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Introduction to the second edition

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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