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Viva Chile! 
By Tim Frakes  
 
Fr iday, September  5, 2003 
It’ s off to Chile, the string bean of 
a country along the western coast 
of South America. For those 
geographically challenged, Chile 
is 5,000 miles due south of the 
state of Maine.  
 
I am traveling with my old friend 
Kevin Jacobson and his brother 
Steve.   The goal of our trip is to 
produce a video about Chile—its 
people, culture and history 
through the eyes of 14-year-old Charlie Wellert, a Chilean—born teenager who was adopted by 
Americans and brought to the U.S. as an infant.  We will also talk about the Lutheran Church in 
Chile and Popular Education for Health (EPES), a ministry focusing on poor women.  
 
The Jacobsons are world travelers.  They come from a family of 10 children.  All are educators.  
Kevin and Steve just returned from Norway where they visited distant relatives and toured the 
country.  In 1998 I traveled with Kevin and another brother, John, to Madagascar.  Kevin is an 
ELCA pastor and works in the Division for Global Mission.  His job is to educate Lutherans 
about global mission.  Steve is a high school teacher, boy’s varsity basketball coach and private 
real estate entrepreneur from Watertown, Wisconsin.    

 
This whole trip is a Jacobson family affair.  The on-
camera talent for our video, Charlie Wellert, is Steve and 
Kevin’s nephew. Charlie was adopted by Judy, Kevin’s 
sister, and her husband Mike Wellert.  Since the 
Jacobsons like to travel together, Charlie’s parents, and 
his younger brother Marcello, tagged along as well. 
 
Our American Airlines flight from Chicago connected 
through Miami, to Santiago, the capital of Chile.  To 
everyone’s delight, the half-empty flight gave passengers 
in coach the chance to spread out.   I picked the first row 
of a bulkhead, and stretched out in front of a large, flat- 
screen monitor projecting a map of Central and South 
America.  This amazing technology allows passengers to 
track the flight’s progress, air speed, air temperature and 
time to arrival.    Soon, we crossed the Caribbean the 
Isthmus of Panama and headed south along the South 
American coast to Chile.  

 
 
 

The star  of our  show, Char lie 
Weller t 

Santiago, Chile is very close to the mountains 
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Saturday, September  6, 2003 
Kevin, Steve and I met up with the rest of the 
Jacobson clan at the airport in Santiago.  Hector, an 
employee of EPES, the Lutheran non-governmental 
agency (NGO) we would be working with, met us 
and we drove to a Roman Catholic retreat center in 
El Bosque, a suburb south of Santiago.  The weather 
was cold and cloudy.  By the time we arrived at the 
retreat center, it was eight o’clock in the morning.  
We unpacked our bags, then joined our hosts for a 
breakfast meeting.   
 
While very narrow, Chile is nearly as long as the 
United States is wide.  The extreme north is marked 
by a very dry desert.  The central part of the country 
is a fertile valley where most people live.  The south 
is characterized by rugged mountains and icy 
glaciers.  The Andes Mountains run north to south - 
the entire length of the country.   
 
The basic idea was to travel around Chile with 
Charlie in tow.  Since Charlie was born in Chile, this 

is a chance for him to learn about his birthplace.  Along the way, he will learn about Lutherans in 
Chile and work the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America’s (ELCA) World Hunger Appeal 
and Division for Global Mission (DGM) are supporting financially.  As Charlie had experiences, 
we recorded them.   Actually, it was not that free flowing.  Anne Basye, a colleague in Chicago, 
had written a rough draft script for this project, so we did have a good road map. 
 
After a simple breakfast of Marraqueta bread (think dinner rolls), butter, jam and coffee, we piled 
into a large van and drove to the center of the city.  Santiago was founded in 1549 by the Spanish 
Conquistador Pedro de Valdiva.  Valdiva, like other profiteers of that age, was ruthless, brutal 
and possessed little regard for the local inhabitants.  He was interested in glory, God, and gold — 
probably in that order.  The local Mapuche Indians didn’ t take kindly to his advances and fought 
back.  Eventually, they sent Pedro to meet his maker, but not before the Spanish had established a 
foothold at the base of the Andes Mountains.   
 
Santiago currently has five million inhabitants.  Most are mestizo, 
a mixture of native American, Spanish and other European blood.  
The city is located 60 miles from the Pacific coast.  Snow-capped 
Andes mountains tower over the eastern edge of the city like a vast 
fortress wall.   This is no backwater capital.  While it does have its 
share of poor inhabitants (six percent lived below the poverty level 
in 2001), Santiago is modern and very sophisticated.  Glass 
skyscrapers, a vast public subway system and heavy traffic make 
this city hum.    
 
Our shoot began in the Plaza de Armas a square in the central part 
of town.  The plaza was filled with tourists, shoppers, and artisans 
hawking their wares.  Political expression is an important part of 
Chilean life.  Since the end of the Pinochet dictatorship (1973-
1998), Chileans have been granted the right of free assembly.  And they make the most of it.  One 

The Plaza de Armas in central  
Santiago.  

Traditional folk mass at  
Cathedral Metropoletana.  
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corner of the square was devoted to a political rally with music, speeches and colorful banners 
bearing slogans in Spanish. Across the square, we entered the 19th century Cathedral 
Metropoletana.  As luck would have it, we were just in time for a traditional Roman Catholic folk 
mass.  Young girls wore colorful dresses. Young men sported black hats.  The priest, in vested 
splendor, marched down the center isle of the cathedral bearing a statue of the madonna on a 
litter.  At the altar, the procession assembled into groups that performed a variety of folk songs 
accompanied by guitars.   
 
After some more shooting in the plaza, a cold rain started to fall.  We jumped into the van and 
headed back to our retreat in El Bosque.  On the way, we stopped at one of the city’s many 
internet cafés.  Kevin, Steve, Charlie, and I spent a half hour writing home and catching up on 
baseball scores.  The cost—50 cents for all of us!   
 
Sunday, September  7, 2003 
As is always the case on my shoots, Sunday morning 
meant worship.  We drove with Charlie and his family to 
the Church of the Good Samaritan or Iglesia Buen 
Samaritan in Spanish.  The Lutheran Church in Chile is 
small, but very active.  The worship service was basic: 
singing, prayer, sermon etc.  In the video, it appears that 
Charlie is traveling on his own, so we made him sit with 
Chileans rather than with his family.  The whole service 
was in Spanish, but Charlie did a good job of not looking 
too bored, even for a 14 year old.   
 
The early years of Augusto Pinochet©s U.S. - backed 
dictatorship are remembered as Chile’s holocaust.  
Hundreds of thousands of Chileans had to flee the country.  
Thousands more were tortured or jailed.  For a time, the 
national soccer stadium was used as a prison. The coup 
leaders claim that Salvador Allende, the ousted leftist 
leader of Chile, committed suicide.  Most Chileans believe 
he was assassinated.   
 

After church our hosts drove us to the Parque Por La 
Paz, or Park of Peace.  During the Pinochet years, 
land the park now occupies was used as a military 
prison.  Thousands of Chileans were tortured, killed, 
or simply disappeared.   Today, the park is a peace 
memorial. The Lutheran Church helped in the 
creation of this 10-acre park.  At one end is a wall 
bearing the names of every Chilean who spent time 
in the prison.  There are also newly constructed 
replicas of the torture chambers, and a scale model 
of the entire camp.  The park is somber.  It reminds 

you of a cemetery.  The memories of Pinochet are 
still fresh in everyone’s mind.  You can see it in their 
faces. One man sat quietly on a bench, hands folded 
under his chin and wept.  

 

Parque Por  La Paz, a former  
pr ison camp turned peace park. 

The ocean view from Pablo Neruda's 
beach house.  
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From the park we drove three hours out of town to the coastal village of Isla Negra, the former 
home of late Chilean poet, Pablo Neruda.  Neruda’s writing won him the Nobel Prize in 1971.  
His beach house is now a museum.  The home is perched high on a cliff overlooking the Pacific.  
It is a comfortable place to write. While the group toured the house, Charlie and I slipped down to 
the beach to record some scenes for the video.  It was a beautiful sunny afternoon.  The blue sky, 
thundering surf, and rocky cost made for a terrific backdrop.  After Neruda’s house, we stopped 
for lunch at a seaside bistro.  The sea bass was excellent, but the sunset through the large, dining 
room picture window was even better.  
   

Monday, September  8, 2003 
Like any big city, Santiago has its poor 
inhabitants . This is where the Lutheran 
Church in Chile focuses its attention. East 
of the city, near the foothills of the Andes 
we visited a shanty town.  Four years ago 
1,500 landless squatters built this village  
on an old land fill.  The houses are tiny— 
made of tin, cardboard and scraps of wood.  
The residents are packed together in neat 
rows.  Your first reaction is pity.  But that’s 
not the story here.  This shanty town is the 
story of on-going struggle and triumph of 
the human spirit.  These squatters have 
made the best out of a difficult situation.   
 
“When we moved in here four years ago, 
we had no running water. No sewer.  No 
electricity,”  said one resident.  “Then we 
organized.”   Although they don’ t own the 
land, residents formed a community watch 
group. Trouble makers were ejected from 
the village.  Soon, the men installed a 
sewer system, and illegally tapped into the 
city main.  They also scrounged together 
pipes, tapped into city water and ran 
electricity.  They negotiated a deal with the 
city and now pay the utility bills.  Today, 

everything is legal.   
 
When the squatters first staked out rude tents on this dump four years ago, the land was 
abandoned and worthless.  Now that the shanty town residents have made something of the place, 
the property value has increased.  Now, the politically connected landowner is demanding that 
shanty town residents leave.  According to organizers, the government is building housing units 
for the residents.  That’s the good news.  The bad news is that the housing units are spread 
throughout the city.  If the plan is implemented, it will bring an end to the fabric of this 
community.    When I asked shanty town residents if the landowner or the mayor had ever visited 
the shanty town or its daycare center in person, their reply was simple.  “No. Never.”  
 
These shanty town residents are Roman Catholic.  That didn’ t stop the Lutherans who opened a 
daycare center in the shanty town.  To survive, adult residents are forced to work as street 
vendors in the city.  The long working days and the commute to and from work mean their 

A small boy at the Lutheran daycare center  
makes a ball out of mud. 
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children were left unsupervised.  The daycare 
center now serves several hundred children.  The 
children are served breakfast and lunch by an 
overworked staff of women.  The children also 
receive basic health care and pre-school 
education.   
 
Soledad, a smiling, stocky woman in her 40s, is 
the director of center. “We are improving our 
lives because we are organized and informed,”  
she said.  “At night, I am attending the 
community college.  I hope to have my degree in 
a few years,”  she added.  
 
Despite their poverty, Soledad and the daycare 
center staff insisted that we stay for lunch.  Our 
plates were filled with heaping piles of chicken, 
rice and fruit.  Once again, I am humbled by the 
poor.  Receiving their gives of hospitality and 
generosity, I must ask myself, “Who is rich, and 
who is poor?”   
 
The afternoon was devoted to tourism.  Tourism 
for the camera, that is.  With his family in tow, 
we took Charlie to the funicular, a tram car that 
crawls up the side of a hill overlooking the city.  From the top, you can look out over this vast 
city of six million.  To get down from the mountain we took a gondola with bright red, blue and 
yellow cars down the other side where our driver, Jaime, waited to pick us up.  
 
Tuesday, September  9, 2003 
At 5am, Kevin, Steve, Charlie myself and Jimena our Chilean interpreter, headed to the airport 
for a flight to Concepción. We got there early, ordered breakfast, and nearly missed the flight 
after lingering too long in the restaurant.  Concepción is Chile’s second largest city.  In the days 
of the Spanish, the Biobío River which flows out of the Andes and through Concepción, marked 
the frontier of Spanish control.  Everything to the south of the Biobio was controlled by the 
Mapuche Indians.  
 
In the 1960s Concepción and its university was a hotbed of leftist political energy that fuelled the 
political career of Salvador Allende.  When Pinochet came to power, Concepción’s socialists 
were hit particularly hard by repression.  
 
Today, Concepción is an industrial hub.  Huge petroleum, timber and steel factories drive Chile’s 
ever-modernizing economy.  The city has more that 200,000 residents.  The center of town is laid 
out with a traditional Spanish grid.  The Plaza de Armas is in the center.  Most residents live in 
apartments or small, comfortable homes with modern utilities and a car in the driveway.  It’ s a 
college town, so the streets are filled with young people.  Like the capital, Concepción has its 
share of poor as well.  Shanty towns ring the city.  
 
We arrived at the airport and a new driver took us to the EPES office in the center of town.  
There, we had lunch with the entire staff.  Then, we listened to several oral presentations laced 
with overhead slides and handouts.  The sun was shining, and I was anxious to begin shooting our 

Soledad runs the daycare center  by day and 
takes college classes at night.  
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video.  Finally, after two hours of talking, we all 
piled into a van and they took us on a tour of the 
city and its university. 
 
We came here to work with the Concepción staff 
of EPES. EPES stands for Popular Education for 
Health.  EPES began during the Pinochet years.  
Its goal is to organize and educate poor women 
about important issues related to healthcare by 
training women to be health promoters.  The 
health promoter then goes out into poor 
neighborhoods and teaches women about AIDS, 
environmental health risks related to pollution, 
and issues related to domestic violence.  EPES 
doesn’ t provide healthcare.  It connects women 
with health services and informs them of their 
rights and privileges.   

 
Vicky, a member of the EPES staff, took us to a corner of the university campus which featured a 
memorial to students who were killed or disappeared during the political unrest of the 1970s.  The 
story is personal for Vicky.   Her father was killed and she was forced into hiding for several 
years.   
  
Later we toured Concepción’s industrial section where EPES staff described work they had done 
related to environmental pollution and its related health risks.   
 
We also visited a local elementary school where EPES staff were holding a training seminar on 
AIDS prevention.  While the incidence of HIV infection in Chile is far less than what I have seen 
in Africa, it is on the rise.  Chile is a Roman Catholic nation and church officials have 
successfully blocked any widespread HIV public heath awareness programs.  Personally, I find 
this scandalous.   
 
That evening they took us to our “hotel.”   The Ruca Rey, or “Ray’s 
House”  is located in downtown Concepción across from one of the 
city’s nicer hotels, the El Dorado.  The entrance to Ray’s House is 
a broken down red door with a small sign.  Glancing across the 
street, Charlie and I began to chant, “El Dorado… El Dorado… El 
Dorado…!”   My heart sank as they led us up a dingy, narrow 
winding staircase to the third floor. Remember, I travel with large 
road cases full of equipment.  The four of us were ushered into a 
single room with four beds.  On the wall hung the room’s singular 
decoration, a picture of a naked woman taking a shower!   
 
The EPES staff planned to take us out that evening for a concert.  
Earlier, Javier, a young man who works for EPES, told us that 
Chile’s national soccer team played Peru that evening.  I begged 
out of the concert and arranged to meet Kevin, Steve, and Javier at 
a pub to watch the game. The pub was filled with football fans.  It 
was a scene similar to London pubs during a soccer match.  When 
Chile scored a goal, Javier stood and led the national cheer.  “Chi, 
Chi, Chi, le, le, le… Viva Chile!”   Chile won the match 2-1 and everyone went home happy.  

The EPES team in Concepción digs into 
seafood empanadas. 

The door  to the Ruca Rey 
hotel.  
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Wednesday, September  10, 2003 
It may not be hot, but at least there is running water 
at Ray’s House!  After a cold shower and light 
breakfast we met the EPES staff who drove us to 
Concepción©s wharf to shoot scenes with Charlie.  
The dock area is a bustling, smelly place.  Ships of 
all sizes and shapes lay anchored in the harbor.   
 
On the dock, a group of fishermen were cleaning the 
morning catch.  In the water near their pile of fish 
were a group of huge sea lions waiting for a free 
meal.  When the fishermen realized how fascinated 
we were by sea lions, they enticed the beasts out of 
the water and up onto the dock by laying out a 
pathway of fish.  First one, then two, then three sea 

lions crawled up onto the dock to scoop up the fish.  Something you see every day in Concepción, 
but not in Chicago.  
 
From the wharf, we drove to the top of a bluff overlooking the city and its harbor. Chile is a 
beautiful country.  The view was spectacular.  From the bluff we drove down to a seaside fishing 
village.  Along the way, we stopped to take shots of a waste water discharge pipe that dumps 
directly into the harbor.  I must say that Concepción’s industrial community does appear to be 
make steps toward environmental responsibility.  Around town you can see an army of orange- 
clad workers cleaning up garbage and landscaping the parkways.  The discharge pipe causes 
some concern.  The EPES staff point out that the discharge contains mercury.  Mercury tends to 
work its way into the food chain through fish.  Of course, people eat the fish. 
 
From the ocean we drove to a state park on the Río Biobío.  The park is located on the spot where 
Spanish Conquistador Pedro de Valdivia was killed by the Mapuche Indians.  I got lucky and 
caught a beautiful shot of Charlie playing in the surf, framed by two Chilean flags.  
 
Then, it was on to an industrial neighborhood where a 
group of EPES women were painting a mural on a 
wall along one of the avenues.  EPES is a grass roots 
organization.  They try to get local people involved in 
local issues.  Wall art is an important part of urban 
Chilean culture. This particular mural warned of the 
dangers of pollution.  The women were joyful in their 
work.  They even sang and danced the Cueca 
(pronouced Kway-kaa), a local tradition.   
 
Finally we stopped the home of a man who is HIV 
positive.  Actually, he has full blown AIDS.  The man 
was clearly in the late stages of the disease.  His wife 
and two children looked on as he told us about 
discovering the infection when he went to give blood.  
 
After another long day, we headed to the airport and a flight back to Santiago where I flopped 
into bed, exhausted.  

A sea lion in Concepción climbs the 
wharf stairs for  a free meal.  

EPES women painting a mural 
about care for  the environment. 
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Thursday, September 11, 2003 
9/11 is etched in the memory of all Americans as the day planes flew into the World Trade Center 
in New York.  On that day in Chile thirty years ago, a military junta overthrew President Salvador 
Allende in a violent coup.  Salvador Allende was a Marxist economist who came to power in the 
early 1970s.  He ticked off the U.S. by hanging out with Cuban dictator Fidel Castro and 
nationalizing the copper industry. It was the height of the cold war.  The Nixon administration 
was not happy.  Although the facts are clouded, most Chileans believe that Nixon and the CIA 
either had Allende assassinated or encouraged the Chilean military to do so.  Allende’s 
replacement, Augusto Pinochet was a brutal dictator.   He ruled Chile for nearly 30 years.  The 
Pinochet years were marked by brutality, authoritarian rule, and the disappearance, torture, and 
imprisonment of thousands.    

 
Our plan was to shoot scenes at the Salvador 
Allende statue in the city center.  Because the 
September 11 anniversary is a sore spot in 
Chilean history, hundreds of green clad, gun-
toting police, blocked off the main square.  
“Mañana.”   “Come back tomorrow,”  was the 
police response to our request to enter the 
square.  Hundreds of Chileans carrying 
political banners and chanting slogans 
assembled nearby.  Our driver and Chilean 
guide were nervous and urged us to leave.  We 
did.  
 
One of Santiago’s main attractions is San 
Lucia Hill.  This knob in the middle of town is 

also a magnificent park replete with fountains and lush gardens.  Ornate staircases wind up to the 
top of the hill. Toward the top, the park takes on the appearance of a fort. Every day, exactly at 
noon, a large cannon is fired from the top of the hill. We recorded a delightful scene with Charlie 
loading the cannon and pulling the trigger.  “Everyone cover your ears!  Boom!”   
 
Chile is one of the few places in the world where 
you can swim in the ocean in the morning and ski 
in the afternoon.  From San Lucia Hill we drove 
into the Andes Mountains to get a few shots of 
Charlie snow boarding.  The narrow two-lane road 
twists through harsh switch backs.  If you are 
afraid of heights, skip the Andes. 
 
September is early spring in Chile.  The country’s 
world class resorts were just getting ready to close 
for the season.  We were able to pull into the 
Colorado Resort, rent skis, and make it up onto a 
chair lift for a few runs.  The temperature had to 
be in the 50s and the snow was melting fast. The 
ski rental people looked at us like we were nuts.  Who rents skis at two in the afternoon for only 
two hours of skiing?  Of course, we only wanted to get a shot for our video.  
 

Protesters shout slogans on the anniversary of 
Salvador  Allende’s over throw.  I  took this 
photo from our  car  window.  

High on top of  San Lucia hill. 
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On the way down the mountain, our driver Jaime, spotted two Andean condors circling high 
overhead. The birds are rare and among the world’s largest.   
 
As you drive back into Santiago, you can’ t miss the smog cloud hanging over the city.  It is 
appalling.  I grew up in Denver, Colorado and never saw smog like this.  It stings your eyes and 
makes your nose run.  Chileans are doing everything possible to combat it. I’ ve never seen a city 
with more public transportation.  And people use it!  Geography is the problem here. Santiago is 
tucked between the ocean breezes and the Andes Mountains.  There is nowhere for the smog to 
go. I imagine the air quality would be bad even if they shut every car off for a week.  In this town, 
five million people kicking up dust alone would cause smog.  
 

Fr iday, September  12, 2003 
This day was devoted to the work of EPES in 
Santiago.  As in Concepción, EPES in Santiago 
is devoted to grass roots development among 
women.  We spent much of the morning touring 
their offices and listening to stories of their work 
with health promoters.  The director of EPES, 
Rosario, led the tour.  Her daughter, Jimena, 
translated.  EPES was born out of the violence 
and political unrest of the Pinochet era. In those 
days, a person could face prison or worse for 
organizing a women’s group. Rosario and her 
colleagues suffered personally.  Artistic 
depictions of the dead and missing hang on the 
walls.  They bear witness to the hardships.   
 

After a hearty lunch in the EPES office, we visited more heath worker sites.  Then, we went to a 
party arranged in our honor, at a community center.  The simple brick structure was built by the 
women to house their activities in a poor area of town.  Since Charlie was going to leave Chile 
before Independence Day, our EPES hosts planned an early Independence Day party.  The 
gathering featured dancing and music. The room was decorated in patriotic colors of red, blue and 
white.  The women insisted I learn the Cueca.  They tried.  I failed.  It was fun, nevertheless.  
 
Saturday, September  13, 2003 
Our morning was spent recording the voice of Charlie for our script.  This is a tedious process 
that takes several hours.  I wanted to record Charlie in Santiago rather than fly him into Chicago 
from his home in Montana.  We set up an 
improvised voice-over studio in my room.  In the 
afternoon we drove to a fancy shopping mall in the 
ritzy part of town.  The market is a pseudo folk 
village that caters to tourists.  The various shops 
and stalls sell arts, crafts and jewelry at wholesale 
prices.  I did some Christmas shopping and left a 
few thousand pesos behind.   
 
Shopping behind us, we met the EPES staff at the 
Central Market, a converted railroad station in the 
center of Santiago.  This place was wild.  The 
huge, domed terminal is packed with restaurants 
and market stalls selling all kinds of fresh fish, 

The women of EPES in Santiago 

Santiago’s Central Market. 



 10 

fruit and vegetables.  Waiters in 
black vests and bow ties hover at 
the entrance to their restaurants 
begging you to come inside and 
taste the best food in Santiago.  Our 
hosts chose a seafood joint on the 
second floor overlooking the vast 
arena. Once again, we had long 
conversations with the EPES staff.  
They love to talk!   
 
Finally, it was time to say goodbye 
to EPES, Charlie and his family.  
They had been wonderful 
companions during our trip.  When 
Kevin first told me that a several 
members of his family were tagging 
along, I was a bit worried.  No 
worries.  These folks were 
wonderful travelers who really 
added to the experience.  
 
Before dropping Kevin’s family off 
at the airport, our EPES driver 
Jaime drove Kevin, Steve and me to 
the Hotel Tokyo in Barrio Brazil, a 
funky neighborhood near 
downtown Santiago.  The hotel 
exterior reminded us of Ruca Rey’s 
in Concepción. Charlie began to 
chant, “El Dorado… El Dorado… 

El Dorado…” We all had a laugh, said goodbye and watched the van pull away.   
 
Sunday, September  14, 2003  
My sister Barb refers to early departures as O-dark-hundred.  Kevin, Steve and I caught a cab at 
5:00 a.m. for the airport.  This leg of the journey took us to Chile’s windy, remote southern region 
to record beauty shots for our video.  The in-country flight was fairly cheap and my hotel was 
inexpensive so I figured the junket might be worth it.  It was.   
 
Our Lan Chile flight touched down in Punta Arenas, “Sandy Point,”  around noon.  Punta Arenas 
is on the northern shore of the Strait of Magellan.  It is the southern-most city on the continent of 
South America.  If you recall your grade school history class, Magellan was the first explorer to 
sail around the world.  Actually, he didn’ t quite make it. Natives in the Philippines killed 
Magellan before he actually circumnavigated the globe.  The Strait of Magellan is important 
because it provides relatively safe passage around the wildly stormy southern tip of South 
America.  Even today, it is an important shipping route.   
 
One of our goals was to record footage of the region’s famous penguin colonies.  Alas, no 
penguins till October.  Penguins migrate just like other birds.  I booked myself into the Hostel 
Calafate II.  The package included breakfast, a room with cable TV and internet cafe for $18 a 
night!  Okay, I had to share a bath and the carpet was threadbare, but I’m not picky.  Taking a 

Southern Chile has many vast glaciers.  This view is from 
the airplane.  
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walk around town, we paused at the statue of Magellan in the city square.  Four young soldiers, 
bored with guarding the city, became interested in my camera.  Steve happened to have his 
Polaroid handy and had them pose for photos.  They loved it!   
 
Later, we flipped through the TV channels and caught the ESPN Sunday night football game 
featuring the Chicago Bears and the Minnesota Vikings.  The Bears play just as bad when the 
play-by-play is in Spanish.   
 

Monday, September  15, 2003  
Let me say a word about the Internet.  
Chile is definitely hooked up.  No matter 
where you go—airport, city or suburb, you 
can find internet cafés filled with Chilenos 
busily sending text messages.  Most are 
young adults, but many are not.  This 
technology is widespread and affordable.  
30-minutes in an internet café costs less 
than 50 cents.  The world is truly getting 
smaller.  
 
In the morning, we hired a driver to take us 
along the coast to Fort Bulnes, a19th-
century garrison built by the Chilean 
government.  The fort sits on a high cliff 
overlooking the Strait of Magellan. Chile 
wanted to lay claim to southern part of the 
continent before others did.  The original 
fort is long gone, but the government 

constructed an exact replica.  Whoever commanded this spot must have really ticked someone 
off.  Fort Bulnes is windy, rainy, cold and very lonely—even today.  Still, it is beautiful.  In the 
short time we were there, I recorded dolphins, seals, exotic birds, colorful ostrich—like birds 
called rheas, crab boats, and the rugged coast line.  We also drove past Point Famine, the spot 
were a group of 16th century Spanish soldiers starved to death while waiting for re-supply.  
 
Tuesday, September  16, 2003 
With our remaining day in Chile’s rugged 
south, we elected to ferry across the Strait 
to Tierra del Fuego.  We nearly missed the 
boat, arriving just in time to drive our 
rental car onto the ship.  The three hour 
crossing made Steve sea sick.  The ship 
pitched and rolled. A few passengers blew 
chunks over the railing, but Steve held on 
stoically. The temperature rarely gets 
below freezing on the Strait of Magellan. 
The sea prevents this from happening. On 
the other hand, it never gets much above 
freezing either.  
 
 

The Darwin's Rhea is a large ostr ich—like bird 
common in southern Chile.  

We near ly missed the boat to the land of fire! 



 12 

The ferry reached its destination, Tierra 
del Fuego “Land of Fire.”  The island got 
its name when passing sailors noticed 
fires on shore.  The fires may have 
occurred naturally, fueled by the 
plentiful methane deposits in the area.  
Or, local Indians my have lit them as 
signals.  Tierra del Fuego is about as 
remote as I’ve ever been.  There are 
very few trees.  Just wind, grass and 
rolling hills.  Because Steve had such a 
rough ride on the ferry, we decided to 
drive 150 kilometers north to the ferry at 
a narrower part of the Strait.  This ferry 
took only 20 minutes. The drive through 
the remote hills was fun.  Along the way 
we spotted wild horses and guanacos, a 
llama-like creature that inhabits the island.  The guanaco’s are about the size of an elk.  They run 
in small herds of four or five animals and can cause quite a hazard along the dirt road.  
 
Re-crossing the Strait, Steve and Kevin dropped me off in Punta Arenas.  This was goodbye.  The 
two brothers were embarking on a vacation to Torres del Paine, one of Chile’s world—famous 
national parks.  Torres del Paine attracts climbers and adventurers from all over the world.  They 
come to climb spectacular peaks and ancient glaciers.  I figured I had seen enough for one trip.  If 
I went to a place that beautiful, I’d want my family along with me.  
 
That night I ate dinner alone in a nice Punta Arenas restaurant.  The salmon was excellent, but I 
missed my friends and family.  The background music in the restaurant was the blues. 
 

Wednesday, September  17, 
2003 
I caught a noon Lan Chile flight 
back to Santiago.  Like so many 
places I’ve been, the national 
airline is excellent.  The planes 
are new. Service is top flight 
and the food is good. Arriving 
in Santiago, I took a bus from 
the airport back to my room in 
Barrio Brazil.  After dinner I 
strolled through the nearby park.  
It was night time.  Lovers sat on 
benches.  Children with skate 
boards tested their skill on a 
half-pipe.  Others played ping 
pong on tables set up for this 
purpose.   One boy even played 
basketball.  I yelled, “Michael 
Jordan!”   He laughed.    

 

The Guanaco is a large, lama-like animal common 
on Tier ra del Feugo. 

Ricardo Lagos, the President of Chile. 
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Thursday, September 18, 2003 
Feeling at home back in Santiago, I 
threw the camera and tripod into my 
backpack and headed for the Metro 
light rail system.  Santiago’s Metro 
is world class.  The stations are 
clean, large and well lit.  The trains 
run on a tight schedule.  Television 
monitors on the platform tell you 
when the next train is due. It was 
independence day, and the streets 
were quiet.  Most shops had closed 
for the holiday.    I returned to the 
Plaza de Armas to record 
independence day celebrations.   
The plaza was mostly cordoned off 
by police.   
 
It is a Chilean Independence Day 
tradition for the President, the military elite, and other high government officials to attend church 
at the Metropolitan Cathedral on the plaza square.  The appearance of the president comes with 
much fanfare.  Two regiments of Chilean soldiers marched and paraded around the square.  One 
of the regiments dressed in grey ceremonial uniforms with black boots.  Their shiny grey helmets 
eerily resembled those worn by the Wermacht soldiers of Germany in World War II.  While the 
band played patriotic music,  I perched myself on a monument and had a perfect view of the 
plaza.  Sure enough, President Ricardo Lagos arrived in an open-air limo.  Lagos stood in the 
back seat of the convertible wearing a grey suit with a broad, red, white and blue ribbon, waving 
to the crowd. As the motorcade turned the corner it passed just a few feet from my camera.       
 
Later in the day, I took the Metro to Park O’Higgins for a huge Independence day celebration.  
Park O’Higgins is named after Chile’s first president, Bernardo O’Higgins.  O’Higgins, like many 
Chilean’s was of European decent.  Bernardo of course, was Irish. The park was jammed with 
thousands of Chileans dancing, singing and flying kites. It has the same feel as a state fair.  
   
Fr iday, September  19, 2003 
I spent the morning packing my gear.  The flight wasn’ t until 8:30 p.m. and the hotel Tokyo 
proprietor suggested I return to Park O’Higgins for a military parade.  It sounded interesting, but 
my heart just wasn’ t in it.  Two weeks away from home is about all I can stand.  Chile was 
wonderful. I just needed to be heading home—even if it meant sitting at the airport.  
 
Rather than discard old clothes in the U.S., I’ ve begun leaving them behind when I travel.  Since 
it was my last morning in Chile, I went looking for someone who could make use of my excess 
garments.  On the streets of Barrio Brazil, it didn’ t take long.  A few blocks from the Hotel 
Tokyo, a small man in a ragged overcoat approached and asked if I had any spare change.  “How 
about some clothes?”  I asked him.  He nodded and we began to walk back to my hotel to retrieve 
them.  On the way he told me his story.  “ I came to Chicago once,”  he said in broken English.  “ I 
was with my father and we got lost.  He asked a very large black man for directions to the 
downtown.  The man told us to go 70 blocks to the north and 70 blocks to the east.  And so, we 
found the downtown.  Chicago is a very big city!”   
 
 

Who do these guys remind you of?  
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Conclusion 
The sun is slowly setting over the mountains 
as I look west through the glass walls of 
Santiago’s international airport waiting on 
my American Airlines flight home.  I’ ve 
been to a lot of places in the world.  All bring 
surprise.  Chile included.  The more you 
travel, the more you learn to keep an open 
mind.  Things are never as you expect them 
to be.  That’s a big part of the fun!  Chile is a 
rapidly developing nation, not some 
backward banana republic. Some Chilenos I 
spoke with thought their country was poor.  I 
disagree.  Economically speaking, Chile is 
closer to Europe than Africa.  While traveling 
around, I saw a healthy middle class.  People 
have money in their pockets.   
 
You could focus on the problems, poverty, 

air pollution, recent political instability.  But the positive signs are all around.  The roads are 
good.  The airline is a model of efficiency.  Few cities in the world have a light rail system to 
rival the Metro.  Literacy rates are among the highest in Latin America. The Protestant church I 
visited is small but strong.  They have a vibrant faith and are active believers in social justice.     
 
I experienced many new things during this visit.  Exotic animals like guanacos, rheas and 
condors.  I fed sea lions and petted llamas.  Excellent food was put before me each day: dishes 
like Chilean salmon, and empanadas, a kind of sandwich with meat, egg and onions baked in a 
warm, brown crust.   I saw beautiful scenery: vast mountain peaks, thundering oceans and windy, 
barren islands.  But more than anything, I enjoyed the people.  They are warm, friendly and proud 
of their country.  Viva Chile!   
 

Dancing the Cueca in Santiago. 


