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For the Chilean families whose roots reach back before the twentieth century — many of whom, whether they know it or not, carry within their history the memory of someone who fought in the War of the Pacific.

May these pages encourage them to look back, and to remember.

​“Writing is a form of therapy. Sometimes I wonder how those who do not compose music or paint manage to escape the madness, the melancholy, the sheer panic terror inherent in the human condition.”

––––––––
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— Graham Greene

Introduction

At the end of the nineteenth century, Chile became involved in a war against Peru and Bolivia over the control of nitrate—a highly strategic resource in an age of territorial disputes and expanding empires.

It was a war fought in one of the harshest landscapes on earth: the Atacama Desert, where extreme temperatures, vast open spaces, and the absence of shelter turned the land itself into an enemy. In that scorched and unforgiving world, courage and cruelty often walked side by side.

Bolivia withdrew from the conflict after roughly a year, weakened by poor leadership, inadequate resources, and deep political divisions. From then on, the war unfolded mainly as a struggle between Chile and Peru.

The Chilean campaign advanced north by sea. Troops were transported by ship and landed at Pisagua and other ports along the Peruvian coast, where the desert and the battlefield would test them in equal measure.

This is the story of two young men—their friendship, their trials, and their fight to survive long enough to return to the people they loved.

The events in this novel are inspired by memories passed down through my family, first by my great-grandfather José, one of its protagonists, and later by relatives and friends who had known either him or Manuel, his dearest companion.

As with all memories, some details may have faded, shifted, or grown with time. What remains, however, is the spirit of what they lived: loyalty, sacrifice, endurance, and love.
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CHAPTER 1 - JOSE COMES HOME
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That day, the little lead soldiers in blue jackets and red trousers held all my attention in the living room of the old house on Avenida Brasil. Sunlight slipped through the tall windows, glinting off their painted bayonets as if a real parade were marching across the carpet. From the kitchen came the faint murmur of conversation, the clatter of pots, and bursts of women’s laughter—soft, familiar sounds in a house that was rarely quiet.

In those days, it was common to have two or three women in the house to take care of the cleaning, the cooking, and whatever else the household required, often in exchange for little more than room and board. Their voices were a constant presence in my childhood: sometimes scolding, sometimes singing, sometimes gossiping in quick whispers they believed children could not understand.

Suddenly, the laughter stopped.

A silence fell—brief, tense, expectant.

Then María, the youngest and liveliest of them, came hurrying down the long hallway, lifting her apron as if it were slowing her down.

“Don José has arrived!” she called from room to room, unable to contain her excitement.

At once, the lead soldiers lost all importance. I jumped to my feet and ran toward the entrance hall, where the backlit silhouette of a very tall, thin man slowly advanced, leaning heavily on a crutch. Outside, the afternoon sun framed him like a figure emerging from another world.

“Careful, Pepito—don’t knock him over!” María scolded, half laughing, half alarmed, as I rushed toward him.

I threw my arms around him. He rested his hand on my head—a hand thin and bony, yet unfailingly tender. His figure and white beard always reminded me of Don Quixote, whose image I had seen so often in the illustrated books scattered around the house. As he did every year, José had taken the train from Valparaíso and arrived at the family home on the eve of the military parade of September 19.

“Bebelo.”

Without meaning to, I had named him that when I was three. Bisabuelo had been impossible for my childish tongue, and the mistake had caused endless laughter, especially among the women. The name stayed. Even he used it sometimes, smiling with his eyes.

“Tell me about when you fought the Peruvians,” I begged, giving him no time to greet my father or even sit down.

The old man smiled in silent amusement and then made his way—slowly, carefully—toward the record player. He selected one of his few surviving records: 'O Sole Mio', sung by Enrico Caruso. It was a miracle that even one had survived the years of my destructive curiosity. Records in those days were made of such fragile material that they snapped like glass.

Family legend had it that I used to balance them on my head and then press them downward with both hands while singing at the top of my lungs:

“Se va el caimán, se va el caimán, se va pa’ La Barranquilla...”

Needless to say, the adults competed to buy a new copy of El Caimán, knowing full well that the winner would also win me over.

José lowered himself onto the sofa with a small grunt of effort. He smoothed a thinning strand of white hair back into place, then stroked his beard as if trying to shape it into a sharper point. He lit his pipe—his faithful companion—and soon the room filled with its warm, sweet smoke.

From the back of the house came the inevitable reactions.

“It’s vanilla,” María said with conviction.

“No, it’s clove,” countered Juanita.

“It’s cinnamon,” insisted Ana.

Ana always insisted. And because she was the cook—and older than the other two—her opinion usually prevailed. Whenever the subject involved anything remotely culinary, her authority became absolute. I never knew whether she was right, only that José’s pipe smoke had a scent that made the house feel older, safer, and somehow more alive.

José leaned back, pipe between his fingers, half-closed his eyes, and let the music settle into the room. He sighed as though preparing to unlock a door he kept closed for most of the year.

His sideways glance told me he already knew what I wanted: the story. The same old story, always the same, yet never the same to me.

Outside, the late-afternoon light softened, sliding across the floorboards like a slow tide. Inside, the record player crackled gently. The women whispered in the hallway, pretending not to listen.

José took one last puff from his pipe, exhaled a perfect smoke ring that drifted above his head, and finally spoke.

“All right, Pepito,” he said softly. “Let us go back to the desert.”

And once again, the living room faded, the walls dissolved, and I felt myself carried into the unforgiving world where his youth had collided with war.
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CHAPTER 2 – SANTIAGO DE CHILE
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Santiago in the 1950s was still a city traced by railway lines, where heavy steel streetcars rattled through the neighborhoods like migrating beasts. Market vendors moved noisily through the streets in horse-drawn carts piled high with vegetables, their voices rising above the din to announce the day’s prices. Those who could not afford horses pushed enormous wooden wheelbarrows instead, leaning their full weight into the load as they advanced in long, bouncing strides—half comical, half heroic—covering miles as if driven by sheer stubbornness.

Itinerant tradesmen wandered from block to block offering their services in improvised melodies. The knife sharpener announced his arrival with a few haunting notes on a pan flute; the mattress beater, the bed-frame stretcher, the umbrella repairman, and other specialists shouted their calls so quickly and so garbled that only housewives seemed able to understand them. Torn socks and nylon stockings were entrusted to the Chinese mender; shirts with frayed collars or cuffs went to small tailoring shops, where they were expertly “turned” to hide the wear. Garments that had lost their color were revived in the tintorerías, and any faulty household appliance—a radio, a fan, an iron—was taken to the electric technician, who repaired it for little more than a few coins. In those years, Santiago wasted nothing. Everything could be repaired, patched, or reinvented.

Except for the downtown center, the city itself looked like a scattering of small towns stitched together. Most houses were only one or two stories
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