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EVERY DAY THE RIVER CHANGES

______________________________________________




Introduction


IT WAS SUNSET WHEN I SAW THE BOATS.

I was walking close to the water and stopped, letting the waves lap gently against my feet as I stared out toward the horizon. They did not look like regular boats. They looked like submarines, because you could only see the pointed black tips on either end protruding from the swells of the sea. Every evening, reliably, just before twilight, they would curiously jet across the horizon in a single-file line, and I would watch them. Finally, I thought to ask.

“What are those boats for?” I turned to Vismar and Colo, two boys my age whom I’d befriended in this Pacific beach town of Colombia called Ladrilleros.

“Those ones are the fishing boats,” Vismar said. He and Colo cackled, as they often did when they heard my Argentine-accented Spanish with an American tinge or when I asked questions that they thought were strange, like how they knew their way around the labyrinth of backwater mangroves like roads or what went on in the jungle-clad mountains that loomed over our heads.

“Why are you laughing?” I asked this time.

“We call them fishing boats, but they only fish during the day.”

Colo clarified. “At night, they continue north, to bring the cocaine to Central America.”

They cackled again, even louder now. My face turned bright red, and I immediately regretted having asked anything at all. It was 2016, my first time in a foreign country alone. I was nineteen, wary and scared. I had been told to ask questions about anything I wanted but never about the cocaine. Never the guerrillas. That’s how you got in trouble in Colombia, people said, by asking too many questions about the wrong things.

I guess Vismar and Colo noticed my discomfort. “Don’t worry about it, really,” Colo reassured me, and he was being earnest. “Around here, everything’s calm.” Tranquilo.

I nodded. Colo walked ahead and motioned for me to follow. But then Vismar mumbled something under his breath, and Colo stopped.

They stood very close to each other and whispered things very quickly and incomprehensibly, as if debating whether to tell me something.

“What is it?” I asked nervously.

“No, it’s really nothing,” Colo said, and they kept whispering. I did not say anything. Finally, after about a minute, they stopped, and Vismar came over to me.

“Well,” he said, “there is one thing we think you should know.” I looked to my left. The boats had sped away, out of view. To my right, lanky waterfalls poured from volcanic outcrops onto the black sand. The air smelled like rain. I suddenly remembered how isolated I was, how far I’d come on the bouncy speedboat from the city.

“Tell me.”

“It’s just that . . . well, we have a thief in town,” Vismar confessed. “He’s been stealing from many of the hotels.”

I shook my head, somewhat confused. “A thief’s not all that bad,” I said.

“You’re right,” Vismar continued, “but he’s been causing lots of problems for people around here. They told him to stop, he wouldn’t listen. So they hired someone to come from the city to take him out to sea and . . .” He made a gun with his index finger and thumb and then clicked it in his mouth. Suddenly, I preferred the cocaine boats.

“Why would they do that?” I asked. “They could have just put him in jail.”

“He’ll just get out again and keep stealing,” Colo interrupted. “All of us in this village are poor, we have nothing. He is the only one who steals. That’s not fair.”

“Makes sense.” I said it but didn’t mean it, or I hoped I didn’t. “When is this happening?”

“Tonight, si Dios quiere,” Vismar said. God willing. “It’s very exciting for all of us. But you shouldn’t even be thinking about it.” All of this was to say that even the biggest problem in town shouldn’t have concerned me, or any of the other beachgoers, and that I was safe.

———

I WAS FIVE YEARS OLD WHEN I STARTED TAKING PIANO lessons from a woman named Sandra Marlem Muñoz. The year I was born, she’d moved to New York from the Colombian city of Cali to pursue a career in music. Sandra was in her thirties when I first became her student. She used to come to my house on Tuesdays after school.

“Hi, Jordan! How are you?” she would always say in her singsong, accented English. Everything about Sandra was musical. Her heels clacked against the wooden floor; her metal bracelets jangled as she walked. If my dad was home they would speak Spanish, a language that I did not yet fully understand but that sounded like music itself. Hers was a flying staccato, typical of Colombia, my dad’s a slow, more exaggerated Argentine Spanish that sounded almost like Italian.

During breaks, Sandra would play songs from her country. The small upright piano in the corner of our living room smiled as it came to life with pulsating, arpeggiated salsas and arabesques. A far cry from the slow drone of my attempts at Beethoven and Bach, her music was pure energy, and it was loud. “I want to learn those,” I would say to Sandra as she and my mother drank tea after my younger brothers and I were finished with our lessons. “Please, Sandra, I want to play those.”

I was a child then, and I did not know many things. I had no idea at the time that a long-running armed conflict had been shaking Colombia to its core—that when most Americans thought of the country in the upper-left corner of South America, they thought of cocaine, of Pablo Escobar and the narcos, and of communist guerrillas hidden away in the jungle. Colombia reminded them of targeted assassinations of soccer players, of air strikes and bombings, and of entire cities and villages paralyzed by war. They thought of the drug-running boats that I was so worried about in Ladrilleros.

But Sandra never spoke of these things when we were together; my window onto Colombia was Sandra’s music. Besides soccer tournaments like the World Cup qualifiers and the Copa América—which, as a born-ready Argentina fan, I watched without fail—just about the only time I ever thought of the country was when I was with her. And all I can remember, now looking back, was sitting beside her at the piano each week and watching over the years as my slow scales transformed into the rambling melodies of the songs that I’d so desperately wanted to learn when I was just starting out.

After my first year in college, I was offered the opportunity to see Colombia for myself. It was a chance encounter through the Wildlife Conservation Society, the organization that runs the zoos and aquariums all over New York—these were the stomping grounds of my childhood, when I used to visit with my parents and younger brothers and stare wide-eyed through the Plexiglas at howler monkeys scratching their underbellies and hippopotamuses wallowing in the mud. WCS SUPPORTS WILDLIFE CONSERVATION AROUND THE WORLD, announced the signs at the zoo, though I never gave this fact much thought until I was older and actually decided to try to work for them. In school I’d become obsessed with the idea that the survival of those same species in the wild was deeply intertwined with the decisions and destinies of ordinary people, that perhaps my job could entail telling stories illuminating those relationships, in order to help encourage a greener path forward.

One day, the WCS office in Colombia called me back. If I wanted to spend a month helping with their communications efforts, based in their office in the city of Cali but traveling around the country, they would have me—the drug violence and guerrilla warfare had been waning for about two years already in the places where I’d be going, they told me, and there were rumors of a peace deal in the works that could end the conflict for good. The official travel policy of Princeton University, which funded my trip, was more cautious. I would have to sign my life away on several waivers, saying that if I died at the hands of drug traffickers or paramilitary militias, the university was free from liability; it soon became clear to me that everyone whom I told I was going to Colombia had similar fears, whether or not they expressed them aloud. This was far from reassuring.

My first thought was to call Sandra. I’d stopped piano lessons many years earlier, but our families remained close. “Oh my God!” she exclaimed. I could hear her smiling on the other end of the line. “You must go! You can stay with my grandmother in her house! She will take care of you!” Besides her grandmother, Sandra offered to introduce me to her cousins and friends, sprinkled throughout Cali, with whom I could play soccer under the lights and take road trips to nearby swimming holes and bustling Andean markets.

With that, suddenly, my outlook changed, aided not least by my own eager imagination. I envisioned a homestay with this sprightly grandmother, sharing a cup of sweet Colombian coffee on a porch shaded by mango trees as the sun came up; I imagined venturing off on my own, visiting rural outposts and wildernesses and documenting people’s stories about how nature shaped their worlds. It would be like the movie The Motorcycle Diaries, I thought—like the story of a young Ernesto Guevara’s transformative motorcycle journey through South America. He and a friend traveled from Argentina to Colombia entirely by land and river: they visited leper colonies in the Peruvian Amazon; spoke with disenfranchised copper miners in the Chilean desert; slept beside breathtaking glacial lakes in the Patagonian highlands. His journals, upon which the film was based, reflected a similarly deep sense of all of the many human and environmental injustices that characterized the places he’d passed along the way. This was, of course, what would eventually radicalize Che Guevara the soldier, whose Marxist revolutions helped inspire the very guerrilla forces that would terrorize Colombia for more than fifty years. But Che the soldier was a very different man from Ernesto the student, and it was Ernesto the student who was far more interesting to me: the young man in his twenties who set off wide-eyed on an anxious journey that would give him a new lens with which to view the world.

It didn’t hurt my imagination, either, that I come from a family that has long traversed the different corners of this earth. Some of the most memorable moments of my childhood were spent sitting beside aunts and uncles and grandparents as they told me, in a spellbinding mix of English, Spanish, and Arabic, histories of a family that seemed forever destined to be on the move. As with most travelers of their time, they were driven by circumstances beyond their control—religious persecution, economic opportunity, political strife—and yet they hadn’t failed to pass down tales of the new cultures and enlightening experiences that they’d encountered on the road. I’d long been living vicariously through the stories of my grandfather, my father’s father, himself a classmate of Guevara’s in medical school, who grew up in Buenos Aires and spent many years as a young doctor backpacking and training in the Argentine countryside before eventually moving to New York. Abuelo told me of his father, my great-grandfather, a Syrian Jewish immigrant to Argentina at the turn of the twentieth century who worked as an itinerant salesman on horseback in the Andes Mountains; there, as the story goes, the Arab Jew from Damascus became Argentine, learning Spanish from folk songs and card games, sitting around bonfires with gauchos, and sleeping in ranch houses along his trade route. Many of his relatives and compatriots, also fleeing religious persecution in the old Ottoman Empire, found their way to other nations of Latin America—among them Mexico, Venezuela, and Colombia—where they built new lives and families and identities. On my mother’s side there was the great-great-great-grandfather who led a caravan of one thousand camels along the famed Silk Road, trading carpets and textiles and spices in cities like Baghdad, Aleppo, Isfahan, and beyond; other Baghdadi Jewish ancestors made it as far as Shanghai and Mumbai. In the stories it sounded easy, their everyday bumps in the road smoothed over in favor of historical drama and tall tales. There seemed to be no port where their wanderings hadn’t reached, and no place where there wasn’t an adventure to be found.

I arrived in Cali on a Friday in August. No warnings did justice to how oppressively and impossibly hot it was in the city—the third largest in Colombia, known also to be the world capital of salsa dancing, and whose main water source was the Cauca River that flowed through the outlying shantytowns of corrugated-metal-roofed dwellings. Sandra’s grandmother, Abuelita Ana, was ninety-six years old and bedridden, a kind woman who lived with an aide named Olga on the bottom floor of her two-story home. Each night Abuelita Ana would smile and ask me about my day, usually over a shared dinner of bland, creamy pasta that I ordered in because she forbade me from leaving the house alone after the sun went down. One night, when the two biggest soccer teams in Cali were playing each other, I listened longingly beside the front window as the city erupted in cheers with every goal. This was not because she was being cruel—precisely the opposite. She was trying to do the little that she could to make sure I was safe. The door would be locked after dinner, and she would take the key with her into her bedroom just after 7:00 p.m. On those warm nights, without reliable internet in the house or much of anything else to do, I took to writing detailed accounts of each day’s events in a black marble notebook, not thinking I would ever write about my travels in earnest—I simply did it to pass the time.

I spent the month in and out of Sandra’s grandmother’s place, mostly working in the WCS Cali office to translate rather dull conservation news bulletins but sometimes arranging short excursions to rural field sites throughout the country. I came to crave these trips, quickly realizing that I preferred the slow pace of Colombia’s countryside to its dusty, raucous cities, and in just a few weeks I covered a tremendous amount of geographical area without much direction—on a map, it looked like an unfortunate game of connect-the-dots. I spent time with villagers who were developing a turtle sanctuary along the river Sinú, in the wetlands of the northern Córdoba Department, where I went fishing with schoolchildren and picked fresh papayas for breakfast. I visited the magnificent Darién Gap on the Colombia-Panama border, one of the most dense, unforgiving rain forests left on earth—and witnessed hundreds of Africans, Asians, and Caribbean islanders attempting to cross it on foot in what was a desperate, near death march to reach the United States. And I traveled to the small town of Ladrilleros, on the country’s rugged Pacific coast, where I met Colo and Vismar.

———

THE NIGHTS IN LADRILLEROS WERE LONG, AND LOUD. THE ferocious tapping of rain on the tin roof kept me awake for hours, and just when I thought I’d dozed off, the earth-ending roar of thunder rattled my little wooden shack and the thin mattress upon which I slept. In the room beside mine, a couple from Boyacá made loud noises throughout the night. When the rain finally stopped, the frogs began their symphony until dawn.

My favorite times in Ladrilleros were just before bed, when the couple from Boyacá had wandered off somewhere to look at the stars, and Vismar and Colo and I lay in the hammocks outside of the wooden shack for hours and compared our countries. Neither of them had ever been much farther than Ladrilleros or its closest city, Buenaventura, yet they dreamed of going to the United States. Vismar told me how he’d been saving for years to go to college in the United States, to become an engineer. He had two hundred dollars to his name so far, and he made it sound like he was close. Colo did not have such plans, though he asked me if I would mail him knockoff Nike sneakers when I got back to New York, saying that he would wire me the money.

“When are you coming back?” they asked me, more out of curiosity than anything else. I guess they expected me to say something like “a few months” or “next year.” I was asked this by many Colombians, most of whom lived in places so remote that it was a miracle I’d made it there in the first place.

“You know, I’m not sure, it’s very hard to take a trip like this,” I said, dodging the question.

“Ah.” They nodded but did not seem to understand, for a few days later: “Hey, when did you say you were coming back again?”

“I don’t know.”

One older Colombian woman, who happened to sit beside me on a wooden boat tour through the mangroves of Ladrilleros, told me that if I ever came back to Colombia, I should not return to the Pacific coast. No, she said: Instead I should visit all the many places in her country that she’d heard were beautiful but where she herself had never been. The white-sand beaches of Tayrona National Park, beside the Caribbean Sea; the rainbow-colored waters of Caño Cristales; the Amazon jungles of the South.

“Oh, and how could I forget the Magdalena River!” the old woman added. “The greatest river in Colombia.”

The Magdalena River. It wasn’t in the tourist guidebook like the other places she mentioned, but I recognized its name immediately, for so many people in Colombia spoke of it to me with an almost-religious fervor. “A place you must not miss,” they said. It seemed to be every Colombian’s dream to someday travel the 950 miles of its course, though not many people had actually done it. The Wildlife Conservation Society had a project in a community somewhere along its banks, but it was in the Magdalena Medio, the Mid-Magdalena, where at the time they had told me it was still too dangerous to go.

I landed back in the States a few weeks later, at that point more curious than fulfilled from my trip, and without having laid eyes on the great Magdalena River. But I did not forget about my time in Colombia. In college, friends studied things like economics and history and biology, while I devoured everything to do with Latin America, reading books like One Hundred Years of Solitude and The Old Patagonian Express and dreaming of a second chance to travel there. The next summer I spent on a grant in Argentina and Bolivia, tracing the route of my great-grandfather—the long-ago traveling salesman in the Andes—and seeing for myself that ours was indeed a family forever on the move, linking one place with the next, exchanging goods and stories and cultures as they wandered. I realized the value of a journey with a singular thread, one that could connect seemingly disparate places and people. And I was beginning to figure out that telling these stories was what I wanted to do with my life.

The Magdalena was waiting for me when it came time to decide on a topic for my senior thesis. I’d decided I wanted to spend time with people along a river, and I was surprised that it took me so long to find my way back to my old journals from Colombia, written in the sweaty heat under Sandra’s grandmother’s careful curfew in Cali. Immediately I was reminded of the glimmer in people’s eyes when they told me of their country’s greatest river; indeed, in Colombia there is no river that is more important and revered than the Río Grande de la Magdalena, which flows through just about every kind of landscape—mountains, jungles, plains, and swamplands—before emptying into the Caribbean Sea. The river is central to the history of Colombia and much of South America, serving as the setting for several of the continent’s most famous novels (by Gabriel García Márquez), the birthplace of some of its most popular music (from regional genres like cumbia and vallenato, which arose from the valleys, to global superstar Shakira, who was born in Barranquilla at the river’s mouth), and the source of myths and legends that have since touched lands far beyond the river’s banks. In Colombia’s heartland, the Magdalena is a major source of life. The old woman in Ladrilleros had said to me, “To understand the river is to understand the country.”

Maybe I wanted to understand Colombia because it is always changing, always coming up with something new. By late 2016, just a few months after my first trip, a landmark peace deal had been signed, and the worst of the guerrilla armies were supposedly demobilizing. Areas of the country that were previously off-limits were now ostensibly back on the map, and there was renewed hope after more than fifty years of conflict. But every few months there were regressions, too: in the absence of the guerrillas there came political upheaval, threats of a return to arms, killings of environmentalists and local activists and ex-combatants, and the strengthening of dissident criminal groups, all stoking fears of a relapse into violence. And all the while, through the ups and downs of hope and despair, there were stories of ordinary people doing what they could to help, often in the most extraordinary of ways.

One thing was for certain: the Colombia I met in 2016 was a far cry from the Colombia I came to love just two years later, when I did indeed return, though at the old woman’s advice I did not go back to Vismar and Colo in Ladrilleros or to anywhere else I’d been before. I returned to Colombia with the goal of traveling the entire length of its most important river, from source to sea, south to north, over the course of four weeks. With school in the way, this was all the time that I had; an ambitious goal, but by no means an unattainable one.

Figuring out how I would do it was another question entirely. The Magdalena River of the storybooks was a river of life, revered for its romantic journeys through landscapes with astounding biodiversity. I soon came to dream of long voyages by steamboat through the dense, misty wilderness, of siestas spent cruising by in a hammock, without worry, lulled by the hum of the ship and the buzzing of the jungle. A life lived by river seemed impeccable in its simplicity—you never had to worry about where you were going.

Indeed, such adventures, which I very much wished I could have myself, were impossible now. The Magdalena of the storybooks was the Magdalena of the past—before the violence and ecological collapse—and the river that’s left now, plundered and pillaged, is a shadow of what it once was. Passenger boats no longer ply much of its course; instead, using any means of transportation I could, from pickup trucks and buses to mules and wooden canoes, I would have to make my way through villages and towns alongside the river that has long dictated their fates. But this was not an insignificant thing. Before and after my trip, I spent many months poring over a musty two-volume set called Crónica grande del Río de la Magdalena, perhaps the single most diverse and comprehensive collection of Magdalena writings ever published (the books were heavy and long out of print; for a while I had them on long-distance loan from a library in upstate New York—every three weeks I would return the copies and immediately request them back again, for I was clearly the only one after them in years). I studied the river’s course, its ecology, and the names of its port towns incessantly, all of which were repeated over and over again in its hundreds of traveling tales across the centuries. But the Magdalena, like most major rivers, has a long history of being described mainly by those travelers afforded the perspective of floating on it and looking out. This to me did not seem too different from peering out the window of a train, always soothing but unable to offer a fuller picture of a place in time before it recedes into the oblivion of the past. What about the people who lived beside the river, I thought, in places where the steamboats did not stop?

I remember, in one such case, coming across a description of a fishing settlement along the river as observed by a Swiss professor, Ernst Röthlisberger, from the deck of a steamboat in the late nineteenth century. Of the farmers and fishermen he spotted along the shore, he wrote, “When they need salt, lead for their nets, and guns or knives, they fill their canoes with bananas or dried fish and navigate downstream to the nearest village; there, they sell their goods, buy what they need, and then sink back into their nothingness.

“These people live in indolence,” Röthlisberger continued, “without religion, and without manners, not subject to any authority and are yet happy in their ways.”

This seemed, like so much else when it came to Colombia, to be a misunderstanding. Steamboat travelers hardly had to pay much attention to the fishermen in shacks and the villagers in towns and hamlets that have long lined this artery of a nation, this express highway that once connected the country’s beating heart to its shimmering sea. It was easier and more common to exoticize, as Röthlisberger did—to brush them off as “bestial” or “wretched” or otherwise banished to their own seclusion. In making my way by land rather than only by water, I would be spending time getting to know the people of the Magdalena, not just the epic river itself.

This book will take you along with me, on a journey down one of the greatest rivers in South America that you may not have heard of. No longer is a book on Colombia guaranteed to be all about Pablo Escobar and his narco henchmen




OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Table of Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction



		Part One: Upper Magdalena



		1. The Legend of Doña Juana



		2. Rumors of the Magdalena



		3. The Mohán



		4. River of Gold









		Part Two: Magdalena Medio



		5. The Hippopotamuses of Pablo Escobar



		6. Four Days in Estación Cocorná



		7. No Name



		8. Hostage of the Magdalena



		9. Six Hours by River









		Part Three: Lower Magdalena



		10. The Master Jeweler



		11. Biblioburro



		12. Mouths of Ash









		Acknowledgments



		Further Reading



		About the Author



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Introduction



		Contents









Page List





		i



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		ii











OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
FOUR WEEKS
~ DOWN th¢ MAGDALENA

JORDAN SALAMA





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





