each one only lasted twenty-four hours before shriveling into an ugly droop.1


Blink and you miss your moment with cacti, even if it is the right time of year, and there are several other spectacular plant species in Chile where timing and location are vital. The British botanical painter Marianne North knew this very well and tried hard to time her visit in 1884 so she could paint the magnificent flowering stalk of the Puya (Puya berteroana), a glamorous cousin of the pineapple plant. It rises out of a prickly base like a huge feather duster made of either a thousand china-blue or lemon-yellow flowers and humming birds love it. But the plant she wanted to see more than any other was the famous monkey puzzle tree or Araucaria (Araucaria araucana), which was brought to grace exotic parks in England in the late eighteenth century. Except, like so many travelers before and after her, she was told it was impossible, because the forests of southern Chile were difficult to reach—as they still are today—and she might not even find what she was looking for, because logging of native forest had already wiped out huge swathes, even in her day. “They said I must sleep out, be eaten by pumas, or carried off by Indians, a noble race which had never yet been conquered by the white man,” she recorded in her journal. “But as usual I found when I got nearer the spot that all difficulties vanished.” She came home with over thirty beautiful oil paintings, which were the last to be added to her life’s work and which you can see to this day in the Marianne North Gallery at Kew Gardens in London.
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Figure 3. Puya flower.








The city of La Serena, five hours north of Santiago, lies in a very different world of semidesert; it is also the gateway to the mystical Elqui Valley in the Andes Mountains, where the past and the future shake hands across millennia and humans are reminded just how insignificant they really are. Astronomers from all over the world study the universe through a window of the Earth’s clearest skies here, and their observatories dot the barren mountains like so many oversized mushrooms. Of course the historic inhabitants of this region didn’t need telescopes to develop the cosmovision that governed their lives, but the thrill today is to rediscover their ancient wisdom alongside the awe-inspiring technology of modern telescopes that let you see meteor showers and planets close up.


Traveling inland from La Serena, you very quickly appreciate how fundamental water is to life. The contrast between the verdant valley floor and the crumpled parchment hills above is striking. Nothing but the famous San Pedro cacti and other hardy plants survive on crumbly ochre outcrops high above, yet the juicy green fields either side of the Elqui River throb with agricultural activity while sunbaked villages hide under giant willow trees. The grapes grown here are some of the largest and juiciest I have ever seen, and they are not just for eating, either. Chile’s national drink is also made here, and no social gathering can begin without the famous pisco sour cocktail made with limes, pisco brandy, egg white, and sugar mixed with mountains of ice. Visiting the local distilleries is as popular as a trip to the observatories and there are plenty of tour companies that combine the two for that extra special sensation of taste and vision. But even if you can only afford camping under the stars and buying a bottle in the local supermarket, looking up into a night sky without light pollution feels like sitting in your very own space rocket, because all you can see is a black vastness speckled with a million stars and constellations, purer and brighter than anything you have ever seen.


If we hadn’t needed to find a decent school for our sons, I would have happily settled in the little town of Vicuña on the Elqui River. The cobblestone streets and brightly painted adobe houses reminded me of our beloved Antigua Guatemala, except this was better, because there were far fewer tourists and the torpid atmosphere was entrancing: a place to dream and let your creativity take off. No wonder this valley produced the country’s first Nobel Prize winner in literature. By this I mean not the more famous Pablo Neruda but the poet Gabriela Mistral, who taught in a local school before escaping to become a glamorous diplomat and whose life was marred by the loss of those she loved, most importantly of her adopted son, who committed suicide at seventeen and left a hole in her heart not even poetry could fill.


Chile is all about extremes, including extreme sports, and one of the most exhilarating experiences of my first year in Chile was to climb the Villarrica volcano, eight hours south of Santiago on the Pan-American Highway. The little town of Pucón at the heart of the Chilean equivalent to Swiss lakes and mountains made it an easy challenge, made even more pleasant by plenty of other climbers with whom to share the adrenaline rush and the sociable hostels.


Climbing the volcano alone is far too dangerous, and I endured my struggle with altitude and a compulsory pack loaded with crampons and ice picks in the company of at least fifteen others. But it didn’t matter. Each of us was quickly enclosed in our solitary challenge of one step at a time up the steep cone of Chile’s most active volcano. It was like climbing a five-thousand-step staircase with weights on your back and legs, and as we reached the ice and snowline, I tried hard not to think about the swift icepick maneuver we were supposed to perform the instant any one of us slipped. Neither my mind nor my muscles were feeling agile approaching the summit at almost three thousand meters above sea level, and my imagination shriveled into a dumbfounded blank at the thought of the poison gas or pyroclastic lava flows that could descend on us at any moment. But all the agony and sweat was forgotten the minute we reached the edge of the volcano’s gaping crater and were treated to an immense vista of the Andean mountain chain punctuated by its centurions of deadly snow-capped cones and the glittering mirrors of myriad lakes on the plain below.


For those who could stomach the sulfurous fumes, there was also the view of heaving lava in the cauldron deep inside the core of the mountain, and my lungs seized up at the poison air and fearful power I saw below. How many tourists had been cooked in that fiery broil? I wondered, and quickly retreated to a safer perch and fresher air. Later, I discovered our compulsory pack should have included gas masks, but no importa (never mind), as they like to say in a land where health and safety is never more than optional. We made it, and the thrills were not over yet, because the traditional descent is via an ice chute carved into the snow and ice that deposits climbers at the bottom of the snowline by the seat of their pants.


Pride forced me to follow my companions and I flew down the mountain in timid exhilaration. Truth be told, it wasn’t nearly as scary as it looked, because the afternoon sun had turned ice to slush and I even found myself using my hands to get up more speed. Next day, we took advantage of another gift the living mountain has to offer and bathed in a staircase of exquisite hot pools carved into the side of the volcano. Gazing at a cobalt sky through the steam and giant ferns rising above bubbling water, it was easy to have faith that all would be well, and I hugged my slippery loved ones in deep gratitude.


The thrill of getting the best of danger is one of the most addictive sensations of travel in Chile, yet there are few travel books about the country, perhaps because it is still very far away and challenging to reach—and that’s just getting to the capital city. Interestingly, almost every travel book published about Chile in the past two hundred years was written by a woman. A notable exception is former hostages John McCarthy and Brian Keenan’s Between Extremes, and that tells you all you need to know about the kind of person who ends up in this serrated country.


Easily my favorite book written by the select outsiders who have traveled this way is by Rosie Swale, who felt the overwhelming need to ride horses through the Atacama Desert, all the way Back to Cape Horn, embarking on an odyssey that was supposed to take four months but ended up taking over a year. The misery the conquistadors must have suffered in the Atacama Desert is powerfully evoked when she writes, “There is nothing green here, not even a cactus. No birds, no animals, no insects even. Nothing except mineral which horses can’t eat and bleached bones.” Still, after arriving in the lush forests of Patagonia, she wrote, “Maybe it was because it was so rare, or maybe it was just the wonderful intoxicating smell of the sun’s gentle warmth on the wet forest, but somehow the sunshine seemed of a different quality to that found elsewhere in the world.” I second that. Whether it is the freezing blues of Patagonia or the glowing lava skies of central Chile, the changing light casts a spell on you every day. I especially love the autumn sunsets, when the distant light over the Pacific Ocean turns from a gentle gold to sharp burned orange, and gun-metal clouds punctuate a fading azure canvas, each lined not with silver but coal-fire red reflecting off a huge crimson sun disappearing over the horizon. It is a spectacle I never get tired of.
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Figure 4. On the summit of Villarrica volcano.








“Look at the sky!” I have cried to my sons a million times, and even if they are bored of their mother’s repetitive calls, they have never yet failed to come see for themselves, because they know very well it might just be the most amazing sunset they have ever seen.
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The Poison Chalice


Women in History


The history of both men and women in Chile is often one of thwarted ambition and enforced endurance, except that in the case of women, it has almost always arisen from a lack of power and choice, even when they were high-born. The perfect example of this fate is embodied by Javiera Carrera (1781–1862), popularly known as the Madre de la Patria (mother of the nation) because she designed the independent republic’s first flag. In fact, she is nothing of the sort. More precisely, she is one of the most tragic martyrs of Chilean independence and a victim of her brothers’ pride and ambition.


Her status as the daughter of one of Chile’s richest families should have set her on a path of relative ease: to serve as a vessel to secure both wealth and bloodline with a good marriage and to entertain colonial high society with her skills in music, dancing, and polite conversation. While a formal education was not available to her, she soaked up the sophisticated debates of her father’s government circle and developed intellectual skills that meant she was at ease around high-level political decision-making from a young age; so much so, that her father made her his unofficial personal secretary. Nevertheless, she was married off to a wealthy merchant family at fifteen.


But her destiny as an elite matriarch and hostess was already over by the time she was nineteen, when her husband was killed on the dangerous overland route across the Andes to Buenos Aires (1,412 kilometers by paved road today). His horse panicked on a narrow mountain ridge, high above the Colorado River, sending both to a messy death in the depths below. The trek is dangerous to this day and modern horse trekkers who follow in Carrera’s path are obliged to sign release forms before they can set off. “There are moments when I am gripped by cold fear as the path narrows and I glance to my left or right and realize that there is nothing there, just a void extending maybe 500 feet to the swirling river below,” wrote John McCarthy of his trip along this path two centuries later.


Javiera’s trouble was quickly solved, however, when within a year she married a Spanish lawyer two decades her senior, who had come to work with her father in the colonial government. She bore five children in less than a decade, and all the while she was at the heart of political debate and diplomacy—a skill she was shortly going to need more than any other, for the death of her mother meant she had three hot-headed younger brothers to take under her wing.


Juan José, José Miguel, and Luís Carrera were twenty-four, twenty-one, and fifteen respectively when their mother died and Javiera became their guiding light and maternal haven. She was only twenty-five herself but already far more sophisticated than her elite brothers, who had by then enjoyed every privilege money could buy, including a military education. According to Vicuña Mackenna, Chile’s most renowned nineteenth-century historian, she was the brains in the family, and “managed” her brothers with her superior intellect. Unfortunately, they often behaved like entitled hooligans. The oldest, Juan José, was apparently more brawn than brains and preferred country life on the Carrera estate outside Santiago. José Miguel, meanwhile, had to be shipped off to Peru to keep the peace after he killed one of the family’s agricultural workers; and Luís, aged fifteen, was simply known as “Javiera’s boy.” But, despite his murderous tendencies, José Miguel seemed to be the most promising candidate for a leading role in Chile’s government, so he was sent to join the Spanish army, where he not only distinguished himself in battles against Napoleon but was also exposed to the revolutionary ideas of American independence.


José Miguel returned to Chile strongly in favor of the colony’s emancipation, which must have been a horror to his royalist father, and it was Javiera’s job to keep the peace. Yet she quickly became the power behind the campaign in favor of home rule mounted by her brothers and was at the heart of the action when José Miguel instigated a coup in 1811 that made him the country’s first president. (Note that independence from Spain was not officially recognized until 1818, when Chile formally became a republic). His brothers were given supporting roles as military commanders and Javiera famously sewed the first flag of the new nation state. More importantly, she influenced the content of Chile’s first constitution, which granted upper-class women the right to an education for the first time and abolished slavery.1 In truth, this was a small concession, given the tiny numbers of people involved in both cases, but it was moral progress at least. She also encouraged her brother to import a printing press, which soon led to the country’s first newspaper. Just how loyal she was to her brothers is underlined by the fact that her own husband was sacked from his government job for refusing to renounce the supremacy of the Spanish Crown, and neither she nor her brothers helped him to get reinstated.


True to his military background, José Miguel resigned from his own government as soon as there was a war to fight against Spanish imperial forces sent to crush the Chilean separatists and, from then onward, the history of the Carrera family became identified not only with Chile’s Wars of Independence (1810–1826) but also with the tragedy of division and betrayal that characterizes so much of the history of Latin America.


Indeed, Javiera found herself at a terrible crossroads in 1814, when the Chilean patriots were defeated at the Battle of Rancagua and her brothers were forced into exile in Argentina.2 On the one hand, she was the mother of seven children between the ages of seven and eighteen and married to a staunch Spanish royalist who never changed sides. On the other, she was the intellectual backbone of her brothers’ revolutionary movement. They needed her diplomatic skills more than ever in the treacherous environment of their Argentine exile, where they were extremely unwelcome for being stubborn Chilean patriots who refused to support the dream of a United States of Latin America, following the North American model. Powerful forces were ranged against Javiera’s brothers and she knew she had no choice but to follow them to Buenos Aires if they were to have any chance of surviving the shark-infested waters of political intrigue.


Her husband was horrified, but in a tragic surviving letter she tells him she cannot escape her birthright as a Carrera and must follow where destiny dictates (la necesidad a que me obliga el destino).3 The personal cost of her decision was going to be more terrible than she could ever have imagined and required extraordinary courage, beginning with her horseback journey over the Andes along the very same route on which her first husband had died. How dreadful it must have been to follow in his path, full of the heavy thoughts of a fugitive, and see the cleft where he was dashed to pieces at the very moment she was exposed to the same danger.


As for her children, she took her youngest son, Pedro, who was seven at the time, with her into exile, while the four others from her second marriage were well provided for by her husband and her own extended family. Inevitably, her firstborn son and daughter from her teenage marriage fared less comfortably, and there is a sad report of her eighteen-year-old daughter being left without even a bed to sleep on in one of Santiago’s freezing convents. But in that she fared no worse than her mother in Buenos Aires.


Javiera’s effort to ensure her brothers’ safety was probably doomed from the start, sabotaged by their impulsive natures and the powerful political alliances she could never hope to influence. Within months, for example, Luís was incarcerated for killing an important friend of the Argentine government in a duel, which meant his siblings were also targeted for punitive action. Javiera could do very little when all three brothers became fugitives once more, and her suffering in Buenos Aires and later in Montevideo was pitiful, according to surviving letters to her husband, who never gave up on her. Not only was she desperate for money but she was also very weak as a result of her long journey to Buenos Aires and missed her children desperately.


“Remember me most tenderly to my Pio, Santos, and Ignacio,” she wrote of her sons back in Santiago, who were thirteen, eleven, and eight years old. She added, “and my poor Domitila [aged twelve], who makes me sigh so much.” Little did she know she was not going to see them again for another ten years, by which time they had grown up without her.


Meanwhile, as her youngest and oldest brothers went into hiding and plotted a clandestine return to Chile, José Miguel escaped to North America and used his contacts there to drum up five ships loaded with men and arms to continue the fight against his rival liberators on the one hand and the royalist army on the other. But his plan was thwarted as soon as his fleet arrived in Buenos Aires, where it was confiscated by the Argentine government, which supported his opponents, and he was lucky to escape with his life to Montevideo.


Javiera did her best to help Juan José and Luís in their secret campaign to take their fight back to Chile, but they were betrayed on the return journey to Santiago and handed over to their enemies in the city of Mendoza. Nothing could save them after that, and they were executed on the main square, where they reportedly faced the bullets arm in arm, without blindfolds, on April 8, 1818. When the news reached their sister, who was incarcerated in a convent in Buenos Aires, it almost killed her too.


After four years in exile, during which she had often had to subsist on starvation rations, Javiera’s health and spirit were in ruins, and she would not have survived without the support of her American protector, the mercenary David Jewett, who helped her escape to her brother Miguel in Montevideo, hidden on a Brazilian ship.4 But her brother’s incurable habit of acting without thought for the consequences meant he alienated both his supporters and his enemies, which, according to Mackenna, turned him from the author of his destiny into a pawn in other people’s plans. Perhaps he was also blinded by an understandable desire to avenge his brothers and the cruel treatment of his father, who was brought back to Santiago from his island exile only to be held hostage by José Miguel’s arch rival for power, Bernardo O’Higgins, who forced the old man to pay not only for the cost of José Miguel’s American fleet impounded in Buenos Aires but also for the expenses incurred during the show trial and execution of his sons in Mendoza. He died a broken man the following year.


“Don’t trust anyone,” Javiera had advised her brother, but of course he failed to take her advice and blazed a trail of death and destruction across Argentina, intent on regaining power in Chile. Incredibly, like his brothers, he was betrayed near the city of Mendoza and put on trial by those who were delighted to get rid of the Carreras, once and for all. The execution took place on September 4, 1821, on the very same square where his brothers had died three years earlier. According to witnesses, he died just as bravely, shouting “¡Muero por la libertad de América!” (I die for America’s freedom!).


Alone in Montevideo, Javiera fell into a deep depression. Her years of sacrifice had been for nothing, and her adored father and brothers were all dead. Further salt in her wounds came from the fact that José Miguel’s bitter rival, Bernardo O’Higgins, was now the “Supreme Director,” and it was an open secret that he could have saved her brother from the kangaroo court that was used to eliminate him. To think that O’Higgins was reaping all the glory as the founding father of the Chilean state was sickening indeed, because he would never have had a chance without the early promotions he was granted in José Miguel’s own army. His greatest talent was nothing more than switching sides at the crucial moment and being in the right place at the right time. Even his role as the “Supreme Director of Chile” was a fluke, because the position was initially offered to the Argentinean general José de San Martín as reward for winning the battle that sealed Chile’s independence once and for all, but San Martín preferred to keep up the fight for an independent Latin America elsewhere.


Returning to Chile as long as O’Higgins was in power was out of the question, and so Javiera was left to grieve alone in Montevideo, while her husband struggled in Santiago and Jewett left to pursue his naval career in Brazil. The loneliness and sorrow of her final years in exile must have been terrible, but at least she did not have to wait too long before O’Higgins was deposed in 1823, which enabled her to return to Santiago and start campaigning for the repatriation of her brothers’ bodies.


Javiera’s loyal husband died shortly after the end of her ten-year exile, and her only consolation was that the application for the return of her family’s estate was successful. She could go home at last. Four years later, the campaign for the return of her brothers’ bodies was also successful, and they were reburied with full military honors in Santiago’s cathedral. Their Chilean funeral was her final public appearance before she retired to El Monte, outside the capital, where she lived a secluded life for another four decades.


“You could accuse her of having loved too much, but never of being selfish, which is the opposite of love,” wrote the historian Mackenna glibly, upon her death in 1862.
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“If you havent yet visited Chile, you will want to after reading this book.”
—Jon Lee Anderson, author of Che Guevara
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