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To my children.

To my daughter, Anna; my nieces, Luciana and Valeria; my nephew, Samuel; and their right to dream.

To Gene, for his love, his patience, his critiques, and his often silent company.

And to all of you, who at some point were afraid to dream, I leave you my stories.

I’m no one special, just a woman who was able to size up her obstacles.






PROLOGUE Eyes of Hate


All my attention was focused on his face. It’s what I remember most clearly more than two years after our encounter. That face that had raged red as soon as he saw me, and continued angry, indignant. His nostrils flared with his agitated breathing, which he unsuccessfully attempted to control. He responded quickly, hot, like a lit fuse, not letting anyone else talk. And then, suddenly, I heard it from his own lips, “We’re going to burn you out.”

We were in the middle of nowhere, in a remote area out in the countryside, and on a stranger’s property. Our cell phones couldn’t get a signal and the sun had begun to drop fast behind the towering trees surrounding us. Trees that seemed to remind us that it wouldn’t be easy to get out of that clearing if our hosts didn’t allow it. The smell of mosquito repellent on my arms fused with the whiskey and cigarettes on his breath as the conversation, at times, became more and more heated.

“Are you going to chase me out of here?” I asked, recalling the torches and the cross on the ground several feet from us.

“No, we’re going to burn you out,” he repeated, without hesitation, not blinking.

“You’re going to burn me out? How are you going to do it?” I said, cutting him off, somewhere between irate and terrified.

“It don’t matter, we killed six million Jews the last time,” he shot back, his gaze defiant as he registered his displeasure with each of my features.

My nose, my lips, my cheekbones, my hair. Although there are a thousand and one bloodlines running through my veins, everything in me screams “black,” and my African roots are undeniable.

There’s no doubt: I, Ilia Calderón Chamat, am black. Colombian, Latina, Hispanic, Afro-Colombian, mixed, and anything else people may want to call me or I choose to call myself, but I’m always black. I may bear Castilian Jewish and Syrian Arab last names, but I’m simply black in the eyes of the world. And he—my angry interlocutor in that remote and desolate place in North Carolina—was Chris Barker, the top leader of the Order of the Loyal White Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, the Imperial Wizard of this new white supremacist branch that had proposed “to turn the United States into a white and Christian nation, founded on the word of God.”

“He’s not saying physically…” his wife said, trying to ease the tension.

“Yes, physically, we are,” he quickly corrected her, then returned his gaze and sharp words toward me. “You’re sitting in my property now.”

Sure enough, I was on his land, surrounded by his people, and engaged in an argument that had gone well past the point of no return. The sun had vanished completely. The night engulfed the space around us. The only lights came from our cameras, aimed at the man icily pronouncing each syllable to say they were “going to burn” me.

I was afraid, I won’t deny it. Afraid like I’ve never been before. Afraid my fate had been sealed. Afraid I wouldn’t see Anna, Gene, my family again. And afraid that so many questions I’d had for so long would remain unanswered.

I should just shut up, not ask him anything else so that his fury doesn’t escalate, I thought for a fraction of a second. Yes, the silence, stealth, mutism that makes us invisible… like we’ve done century after century to survive, a sure bet… Yes, just like I learned as a child, like we were taught at church and in school… to be quiet, to tiptoe… Or not. Maybe I shouldn’t shut up. My head spun at a dizzying speed. Maybe it’s better if I talk back, if I tell him he’s a monster, a madman, that he’s sick, that he’s wrong, and that no one threatens me like that. That I’m a human being like him and he has no right to talk to me in that way.

My mind shut down from so much emotion and confusion as I sat in front of hate personified, at the mercy of the very hate I’d always wanted to look in the eye with the hope of finding answers to the many questions I’d had since I was a child. Why do they reject us? Why does skin color define us? What is the source of such pure hatred? What binds us to other human beings and what is it that keeps us so separate, to the point of such scorn? And, the most pressing question: How had I come to be here, and how was I going to get out of this—remaining quiet, as always, or facing it head-on?

Silence has a price. And, even though I’d ignored it most of my life, silence—like hatred, love, fear, and courage—also has a color.






1. Kerosene in Our Souls



If you hate a person, you hate something in him that is part of yourself.

Hermann Hesse



“Look, they’re marching with their faces uncovered,” María Martínez told me as she pointed at the images of a street protest on the screen. “Things have changed.”

That’s how all of this began: with a simple observation by Univision’s then vice president of News Gathering. Indeed, a lot had changed. Since the 2016 presidential election, it was undeniable that there had been a resurgence in the white supremacy movement and an increase in hate crimes in general. The headlines from the previous months served as evidence: “Hispanic beaten, told to go back where he came from”… “Portland man screams racial epithets before killing two”… “A student with white supremacist links murders a black soldier in Maryland.”

Although there’s always been discrimination, and racist and misogynistic insults have always been common currency, today’s technology allows anyone with a cell phone to capture an image and make it go viral. Thanks to social media, we were now encountering more news stories about these discriminatory voices all over society. The images María was pointing to now weren’t vintage pictures of the Ku Klux Klan or historical illustrations. These protesters were marching proudly, relaxed, wanting to be seen and identified, fearless before the law and public opinion. To ignore that would be to ignore reality, so we decided to explore the issue further and share it with our viewers.

“Let’s reach out to them, to these people screaming and waving the Confederate flag,” María said to Daniel Coronell, the president of our news department. “I don’t know how, but we’re going to interview them.”

Daniel agreed and they both suggested I be a part of the reporting team.

“But only if you want to do it,” María said, to clarify, because she knew it wouldn’t be easy for me.

“Yes, of course.” I had no doubts, not even for an instant. This was quite possibly my chance to try and understand where these emotions came from that others had expressed and directed at me: rejection, racism, unadulterated hatred.

When racism isn’t expressed in words, it can be hard to explain. And for those who’ve never experienced it, it can be hard to understand. How can you call someone out for the way they looked you up and down, or for the smirk full of alienation and disdain that crossed their face when they saw you at a restaurant? Or when you walk down a street lined with forced smiles, or take your kids to the museum and the other parents mutter and try to keep theirs away from yours?

Even though I’d wanted to ignore these issues for a long time, especially during my adolescence, I knew deep in my heart that every time I stepped out of my environment, I’d be made to feel like a stranger, like I didn’t matter anywhere else. Always living in a world where many people think you’re different but no one will say it to your face. Always enveloped by a particular kind of convenient silence in which, if something isn’t mentioned, it doesn’t exist. A little like “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” the U.S. military policy designed to avoid having to deal with sexual orientation or gender identification in the ranks. I’ve spent decades of my life practicing my own “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” in terms of my skin color and facial features. From the over-the-shoulder looks at school to the thousands of products I bought to straighten my hair to try to look more like other girls. Although I never wanted to think of myself as a victim of discrimination, rejection grazed me like bullets, no matter what kind of body armor I wore to try and ignore the problem.

Now, as I reached the zenith of my journalism career, without planning or thinking about it too much, work was giving me an opportunity to go toe-to-toe with racism, to look it in the eye, and this time I wasn’t going to avoid it. I wasn’t going to take refuge in “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” or “let someone else take it on.” Something had changed in me, and I wasn’t going to say no to this assignment.

That’s how the project to interview the leader of the new Ku Klux Klan came about: spontaneously, in response to what was happening and what we were sensing around us. It wasn’t, like many people later suggested, a ruse by Univision to make headlines or exploit the drama in Charlottesville, Virginia, which was still weeks away. Those demonstrations by nationalists and the now unfortunately famous riots would take place almost a month after what I’m about to discuss here. Nor was the color of my skin what determined that I would lead the report. I was simply there when it was planned and I’m a journalist and I wanted to do it. Period. Univision had decided to have a sit-down with the leaders of this movement because it was an ongoing and relevant topic that affected our community and for no other reason. I got the assignment in the same way it could have been given to any one of my colleagues. It’s always been important to Univision to inform and educate the Latino community in the United States about topics such as immigration, elections, the economy, security, health—in the same way it’s always been very important to report the stories of Latinos who make great sacrifices and work in silence in the fields and factories so their families can get ahead, so they can pay taxes and send remittances to those anxiously waiting back home for their weekly allowance. That’s why a story about the new resurgence of racism and xenophobia couldn’t be left out of our coverage. It was our responsibility to reveal who was attacking us, and under what guise.

“Wait a minute—Ilia is black and she’s going to meet with white supremacists?” That question came up later, as might be expected, among the members of my team. Some saw the color of my skin as an obstacle, others viewed it as a possible advantage in getting a better story. Personally, it terrified me. I was afraid the white supremacist leaders would agree to be interviewed by Univision, a network that represents minorities, but would say no to me because of the color of my skin, which is much darker than that of most Latinos. Besides fearing what might happen with me as their interviewer, I was also afraid of going deep on this subject, which was so personal to me. To prepare myself, I knew I’d have to review materials that featured black people like me beaten, harassed, killed, and that it would be like opening a Pandora’s box of horrors, with those atrocities you hear about but never want to see.

I won’t deny it, it hurts when you’re professionally excluded because of personal circumstances. A journalist is, first and foremost, a journalist, and that’s how we want to be seen—only after that can we be women, black, Latinos, or white.

“Let’s not get too excited,” María warned us. “These people don’t even have cell phones, they’re very much off the grid. All I’ve found is a number no one ever answers, a hotline for their announcements. I left them a message.”

And they answered! Who knows why but, incredibly, they responded and accepted our invitation. María told them the reporter would be “Ilia Calderón, a Latina of color.” To everyone’s surprise, they didn’t object. The interview would take place in a few days, on July 26, and the rendezvous would be in Yanceyville, a town of about two thousand in North Carolina, near the state line with Virginia. They’d give us the exact location once we were there.

“Get ready because they’re probably going to really insult you and use the N-word,” María said, in one of her now familiar reality checks while I read all I could about civil rights, the Constitution, the history of slavery, and anything else that could help me prepare for my interview.

Up until that moment, what I knew about white supremacists like the Ku Klux Klan I’d learned at a distance, through books and documentaries in my childhood and youth in Medellín, Colombia. It was through reading, especially during college in Medellín, that I discovered this aspect of American history: the ravages of slavery, the violence against African-Americans on the streets, and the great political and social battles that this had unleashed. In my elementary school in El Chocó, we didn’t read much about this American chapter nor about the suffering and struggles of black communities in other places. My teachers themselves served as the texts, as well as the work of Maya Angelou and Toni Morrison that I read on my own. But to read about it was still a step removed and these stories about hooded figures, slaves in constant flight, and visionaries such as Martin Luther King Jr. echoed from far away, from Hollywood, from which we got movies like Roots, Amistad, and The Color Purple. I would watch the scenes with people who looked like me and experience them and live them, but they were still just movies. Undoubtedly, my life in Colombia had been different.

During the modern period in my home country, we never experienced institutionalized racism like in the United States. Slavery was abolished in 1851 and, though discrimination spread into our customs and remains latent but present, we never had laws in the twentieth century as radical as those in the United States, where segregation was legal until just a few years ago. As a result, we didn’t have a civil rights movement like the kind that marked recent U.S. history and for which people are still struggling.

The Ku Klux Klan: a fear and problem as near to me as it was far away. That’s why I was so intrigued as I prepared for my journey “into the lion’s den.” The more I researched, the more I was surprised at how the Ku Klux Klan was depicted, as if it no longer existed, as if it was a past chapter in our history, over and done with. But those beliefs were still so alive! In fact, they’d never gone away, they’d never been eradicated. They’d simply gone quiet, in that silence so complicit with survival, what everyone uses to save their own skin. A silence they were using now to make a comeback and grow in unexpected ways, almost a century later, just as immigration to the United States reached its peak.

You don’t have to be an expert on the subject to understand that xenophobic and white supremacist beliefs have come back with tremendous force during the second decade of the twenty-first century, and that they operate with the same intentions although with different methods: They use the internet to recruit, they don’t cover their faces or hide, and they participate in the political process, winning over the generally discontent and integrating popular movements in Germany and France and even in the current administration in Washington, DC, where you can hear their speeches from the highest levels. They also take advantage of whatever concessions other groups make to sow new fears, including the (unfounded) theory that as others gain more rights, they—white people—lose rights. That was their new weapon, their new fuel.

And this was our new reality, my new reality. I would sit face-to-face with the heir to all those crosses, all those torches, and all those ropes, as he waited to take them up again to perpetuate his hate in new generations.

On the day of this very sensitive assignment, we flew to Charlotte, North Carolina. We stayed at a hotel that night. The next morning we drove for several hours. We’d rented two vehicles to carry all our equipment: cameras, lights, batteries, and a ton of other gear. We wanted to make sure everything turned out perfectly. María was traveling in one of the SUVs with her husband, Martín Guzmán, a veteran Univision cameraman, and I was in the other, along with our excellent photojournalist, Scott Monaghan.

That morning, both eager and anxious, we ate breakfast in silence at the hotel and waited with nothing to do, looking over the generic paintings on the walls and constantly checking our phones. At three in the afternoon, María got a call and we received our instructions: we needed to go up to Yanceyville. They would wait for us at a fast food restaurant on the main street and we would follow them from there.

On the way we talked about what we’d experienced in the last year and a half, since the current president, Donald Trump, had come to power.

Verbal attacks in restaurants and shopping centers, in parks and college campuses, on neighborhood streets, had become more common. It wasn’t new, we knew that. Immigrants have always been rejected, in every society, in every country. Rejected, in fact, by the children of immigrants who arrived before them: children and grandchildren of immigrants who’d completely integrated and had denied their ancestral languages in order to better assimilate to their new surroundings and camouflage themselves so they wouldn’t be noticed. Now, with such a charged atmosphere because of the political moment and the complexity of our people—diverse and with many different perspectives—we found rejection both in and out of our community. Sounds strange, doesn’t it?

Now, it seems some felt it their right to judge their neighbor. The hunting ban had been lifted: you could shoot at anything that moved on Twitter.

Once we got to Yanceyville, we could feel the hostility, or maybe it was just my imagination. The streets were empty, as were the local businesses, and everything seemed off. I remember construction going on in the middle of a street and, when we slowed down, I saw one of the workers in his fluorescent vest and helmet. He was a young man, tall, with dreads, skin as black as night and his eyes an intense blue. Mixed, I thought, ironically, as I recalled the history of these previously segregated states we’d heard so much about.

At the restaurant’s parking lot, we had to wait again for almost an hour, unwilling to get out of the cars until we got a sign from our hosts. What if it was all a joke? We were plagued by doubts. What if they had just pulled one on us?

“They’ll show up, believe me, they’ll show up,” María said to keep us calm, like always, in complete control of the situation.

And then, as if by magic, their car drove up, an old silver sedan. There were two women inside, their black shirts decorated with flags and insignias. I saw them clearly but they couldn’t see me. The windows of our SUVs were tinted dark. María got out and exchanged a few words with them, then returned to her SUV and signaled for us to follow her.

The highway was straight and endless, as is always the case when you don’t know where you’re going. On the sides of the road, everything was green and flat, with occasional dense forests. That was the view we had of this agricultural and mining America, of the North Carolina where no great battles were fought during the Civil War, but which sent more Confederate soldiers to the front than any other state to defend the practice of slavery, that incomprehensible need to have someone submit to your will.

My heart was pounding at a thousand beats an hour, my breathing was quick, and I kept glancing at my cell while Scott tried to change the subject by talking to me about his wife, his kids, and his experiences with difficult stories such as this one.

I took one more quick look at my phone and decided to make a call to calm my nerves.

“Gene, we’re losing our signal,” I told my husband right off as our phones started to get spotty cell coverage.

“I’m not liking this, Ilia,” he said, more worried about me than I was about myself. “I’m looking at the map and, according to what you’re telling me, you’re in a very isolated area. Let me know as soon as you’re out of there, and don’t take any risks. Remember, these guys aren’t messing around.”

Still, that brief call helped me relax a bit. His firm voice and words of support reminded me he’s an excellent dad to Anna and that, if something did happen to me, my daughter couldn’t be in better hands. So many thoughts crossed my mind! The truth is, I’d gone into this trip aware that I could be a point of contention, but my journalist heart was determined and I was too curious about finally confronting what I’d avoided all my life: racism.

Just as the very last bar of service disappeared from our cells, the silver car turned right onto a side road. All we could see was a tiny wooden house with the Confederate flag waving right at the entrance. A skinny dog leashed to a tree welcomed us with unfriendly barking. Next to the little house there was another structure that didn’t look habitable but was full of old junk and on the verge of collapsing.

It was already five in the afternoon and, though it was summer, it would be dark soon. I stayed in the car going over my notes, getting my courage up, and reminding myself why I was there. My eyes grew blurry staring at the Confederate flag, stirring in the light breeze. That worn-out piece of fabric reminded me what had brought me to this house. Even a century and a half after the Civil War, that symbol still carried an enormous power which somehow continued to divide us.

As they climbed out of the cars, María told our hosts I was getting ready and making a few calls, while Martín and Scott took photos of our surroundings. An experienced producer, María went in and out of the house, trying to measure the space. The rooms were so small, it would be impossible to get our equipment inside.

“We’re leaving,” said Scott as he got back in the car. “We have to follow them to a back field because we don’t fit here.”

As he drove down a path through the woods, Scott filled me in on what was happening.

“They treated me like a traitor because I speak a little Spanish and they tried to intimidate Martín because he’s Mexican, so I told them he was my brother.”

“And?” I asked, not hiding my concern.

“They left him alone but, you, you’d better get ready because they’re going to insult you more than they insulted him.” Scott wasn’t beating around the bush; he was trying to prepare me for what was coming. “I’m not even going to repeat what they said to Martín.”

As we crossed those six acres in silence, I was grateful for his honesty. I’ve never liked when people hide things or soften the truth. No need to sugarcoat it; I prefer bluntness, even when I may be walking straight into the lion’s den. And that’s where we appeared to be headed, following our hosts deep into the woods.

When we reached a small clearing, the cars stopped and everyone got out, except me. While María decided where to place the chairs and lights and Scott and Martín carried cables and cameras, I sat back and carefully observed them. There was Christopher Barker, the main leader and the one who would sit down with me for the interview, with another of his fellow Klansmen. Amanda, his wife, was chatting with Wendy, the other woman who’d gone with her to get us at the restaurant. They were basically two couples roughly the same age and of similar appearance: two men and two women between forty and fifty years old, white, three of them somewhat overweight, dressed modestly in jeans and the black shirts that appeared to be the group’s uniform. Nearby, two skinny and disheveled youngsters wandered around in their own world; I imagined they were the Barkers’ sons. Even though they were at somewhat of a distance, I could see the adults’ faces, which betrayed their unhealthy habits. In fact, soon there were cigarettes, one after the other, and then whiskey.

Out of nowhere, somebody knocked on the car window and nearly scared me to death. For a second, I felt a cold wave run up and down my body, immediately followed by a kind of tingling, like when your nerve endings are trying to alert you to danger. I lowered the window so as not to seem rude.

“Hi, how are you? Do you need anything?” It was Wendy, the other woman, greeting me with genuine friendliness, without a trace of surprise or rejection when she laid eyes on me.

“No, I’m good, thank you, thank you very much,” I responded, looking into her eyes, observing her sweet yet afflicted face and her messy hair.

Her very appearance told me she hadn’t had an easy life, that she was likely where she was because she believed it was all she could aspire to, and because of that need we all have to belong to something, even a group like the KKK. Often, amid the most sordid poverty, being part of a group, regardless of its purpose, is the only thing that can save us from our misery. I’ve seen it with gangs, when kids just want to be a part of something, be someone, and matter to somebody, even if it’s to a killer or tyrant.

Or, who knows, maybe Wendy was there simply out of love, to please the man she shared her life with. Without a doubt, the sweet woman who peered curiously over my car window was not an ideologue or a fanatic, nor did she feel the slightest need to insult me when she saw me.

“My name is Ilia Calderón. Nice to meet you, and thank you for having us.” I wanted to respond with the same courtesy.

“Ilia, that’s a pretty name. Do you want some water?” She was intrigued and wanted to keep the conversation going.

“No, thank you.” It was clear I wasn’t going to drink anything under these circumstances, even the glass of water sincerely offered to the enemy.

Finally, María gave me a signal and I knew it was time to start. It was time to confront hate. I sprayed my arms with bug repellent because, on a late afternoon in that type of setting, mosquitoes abound. I opened the car door and slowly strolled toward the circle of light generated by our equipment in the center of the clearing. It was approximately six in the evening and the sun was quickly dropping behind the highest trees. The crickets were the only sound—hundreds, thousands of invisible crickets—as everyone stood quietly, staring at me. I suddenly realized what had happened: the others had no idea I was black, even though María had told them on the phone!

“Hi, my name is Ilia Calderón,” I said, introducing myself as I sat in the empty chair facing Christopher and Amanda.

This is how I came to be in this situation. And I had to come out of it successfully, no matter what. That’s also when I saw his face for the first time. A face that’s hard to forget because no one in my more than forty years of life had ever looked at me like that. At first, it wasn’t the hatred I’d imagined. The look on his face was more cold indifference, the way you might look at someone beneath you, a being so insignificant they don’t inspire anything more than slight repugnance. That attitude struck me and made me shiver. In his eyes, I wasn’t even a human being deserving of hatred; I was a “thing,” a soulless vessel, a creature who didn’t even merit disdain. A more passionate and real hatred would come later when I, “the thing,” the soulless vessel, began to talk and make him uncomfortable with my questions. For certain people, inferior beings should be quiet and live in silence. So, when I began to talk, he was not happy. Christopher Barker, the Imperial Wizard of the White Knights, sitting next to his wife, Amanda, on his home turf, wasn’t going to allow a black person to contradict him or question his beliefs in front of a camera.

“You never told me you were bringing a black person on my property.” That was the first thing with which he reproached María.

“Yes, I did, I told you she was ‘a Latina of color.’ ” María tried to calm him and remind him about the phone conversation they’d had.

“Yes, yes, she did tell us,” said Amanda, proving to be a little less hostile, and seemingly enjoying the attention she was receiving, as well as the increasing tension.

“I thought you meant colored, like all of you,” he insisted, indignant, referring to María’s dark hair and more or less light skin, which fits the image most people who aren’t aware of our diversity have of Latinos.

After overcoming the initial shock of my blackness, and with a very pronounced Southern accent, Chris Barker agreed to start the interview and respond to my questions. The cameras were already rolling when he told us the property we were on, which was surrounded by mining towns, belonged to the KKK and that he’d moved there because he’d been the victim of constant robberies in the city and of the instability brought by immigrants and other races. Amanda emphatically denied they were a hate group or violent and Chris immediately mentioned the Bible to justify his practices and beliefs.

I was astonished with how they cited biblical passages by memory, interpreting them in a way that gave them license to reject or discriminate against anyone who wasn’t a white-skinned Aryan. When I mentioned the U.S. Constitution, which grants the same rights to everyone under the law, he answered again with the Bible, his supreme text, and said in the Bible God asks us to love and respect our neighbors but not if they’re of another race or from somewhere else. He said Jesus was white and that there was irrefutable proof in the Library of Congress. He said Jesus wasn’t a Jew and that he hated Jews and even beat them up. That they raised their left arm in salute, not the right like the Nazis. That they hated Jews because they killed Christ. That most racial crimes are committed by blacks against whites. That Trump is a coward, a millionaire thanks to his father, and that, just like Bill Clinton, he wasn’t going to do anything he promised. That it was black drug addicts who voted and elected Obama. That the famous Pharaohs were white and that it was white people who built the pyramids in the desert and all other great works of humanity. That the Bible warns: “They will sit at your table, they will look with lust upon your woman, and burn your cities,” and he said that’s why they don’t break bread with black people. That the KKK had never hung a single person of color, that that was pure myth, and that the Bible told them they, the white people of Israel, Hebrews but not Jews, are the real chosen people mentioned in the Old Testament. And, to finish off, that immigrants come to take white people’s jobs and that they will run them out of the country.

“Are you going to chase me out of here?” After listening to such an avalanche of crazy theories, I wanted to try and understand his logic.

And so, at this point, the fuse was lit and the scene I described at the very beginning of this story unfolded. Unfortunately, it would go on to make headlines all over the world.

“No, we’re going to burn you out,” he said staring me right in the eye, without the slightest doubt about what he had just said.

“You’re going to burn me out? How are you going to do it?” My heart was in my throat, I held my breath because everything in me had been shaken. But I kept asking questions, pretending his threat hadn’t scared me. “And how are you going to do that with eleven million immigrants?”

“Don’t matter. Hey, we killed six million Jews the last time, eleven million is nothing.”

And there it was! That pure, direct hatred in his eyes. And I had decided to keep talking, to keep asking questions without backing down. To be silent or use my voice? I had chosen to let my voice flow, even if that bothered him. There was no longer any distance between us; I was no longer that being who wasn’t quite human and, as a result, I’d now turned into a threat against him.

You can only really hate a member of the same species, someone who can defend themselves and show you when you’re wrong. As hard as he had tried not to, Barker had allowed me to become human and thus given rein to the rage he’d carried for decades, maybe generations, toward me and those like me. That’s the hatred in its purest form that I’d always wanted to see up close, that I’d always wanted to investigate. That hatred without excuses, without social hypocrisies or political correctness or glances or tact. That hatred which I knew existed and intuited since I was a little girl, but which I had never seen like this, so brutally up front, so undisguised.

“He’s not saying physically,” his wife said to soften the most horrible words anyone had ever directed at me.

“Yes, physically we are,” he countered, quickly correcting her and returning his eyes to mine. “You’re sitting in my property now…”

“Yes, it’s your property, and I understand I’m probably the first black person on your property,” I said, continuing in my reporter role so the situation wouldn’t get out of control, keeping to my promise to not let my fears silence me.

“To me you’re a nigger, that’s it.” Barker hit bottom and hurled the forbidden word at me.

Nigger! María’s eyes widened and her hand covered her mouth, as if she was thinking: How could he? Scott and Martín were outraged, and so was I, but I kept my composure: serious and collected. My eyes never strayed from his. I had an intense impulse to let go with the mouthy, rebellious Ilia of my youth, but I wasn’t going to be the one to lose control in this situation. His wife asked him to watch what he said but Barker didn’t pull back. Instead, he lost his temper again and twice threatened to cut the interview, getting up in a rage, taking a few puffs of his cigarette, then returning to the chair facing the camera, even more disturbed, only to continue shouting more and more insults at me at every opportunity. Soon I was a dummy, a dope, and retarded. The KKK’s new top leader was no longer hiding his purest racist feelings.

“Look at your eyes, and look at mine.” He challenged me as he got angrier and angrier. “I’m way more superior than you’ll ever be.”

“I can feel your anger,” I said, trying to bore deeper into that hatred. “When you look at me, what do you see?”

“I see you, and I see your kind all the time, and what bothers me is that this property was given to me by the Klan and I’ve been here twenty years and we’d never had a black person, or whatever you want to call yourself, on it. To me, you’re a mongrel.”

Mongrel! That was the most heinous insult used during slavery to refer to mestizos, to mixed people like me, to whomever they considered physically inferior, an abomination, against the laws of God. Mutts. That’s what he saw when he looked at me: an aberration. What could I expect after this? There were six of them, counting the Barkers’ two teenage sons, and we were four. We were on their property, with no cell signal or neighbors who could come to the rescue. If they were carrying weapons and one of them got carried away, there would be nothing we could do. This little clearing in the woods somewhere in North Carolina would be the last thing my eyes would see. The shivers and tingling on my skin confirmed the danger. I would be the first to fall, I thought, remembering they’d brought several kerosene tanks for the ceremony they’d be carrying out afterward in the dark. Would they actually be capable of hurting me? I asked myself, with a lump in my throat. My body language and the firmness in my voice were the only weapons I had to defend myself.

I looked at the sky and saw it was already dark. I knew Scott and Martín would defend me if Barker pounced on me, or if any of the others tried anything, but it was María’s convincing power, like a lioness protecting her cub, which gave me confidence. María guided me with her eyes: You’re doing fine, everything’s fine, don’t be afraid. I clung to that thought so I wouldn’t fall apart. It was the power of the word and presence of this incredible woman and colleague that gave me the courage I needed in that moment.

Without tempting fate too much, yet steadfast to my decision of no longer being silent, I went from question to question, the target of more and more insults until, finally, when my eyes met María’s, I sensed we’d reached the end. It was better to end the interview. It wasn’t worth adding more fuel to the fire, although this sounds quite macabre in this context.

The mosquitoes, huge and persistent, buzzed loudly in our ears, the smell of cigarettes and bug repellent made me nauseous, but the party hadn’t ended yet. I still couldn’t get in the car, declare victory, and feel safe. Barker and his acolytes had agreed to let us film the disturbing and mysterious ritual of the burning cross that has distinguished the KKK since its founding in 1865.

Still looking at me sideways as Amanda kept on talking—still excited from so much attention in front of the cameras—Barker put on his purple Imperial Wizard robe and his cone-shaped hood. James Spears, Wendy’s husband, would be the officiant, dressed in red, according to the Klan’s hierarchy. The two teenagers and the two women also dressed and hooded. They wore white.

First, they sprayed the wooden rope-wrapped cross with kerosene from one of the plastic containers they’d brought. Then they picked it up, now drenched in fuel, and drove it into the ground. It was a huge cross, which could well bear the weight of a person.

“We don’t actually ‘burn’ the cross,” explained James, the ritual leader, in a very pragmatic and conciliatory tone. “We light it, we light it to ward off darkness and honor God.” The look Barker gave me through the two holes in his hood did not let up.

They then lit their torches and formed a circle, reciting their liturgy by repeating, “For God, for the race, for the nation, for the Ku Klux Klan.”

I stayed to the side, trying to decipher what they were doing. I only wanted to see it in order to tell it. The image recalled all the frightening KKK rituals I’d read about. The flames, the bonfires… and here was a black woman witnessing a moment that exalted all the atrocities committed against her people. I wanted so much to cry. Even though I was there doing my job, that night everything was so intense and so overwhelming that it was tough not to give in to the personal and to take Barker’s threat seriously: We’re going to burn you out. Staring at that fiery cross in the middle of the woods, I inevitably thought about all those human beings, people of other races and colors, orientations and religions, who had lost their lives in this cruel fashion.

For an instant in the middle of the ceremony, the kerosene, the mosquitoes, the poverty, and the forest transported me: They made me travel, crossing a sea of memories, to a very different land thousands of miles away, in which I wasn’t a foreigner or hated. A land green like this, but in which poverty wasn’t so sad, the smell of kerosene meant home, sweet home, and my skin was neither strange nor despised.

It’s where I needed to go if I wanted to find the answers to the questions this profound encounter on a hot night in Yanceyville had awakened in me. Questions I had carried with me always, deep in my heart, but now, with what was happening around us, politically and socially, and in the moment of my life in which I found myself, they were questions I had to face, not silence.

Although it bothers me, because I don’t like and I’m not interested in being a victim, it was time to go back and review, step by step, experience by experience, when and how the silence had turned off our internal music and turned black.






2. This Is How We Dance in El Chocó



I want to paint too,

to paint a black saint.

“Tío Guachupecito,” Afro-Colombian folk song



“Hija, turn on the light, you’re going to go blind.” My mother would come into that huge kitchen in that huge wooden house where everything creaked and screeched with every step and help me pour the kerosene to light the lamp.

Surrounded by that blue and orange light, I’d finish the last of my homework and go to bed in one of the eight rooms on the second floor.

That’s how simple life was in Istmina, my hometown. It had no residential electricity or public lighting, wide roads or highways, or any of the basic amenities the rest of the planet already enjoyed in the seventies. Back then the smell of kerosene wouldn’t arouse fears and suspicion in me; it was the fuel that nurtured reading, imagination, and my dreams of becoming somebody. While others thought coal was black and dirty, to me it meant clean clothes, like my school uniform’s shirt, which was pressed to perfection with our coal iron. When others crossed rivers via modern bridges that were true engineering feats, I crossed mine, the San Juan River, on a boat or canoe to get to school every morning and returned with the hot afternoon sun.

Istmina is a colloquial contraction of “isthmus of mines.” It’s a tiny town located in Colombia on the border with Panamá. It’s a region of mines and jungle, where we’re always in spring or summer, and thousands of wet days have helped denote our state, El Chocó, as “The Land of Constant Rain.” In fact, we have one of the highest rainfall rates in the world. One of our other little towns, Tutunendo, has been deemed one of the rainiest places on the planet. The capital, Quibdó, is approximately forty-five miles away. We were so isolated from the rest of the world and so hard to get to that, for decades, neither good nor bad had any effect on us. Perhaps that’s why, three centuries ago, when some African slaves achieved freedom in Cartagena de Indias, they decided to head toward the Pacific coast and settle in this area, remote and left behind by the hand of God and the white man; a land of lush landscape that reminded them of their Motherland. A jungle so thick, only a strong body could survive the illnesses native to its soil. Once slavery was abolished throughout the national territory, they established their own communities, at their own pace and in their own way, under the curious gaze of the indigenous tribes who only left the deepest forests to trade seafood and meat with them. Afterward, these tribes vanished again into the tropical rain forest.

This is how my native land, El Chocó, and so many other coastal areas became the “best kept secret in Colombia.” There are black people in Colombia? I think that question—with an exclamation mark—will haunt me until the day I die, just as it hounds our Peruvian, Ecuadorian, Honduran, and Mexican neighbors. We are many varied communities on the Pacific and Atlantic coasts descended from those men and women dragged against their will to this new continent. Colombia has one of the largest Afro-descendant populations in the Americas, together with Brazil and Venezuela. African blood runs through the streets and customs of many of the country’s most important cities, such as Cartagena, Cali, Barranquilla, and Medellín. But in our settlements, we live our Africanness with passion. It’s impossible not to hear our drums and percussion, to see our joyful and rapturous dances with hip movements and steps we learn as kids, and our braids, which have always been present and are gaining on all that hair straightened with chemicals.

We’re more than five million Afro-Colombians and make up more than 10 percent of the total population, but nobody reads these statistics or seems to pay attention. That data doesn’t matter much to us in Istmina either, where, in our little world, being black wasn’t “out of this world.”

Everything around me was familiar, and everything made sense: from the smell of kerosene at night—which meant our family was together, doing homework, and getting ready for bed—to the strong scent of the blue-paste soap with which we laundered our clothes in the river when the aqueduct that served the whole town went dry. Around the San Pablo River, a community of five thousand led the same kinds of lives, whether we were rich or poor. Neither constant flooding nor terrible droughts cared much for social status. This was my personal Macondo, where the streets were paved with cement because tar melted like chocolate ice cream in the summer, and where our closest contacts with civilization were via Medellín and Cali, which we could only get to by flying over the jungle in a double-helix plane, because the highway was, and remains, a chasm. And yet it’s a road used by thousands who don’t have enough money for airfare. Not surprisingly, the great Gabriel García Márquez called that ill-paved road “pure cartographic speculation,” and a “road more theoretical than real.”

The great García Márquez also dedicated a few words to the small planes that defied the storms, the mountains, and the jungle, calling them the “airlift savior, whose crew members have the same intrepid spirit as the first settlers.” On those old machines, which would eventually bring my family great misfortune, there were only about twenty terrified passengers, and we made the whole trip in silence, thinking that what kept us suspended in the air were prayers and not the engines and fuel.

In that isolated world where everything was “normal,” I spent my days wandering around with friends, feeling precisely normal and trouble free. From dawn until dusk, my life happened on those narrow streets, where an occasional old Jeep or ladder bus, which we called líneas, would pass, completely open on one side. The passing by of the línea buses was the only thing that interrupted our favorite game, la golosa or “the sweet tooth.” We played it with bottle caps in the middle of the street. Between games, I also liked talking to the town’s crazy people and visiting the families who lived on the other side of the ravine, in the San Agustín neighborhood, which we called El Alambique because they distilled the local moonshine. The houses were made of wood with zinc roofs and clay floors. The voices of women in that same neighborhood would rise and reach me during funerals, singing alabaos to those who died as adults and gualíes to those who left this world as children.

Looking out at this landscape of need, I realized not all of us were so equal, and that some were less deprived than others. On my walks to the ravine, I tried to bring canned food, bags of beans, and clothes I snuck out of the house for the families in Alambique. Many of those girls went to my school and came to class with their shoes full of holes or dragging their soles. At recess, we all played together and, when the droughts came, we swam together in the river that separated our neighborhoods.

Over time, electricity came to some of the houses, and it was quite an event. Doña Blanquita, a neighbor who was better off than the rest of the families on my street, bought a gigantic generator and, two or three times a week, she’d run a line to our house. Now we could read later and even watch TV! The other nights, we went back to our kerosene lamps or simply to sleep as soon as it got dark. If we couldn’t sleep, we’d gather in a room and tell stories.

As I recall, the only neighbor who couldn’t afford electricity even three days a week was Miguel Antonio. Don Miguel was widowed young and left with five girls and a boy under his care. His wife died giving birth to his fifth daughter. To feed so many mouths, Don Miguel sold newspapers on the streets and worked at whatever he could find. But it was barely enough for candles, and his house was always dark. My mother and the other neighbors took turns sharing a pot of hot food every day with the six kids. Whenever the neighbors passed by, they’d let him know they were coming, “Ya voy, Toño,” they’d shout. “I’m coming, Toño!” The nickname stuck: he became Don Ya-Voy-Toño.

“Girl, I’m going to tell your grandfather!” Don Miguel would scold me from the steps of his front porch whenever he saw I was up to some mischief.

Since we often repeated the same pranks, we’d all run down to the river to avoid getting punished. The only ones who saw us out there were the sly mazamorrera women panning for gold in the water. Dressed in their colorful clothes and headscarves, a thousand lines drawn on their faces, they’d spend long hours hunched over, their feet in the water, a filterless cigarette in their mouths that they moved skillfully with their lips. They smoked incessantly, without using their hands, always busy wiggling the pan in a special way to separate the sand from any piece of gold or platinum the waters of the San Juan River might have dragged south. This eternal shaking of the round wooden pan was called mazamorreo, and it was always accompanied by songs I can still remember about enslaved ancestors: “Although my master might kill me / I won’t go to the mine / I don’t want to die in a sinkhole.” At dusk, everyone headed to weigh what the waters had brought them, which was always scarce. The old and rusty scales they used didn’t measure in grams, but in grains of corn. So many nuggets of gold equaled so many grains. An inaccurate and very improvised method, but that’s how imprecise and spontaneous our lives were. With what history left us and what Mother Nature gave us, we worked wonders.

I think it was one day at the river while watching the mazamorreras that I realized there was another infallible science. A science much more accurate than corn grains: the harder the jobs, the darker the skin of those who performed them. In Istmina, it was okay to be black or white, it was okay to be mixed or indigenous, and that is how I felt: okay. But it was also typical for color to determine our guilds and labor.

As a case in point, the Emberá, with their reddish skin and straight black hair, were in charge of bringing us meat and fish from deep in the forests. They came once or twice a week, in groups, and without too many words, they’d trade fish and armadillo for medicine, sugar, or anything else they needed from town. The men used only the typical loincloth that barely covered their parts, and the women wore simple wraparound skirts, leaving their breasts exposed, covered in some cases by their long hair or seed necklaces. The Emberá have been Chocoanos since the beginning of time. It’s estimated only 42,000 are alive in all of Colombia, according to the Ministry of Culture. Some decided to leave the jungle and they were given jobs according to their skills. For example, Emberá women were hired in the kitchens of black, white, and mixed-race homes, and they immediately went on to clean floors next to black peasants. The indigenous were the forgotten among the forgotten. I’ve always felt those of us from El Chocó are indebted to them, that we need to include them and make them more visible.

But whether white or black, mixed or indigenous, we all looked forward to the most celebrated time of the year: the festivities in honor of the Virgin of Mercy, patron saint of Istmina, held between the sixteenth and twenty-fourth of September. For eight days, the entire town explodes in music and color. Back then, we started before dawn, praying to the Virgin in a small procession that went down the streets.

“Get up, lazy bones,” my mother would say as she woke us before the first ray of light. “If you don’t get up, I won’t let you party tonight.”

Still sleepy, we went to a different neighborhood each morning to deliver the flag and the image of the Virgin of Mercy, welcomed by the breathless murmur of the devotees reciting the rosary nonstop.

The fun began at noon, when the first troupe of costumed children went dancing and singing out in the streets, followed by hornpipes. Accompanied by a clarinet, a drum, a cymbal, and a snare, my feet delighted in the typical rhythms of the land of my birth. At four in the afternoon, the first adult group joined in and the great parade began. The float was built on a simple dump truck and the whole town followed, dancing. The beat of the African drums boomed in my chest until nightfall, when the parade ended and the neighborhood festival began. With power provided by a neighbor, they connected a pair of speakers and a couple of lights. There was always someone who volunteered their turntable for when the musicians were on break. We’d play the day’s hits, mostly salsa, and took over the streets as everyone danced together, chanting the lyrics to Héctor Lavoe, La Sonora Ponceña, El Gran Combo, and other radio hits that came to us from Puerto Rico.

Dance, dance, dance: some danced in pairs, others in groups, and plenty of people danced alone, in a corner, dreaming of a lost love or a love to come. Dance was our way of expressing ourselves, our true language. During those nighttime jamborees we’d inadvertently reveal everything that had happened to us that year. Some couples danced apart, a hand or two from each other, because their marriage wasn’t going so well. Others danced pulled up close to each other, trying to be forgiven for something they’d done. Still others danced with babies in their arms, grateful for the new family member. That was our true language in El Chocó: dance. We said it all as we danced. And this body language became so ingrained in me that, even now, if I don’t dance, I feel gagged, mute, and misunderstood.

While we were dancing at those festivities deep in the valleys and mountains, we were all truly equal, because we danced each step with our souls, with every ounce of life. When we danced, the way we danced in El Chocó, the poor were no longer so poor, nor were black people so black, or white people so white.
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