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This book is for Angélica, my co-pilot and 
  navegante in this and all the other deserts.
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PROLOGUE

 

Opening in Arica: Circling Back




Monday, May 27, 2002.

So this is where my journey ends, here where my country ends and where the desert ends, here in Arica, this port at the north-ernmost tip of Chile. This is the moment, as my plane lifts up into the air to fly to Santiago, this is when the three-week road trip that Angélica and I have just taken through el Norte Grande, the Chilean North, will begin to recede into the past and start to become a memory, a memory of ours and perhaps also a memory of the desert down there below that stretches for numberless miles southward from Arica and that seems to remember everything that ever happened to it, remembers and eventually destroys everything that happens to it.

I had been in Arica before and crossed that same desert forty years ago without having left a mark on it, almost without letting it touch me. Arica—where the South American continent begins to widen and expand to the west, inaugurating what is called la cintura cósmica de América, the cosmic waist of America—had been the only city in the North of Chile that I’d slept in, if only for a night. At that point in my life, a twenty- year-old convert to the cause of América Latina, I had no time for the ghost towns of the nitrate boom and bust, I did not stop to see the largest open-pit copper mine in the world at Chuquicamata, I was not interested in the colonial white adobe village of San Pedro de Atacama, which had been the central oasis in the route of the Inca, and—fool that I was—the magical port of Iquique was not in my plans. No, I was on my way to Lima and Cuzco and Machu Picchu, to Lake Titicaca and La Paz and Oruro, what I understood then as the hidden heart of the South American continent.

Born in Buenos Aires and then brought up in New York from ages two to twelve, I had defined myself upon my family’s arrival in Chile in 1954 as an American kid, absolutely urban and resolutely monolingual in English. If I dreamt of any desert at all—mostly I dreamt, even in faraway Santiago, about the Yankees winning the pennant—it would have been one of those Hollywood deserts with fistfights in tinsel saloons and cacti and buzzards speckling a sun-baked waste in Arizona, unable to understand, at that point of my impoverished linguistic existence, how crucial the Spanish I did not wish to speak had been in the creation of that West I was conjuring up.

It had taken me many years of submerging myself in Chile to fall in love with the language and the continent I had repudiated as a child, and it was not the Norte Grande that I wanted to explore once I decided to reinvent myself as a Spanish speaker and a Latin American patriot. That hitchhiking trip back in 1962 was planned as a way in which to make up for lost time, spend an entire summer seeking out the great originating Inca and Tiawanaku civilizations that lay at the source of an Amerindian identity—all the rage in the sixties—that I had been determined to call my own.

Many years would pass before I realized that the barren surfaces I had skimmed over in the North of Chile in 1962 held many more secrets about the destiny I had picked for myself than all the ruins and canyons of the Andean highlands, no matter how wonderful they might be. My blindness, at that early date, to the pleasures and challenges of the Norte Grande should not be attributed solely to my immature search for roots where they did not exist, but also to a deep-seated prejudice against deserts in general, a prejudice which I admit only really started to be dispelled during this 2002 trip that has just come to its conclusion.

There was nothing there, I thought to myself automatically, back in 1962. Give me trees, give me greenery by the sea, give me forests next to a lake, give me a shaded valley where people feel immediately at home. I understood the attraction that a land with no vegetation and no animal life and no roads might hold for people, but it was a merely intellectual understanding and did not engage my guts, my most intimate affections. Perhaps I was afraid of precisely what so many others through history have found attractive in the emptiness: the solitude and extreme introspection that a landscape devoid of human habitation will force you to face with a vengeance, a truth about yourself that you can find nowhere else—which may be why so many of the great monotheistic religions have been bred in the wild. Or maybe I was merely wary of what the brutal and unforgiving light of those places might reveal about humanity, devils and saints seeking out the desert as their abode for a reason: because there are no shadows to hide behind. The desert, a place of death and testing, I thought, a place to avoid.

And yet, when I had been given a choice—what is the one locality, region, space in the world you want to visit?—I had selected the Norte Grande of Chile, the driest desert of them all.

Not an exaggeration.

Less rain falls on these sands than on any other similarly blighted expanse on Earth. I talked to men born in Arica, a woman brought up in Pisagua, men and women who had never ventured forth from the nitrate town of María Elena or never left the oasis of Pica, which produces the most fragrant oranges your tongue has ever rolled over, and none of them had felt one drop of rain on their bodies in their lives. And talking of bodies, in the Arica my plane was now leaving I had sniffed bodies thousands of years old, mummified by the hot sand of the desert, with the skin still stretched across the bridge of the nose and the lips parched dry and the face almost recognizable. One night in a bar in Iquique I heard about a certain university professor, Quinteros by name, who had decided to find a grandfather of his who had been buried in the cemetery adjoining an abandoned nitrate settlement in the middle of the Pampa del Tamarugal. After several days of research and excavations, Quinteros came upon a corpse that had to belong to the father of his father. No name was on the cross, but it was as if Quinteros were looking, he said, at himself in the mirror. The beard, the teeth, the nose … all identical. So he took the old man in his arms as if he were a baby, caressed him, and carted him back to Iquique for reburial. Who needs DNA when you have the desert?

Oh yes, it rained once, some years ago, in the sprawling port of Antofagasta. Two millimeters. And several residents had died in the ensuing mudslide. By one of those freakish accidents that delights travelers and confounds natives, when Angélica and I were seventy miles from Antofagasta, passing ocher hills and pink brimstone and pulverized stone so pitiless they would put Hell to shame (because Hell at least has inhabitants), we were immersed in an altogether abnormal phenomenon, a sort of slight fog drizzling on our car. That semi-sprinkle had not reached Antofagasta itself, though there was an unusual front of turbulence sweeping in from the sea, so the reporter on the local radio was already trying to calm down a populace that had begun to panic, a woman had called in to say—much to our cruel mirth—that she thought she had felt a drop of rain fall upon her cheek and what should she do, should she evacuate her children?

To explain this exceptional lack of wet weather, all I have to do is look out the window of my plane. There is the main culprit: the Andes that I view through the zoom of my camera rising a few hundred miles off to the east, where Bolivia begins with its mesetas and its volcanoes, those supposedly immobile mountains that are being imperceptibly thrust upward with quiet violence. Since the end of the Jurassic period (in other words, for the last couple of hundred million years, a piddling amount of time in geological and cosmic terms), the Pacific tec-tonic plate, many miles down under the boundless waters of the ocean, has been ramming up against the South American plate and lifting the immense mountain range up and up, a couple of inches a year. It is those young mountains that do not allow the humidity that accumulates on their eastern side to pass through to the west. And from the west, any precipitation storming in from the widest expanse of water in the world is blocked and sponged up by the cold Peru Current of the Pacific that flows north from Antarctica.

Only one river in the whole thousand kilometers of desert, the Loa, its waters polluted with arsenic from the upstream copper mines, has the strength to dribble into the sea. All the other waterways that come tumbling down from the snow- capped heights into the gorges and onto the barren plains end up sucked underground, absorbed by the sand and the stone before reaching the Pacific. Until Arica, which welcomes two rivers, the Azapa and the Lluta, whose wide and fertile hundred- mile-long valleys I can see meeting just beneath my plane. Also underneath me, towering over the beaches of the city itself, is the large hill called El Morro de Arica, the last remnant and culmination of the cordillera de la costa, which ascends massively to the south, hugging the seashore for many hundreds of miles. A monumental seacoast mountain range that isolates the rest of the land from the sea and then falls abruptly into the Pacific, its final forbidding cliffs carved out of the rock by the wind and the erosion of time. Those abrupt ledges nearly a kilometer high make the narrow strips of soil, coves, and inlets where most of the inhabitants of the Norte Grande have had to live in order to survive almost inaccessible by land. It is that vast space between the cordillera de la costa and the cordillera de los Andes that Angélica and I have endlessly driven through in the last weeks, a broad basin or depression hemmed in by the two parallel barriers of mountains, and that from the air looks even more daunting than it did from a highway that at least offered us, with its pavement and its markers, a semblance of civilization.

And yet it had been to this Chilean desert that I had finally turned when I was given the opportunity to travel wherever I wanted, the very desert I had rushed through back in 1962. It had slowly colonized my mind, emerged ever more mythically inside me like an obsessive mist of sand, calling me to come and see for myself the territory that had decided the fate of the country I had made my own, the territory that had decided in many ways my own fate.

What a paradox: This desert that did not even belong to Chile for most of its existence, that had been wrested from Peru and Bolivia in a war in the late nineteenth century, had turned out to be the central determining factor in my nation’s contemporary history. The land that would be called Chile was known—even before the Spanish conquistadors set their wary eyes and greedy hands upon it—as the end of the world, with the forbidding archipelagos of Tierra del Fuego and the icy expanse of Antarctica to the south, the endless Pacific Ocean where Robinson Crusoe (Alexander Selkirk, in fact) would one day be shipwrecked to the west, and the towering mass of the Andes to the east. And isolated to the north by the desierto now flowing beneath my plane, the expanse that the first Spanish chroniclers called the despoblado de Atacama—falsely suggesting it was uninhabited and uninhabitable—and that three hundred years later Charles Darwin, during his 1832 visit, would describe as a “complete and utter desert.” Even that scientist who was fascinated with the slightest hint of vegetation that sprouted in his path and inspected every faint stirring of life, even he could find nothing redeeming in this emptiness. Pivotal, therefore, in the development of Chile because its mere desolation brooding to the north had circumscribed the country as an island, its lush Central Valley farmlands and southern forests a remote backwater in the eyes and ears of whatever empire happened to be on the rise, whether Incan, Spanish, or British.

It was not true, of course, that the desert had no inhabitants. I now knew that those coasts I saw down there as the airplane headed southward had been the home of the changos for thousands of years, and many of its gorges and oases had been colonized by other indigenous settlers, not to mention a subdued riot of wildlife, animals and brush, birds and bracken and insects. The desert, however, only developed into a fully active part of the modern destiny of Chile—and of the world—when nitrate made its appearance.

As long as there were human beings nearby—at least for ten thousand years—the desert had been mined for its other minerals, silver and iron and copper, enticing a few hardy men to eke out a living on its edges, but it was the discovery of boundless fields of what is known as saltpeter, existing nowhere else in the world in that natural state, its thousands of acres of crust out there for the taking, that changed the way the desert was perceived and also transformed it into the primary engine of Chile’s progress as a nation. For forty-odd years Europe and the United States were to become as addicted to nitrate as Chile was, but for opposite reasons. That fiery mineral-salt had been valued for its use as gunpowder in the pre-Columbian era as well as for mining purposes throughout the Spanish colonial age, but what thrust it onto the global stage was its role as a miraculous, unequaled fertilizer at a time when the industrial revolution demanded a higher yield from the increasingly depleted fields and orchards that were supposed to feed the burgeoning urban populations of the United States and Europe. And that same industrial revolution was simultaneously creating the science that allowed the extraction of those white crystals on a mammoth scale, a series of technological advances that would conquer and colonize a desert that had, up till then, been too barren and unfriendly to allow permanent contemporary human settlement. Now, in places where not even a scorpion had dared to crawl, whole towns sprouted, complete with theaters visited by the leading companies of Europe and ballrooms where damsels sporting the latest fashions designed in Paris and manufactured in Manchester danced away the nights to the beat of live orchestras. And bays that had for millennia scarcely been able to offer much more than mussels to its unclad dwellers received tens of thousands of migrants from every corner of the world—China and Croatia, Athens and Cochabamba, Arequipa and Glasgow—while a hundred clippers a day waited to load the feverish white gold that trains incessantly brought to the shore, more railroad tracks built in one year over that parched earth than could be found in the rest of Latin America combined. Replenishing—until the nitrate bust of the 1920s—the stomachs and pocketbooks and stock exchanges of the Western powers.

And providing the Chilean state for almost fifty years with over half its revenue—the enclaves of modernity in the North (inhabited by less than 5 percent of the population) generating to its south a land with plenty of mansions and plenty of oligarchs and no taxes. No taxes, but also no need to address the terrible inequalities inherited from colonial times, no need to reform the old rural system that shackled the economy, no need to develop industry, no need to devise any truly participatory institutions of the kind that should accompany modernization. It fell to others to demand those changes in a society that kept the great majority of its people destitute and ignorant and voiceless—and the needs and ideas and organization of these others had, in fact, been born primarily in those very same nitrate mines whose workers had fathered the first Chilean democratic and socialist movements, the first social groups and trade unions in Latin America, which, even before the Mexican Revolution, had mapped out a strategy to bring freedom and justice and national autonomy to its citizens.

That desert, therefore, had engendered contemporary Chile, everything that was good about it, everything that was dreadful. The Chile of inequality and misery I witnessed as an adolescent, the Chile that gave me hope when I matured into a young man, that such inequities could be overcome with political struggle. The desert was at the source of the world I inhabited, even if I had not been ready to stop and see it during my first hasty visit.

I probably began to dimly understand this in the years that followed my return from that 1962 road trip, as I became involved in the liberation process headed by Salvador Allende, who in 1970 was to become the world’s first socialist president elected in free elections. In a sense—even if I was only to realize this in retrospect—my own interest in the Norte Grande followed the trajectory of Allende himself, who, though born in Valparaíso, in Chile’s región central, had ended up later in life as a senator representing the region of Tarapacá in the north of the country. In fact, every major ground-breaking political figure of the Chilean twentieth century, Alessandri and Frei and Recabarren, had all passed through the Norte Grande and been nurtured there. And Pinochet, yes, General Augusto Pinochet, who overthrew Allende in 1973 and was dictator of Chile until 1990, he had also spent many years commanding different posts in the North.

Strange that it should be Pinochet—who did not even know of my existence and couldn’t have cared less—who would in a roundabout way keep me from the Norte Grande. Not that I am crazy enough to blame him directly. But I couldn’t very well explore the North when I wasn’t even allowed back anywhere in my own country for the first ten years of my exile, nor was such a trip conceivable once I tentatively began to return to Chile in mid-dictatorship or during the difficult years of transition to democracy that followed. I would watch that enigmatic territory, however, from the plane—as I do right now, at the end of this 2002 trip—each time I flew back and forth from the United States, promising myself as I watched its mountains and wild coast and sandblasted expanses below me, that someday I would have to really visit the desert I had missed so many years ago. A voyage to the origins, I murmured to myself, to a place where the modern world was born, where contemporary Chile had been spawned, where the quest for a better society had been first proposed as a task for the outcasts of Latin America. And a chance to face my own prejudice against deserts, against the lonely questions about death and survival that deserts ask us, a chance to discover what is left of the past, if it is swallowed by the sand and the heat or if it is preserved like the mummies of Arica.

But there were other motives—of a more personal and indeed carnal nature—for wanting to head into the desert, responsibilities, let us call them, that I had been accumulating through the years, that made the Norte Grande particularly resonant, particularly tempting. Another sort of past—and perhaps a debt that needed to be repaid—awaiting me in the desert.

In late 1973, a few months after the coup that had terminated the Allende experiment, Freddy Taberna, one of my pals from university days, had been executed by a firing squad in a desolate port called Pisagua, which I can, in fact, now see hugging the coastline as if it were about to sink into the sea, down there, right below the plane as it continues advancing toward Santiago.

That time when I first met Freddy in the early sixties had been a militant era, when students were at the forefront of a quest for a more equitable social order and true economic and cultural independence for our country and our continent, and Freddy’s fearlessness in incessant skirmishes and confrontations with the police had brought him to my attention—and to everybody else’s in the university, la Universidad de Chile. We partook of a few philosophy and history courses, but our real brotherhood was born in the gardens of the Pedagógico, where we patched together fervent plans for the liberation of everything oppressed in the universe.

We also shared a sense of humor, a mania for dancing to rock-and-roll and an obsession with recent Latin American culture, but what may have drawn us most to each other was that we hailed from opposite ends of the social spectrum. Whereas I was the son of a highly influential UN economist living in an ample house with two servants and an imported car at my disposal, Freddy—an illegitimate child—had been brought up in the mean streets of Iquique by his mother’s brothers, all of them fishermen scratching out a day-to-day existence. One of the first things I noticed about Freddy—besides what I took to be his gaunt indigenous face—were his alpargatas, a sort of soft cloth slipperlike shoe. I never saw him wear anything else. It was almost as if he wished to flaunt his insolvency, fiercely show off his origins—and he managed, without hurting me, to rib me gently about the fact that I kept on trying to hide what I was, where I came from. In my search to become totally Latin American—the reason for my trip to Bolivia and Peru in 1962—he occupied a special, legendary place: someone who knew about the wretchedness we were trying to abolish, who came from that part of the continent, submerged, proud, autonomous, that I wanted so desperately to connect with and to which I suspected I could never fully belong. He was the first student I knew who lived in a university dorm—available in Chile only to the neediest scholarship students—and I may well have been the most cosmopolitan of his friends, and the abyss of privilege that yawned between us only increased our curiosity about each other, a mutual respect that was bolstered by the way in which I managed his campaign for the hotly contested and politically crucial post of president of our Student Union, using Madison Avenue slogans and marketing techniques, cartoons and competitions and jingles. We bonded deeply during those intense months that led to what can be considered in retrospect a turning point in university politics, when the revolutionary forces scored a historic victory. After graduating, we saw less of each other. He went off to Texas on a one-year visit, I was a visiting scholar at the University of California at Berkeley—both of us journeying to the land that we blamed for Chile’s underdeveloped plight! When I returned to teach at the university, I heard he’d headed north to his native Iquique with his recent wife, Jinny—but we had always kept tabs on each other through friends, Luis Alvarado, Ricardo Nuñez, Isabel Allende (our future president’s daughter). And his murder in the derelict concentration camp at Pisagua after the coup—which I read about in the Argentine Embassy, where I had found refuge—came to symbolize for me, perhaps more than the loss of any other friend, the destruction of the country, the pillaging of my past. The fact that his body had not been given back to his wife, that Freddy had become one of Chile’s desaparecidos, may have been one of the reasons I have always felt so personally the drama of those missing men and women, kidnapped in life and still kidnapped in death by the military.

It would be ten years or so before I heard the details of how Freddy had died. I was in Toronto, doing a literary reading at Harbourfront, and Jinny, who had been given political asylum in Canada with her two now fatherless children, had sought me out and, over three long, painful hours, poured her story into my ears and my heart. We have to find him, she said as our encounter was coming to its end—we are going to find him. Lo vamos a encontrar.


[image: image]

Calama: The author at the shrine of stones honoring the desaparecidos


But his body never appeared. Not when democracy returned, not when excavations were ordered by a judge, not when the army began—after Pinochet’s arrest in London in 1998—to reluctantly release some information about where other remains may have been buried.

When I had planned this trip north, I was very aware that I would pass through the Iquique where Freddy had been born and where he had been arrested and where his friends and family still remembered him, very mindful that it was only a slight detour off the main road to visit Pisagua, where he had been executed and … maybe it was time to find him, I had said to myself as Angélica and I started out on our voyage three weeks ago, maybe I will find traces of my old friend again.

But Freddy was not the only dead person we were looking for. There were others awaiting our visit.

Angélica’s family on her father’s side had come from Iquique, both her Malinarich grandfather and her Müller grandmother. But due to a family falling-out, Angélica had been cut off from that branch of her past for a good part of her life. Only rumors and legends had come down to her over the years, leaving her a muddled trail of stories about her lineage that we expected to clear up on this visit to the Norte Grande upon which those ancestors—from Croatia? from Greece? from Peru? from Germany?—had descended over a century ago as part of the nitrate rush. There were tales of fortunes amassed and fortunes squandered, tales of pirates and slaves and buried treasure, tales of a despondent woman walking into the sea because she could not marry her lover, tales of a grandfather who had abandoned his pregnant wife to run off with his sister-in-law, a genealogy of mysteries and question marks. In nearly a century, not one member of Angélica’s immediate family had returned to Iquique to find out what truth, if any, was concealed in these stories.


Angélica’s origins—and therefore the origins of our children and grandchildren—were entangled with the origins of the North of Chile, part and parcel of the story of how everyday people had loved and lived through the extraordinary experiment of conquering a desert.

Following in their footsteps, trying to wrest from the sands and ghost towns and survivors the secrets of an ever retreating past.

That was the multiple quest that was ending today along with the desert and its memories as the plane flew south to Santiago.

Santiago.

Where, the pilot informs the passengers, it is raining cats and dogs.
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