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“Fernando Torres makes the past present in powerful stories of political repression, unfathomable cruelty, and transcendent solidarity. The filtered light of memory illuminates with deep reflection in Walks Through Memories of Oblivion. Written against the vast burials of history in human terms, this book insists on exhuming what rarely emerges from the routine of lying silence. No history of Chile—or of the world as a whole—can be anywhere near complete without the truths that Torres intensely reveals in these pages.”


Norman Solomon

Journalist

Executive Director, IPA

Institute for Public Accuracy

Washington DC
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“...powerful. Moving...has depth...it is important. Must not be forgotten. The scenes give me a taste, make me want to know more about each of these guys and what they went through, make me want hear them talk and joke around the table. The contrast between their pasts, which is always there, and their present conversations is very poignant. They reinforce each other...you have a SPECIAL book.”


Daniel Rudman

Playwright

Berkeley, Ca.







“... delicious piece of satire, rich with symbolism and  pathos.” 


Vimbai Shire

Beyond White Space Ltd.
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"How could a psychologist not rejoice in such a triumph...these are people who have survived a death-in-life experience under state terrorism and sought refuge, and in seeking protection have made the first step from being victims to being survivors. They have proclaimed themselves worthy members of the human community—exactly what the torturers said they were not, said they would never be..."

—Adrianne Aron, Psychologist.

With all my love to Monchi, Vale, y Nico, and dedicated to my mother Ana Veliz, a brave woman who in her many sleepless nights of horror, never resigned herself to have a missing son.
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Special thanks to: Kathleen Vickery, Pamela Darington, Sally Bean, Cesar Labarca, Leoncio, Carlos Herrera, Jaime Salazar, Hope Boylston, Fernando Leiva, Madelina Zayas, Hector Salgado, Horacio Mena, and the 2 9/11s in a Lifetime  Collective.
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Author's Note

So death is life's forgetfulness. 

Mihai Eminescu

All of these stories are based on actual events. Four years before Chile's 9/11, and after a late-night rally and a fiery improvised speech in Antofagasta, the biggest coastal city of the Atacama Desert, the soon-to-be President stepped down from the big podium in the middle of a downtown street and walked right up to a teenager who was standing backstage. He was about to say something to the young man when he was distracted by dozens of people gathering to get a glance. Not knowing he would become the first socialist President in the world to be elected by the popular vote, the kid patted Salvador Allende on the back, and in return the man gave him a fatherly smile; “I'm a little tired, son!” he confessed to me—that boy. I was twelve or thirteen at the time.

That brief encounter made me feel like I belonged, like I was somehow patting history. Later, on November 3, 1970, after Allende’s fourth run for office, he won the presidential election. His government started Spring in high gear. It was a revolution, and with it came music, lots of it and—inspired by the spontaneous awakening of a cultural movement that touched all corners of the arts, especially folk music—I was emboldened to do my part. I was fourteen when I taught myself to play several folk instruments, including the guitar, in less than six months. In the process, I learned Gramsci, Brecht, Galeano, Fidel, The Black Panthers, Tio Ho, Ilyich Ulyanov, Giap, Carpentier, Iron Butterfly, Los Tupamaros, Carlitos Marx, President Zappa, El Che, Los Jairas, Garcia-Marquez and many other goodies. There were lots of books to read, lots of music to play and there was not much time to wait for adulthood. If I can thank the political environment during that time for something, it would be for how it pulled me away from getting stoned with friends on street corners listening to music from faraway lands.

The military coup of September eleventh 1973, ended with the thousand-days of Allende's autochthon Peaceful Chilean Way to Socialism, which turned my world upside down forever. In a few months, the dream of building a more just society was smashed into bloody pieces, disbanding all the achievements and organizations that the working and middle class had slowly gained over more than two centuries. The dreams were shattered but not destroyed. A few months later, an underground Resistance Movement, spearheaded by mostly women who were relatives of prisoners and those who had disappeared, spread throughout the country.

One year after my first 9/11, I re-joined the Revolutionary Student Front, which was now working underground as part of the Resistance, until I was detained in 1975 and sent to exile in 1977. There are hundreds of books written about the Chilean socialist experiment. There is even a detailed US Congress Mea Culpa, the Senator Frank Church Report, with contains information about the magnitude of the US’s intervention and their support to the military Junta. But the stories written here are personal; the flesh and bones behind the young militant I once was. They are accounts from notes kept in the most unreachable corners of my memory. Some of them are tragicomic, which is emblematic of the typical Chilean response to coping by plucking a laugh out of any situation, no matter how tragic. Some of these stories are my own, and some are those I have collected during sleepless nights of exile from other former political prisoners.

Many years ago, a friend explained to me how important it is to tell our stories, not only to help with our sanity, but to leave a testimony for whoever reads them so the horrors we experienced can never happen again. Although, I must admit that this diatribe seems illusory, given the state of the world today. History is written in academia, but it rests in the testimony of what each and every one of us remembered and felt. Nevertheless, whether something happened yesterday or forty years ago, each piece of our memory becomes a fiction of our senses. Reigning our hippocampus, memory and feeling are very closely related. We fictionalize our most precious memories because, at the end, pain or happiness always find a way to consume our narratives. The only thing I can say with certitude is that I was lucky. I survived the endeavor...many others did not. 
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We are not anyone's mental colonists
Salvador Allende
The man with thick glasses found himself standing on a street corner, filtering the sounds around him; dirty trucks, breathless street vendors, cars honking, megaphones, school-aged kids cracking nuts. No matter what, nothing could be compared to the inner noise that had been nibbling at him for years. He was rarely all alone. Strategies, memories, thoughts, negotiations, familiar faces, secrets, everyday advice, all piled up in the mind of the man with thick glasses. The logical and illogical continuum. His mind began to take over his body, to fill in the spaces of the soul. Hindering any desire to move forward.

His message, now a secret missive, is transformed into a woman undressing in front of his inoperative eyes. A woman; the sempiternal analogy of love. The woman looked at him dubiously, but there was a gleam in her glaze that forced him to lose concentration in the message; a question before a decision. Right at the moment when she approached him for a chapped-lip kiss, he was elbowed by a pedestrian. The soft rub brought him back to the corner.

Yes! The message was a question he couldn’t ask anybody. But a question is not so when there is nobody to answer it. Can you answer your own questions and still call it a question? Deep inside, the man knew he would lose the battle. He realized it when he woke up standing at the window while down there, his urine dampened the book Prussian Takeover. The human is the product of the mind, of the boisterous world of thoughts. Then come the dangerous borders of language, parliament, and the mysterious caverns of the decisions not taken. When there are no more options for the flesh, the only thing left is mental. The principled man with thick glasses was loved by millions, but that was never enough. He felt doubtful for the first time. To think about what you believe to be, and to be who you really are is a serious business. Love was fading into his subconscious. Nonetheless, the now-blurred image of the beauty accompanied him during the seconds it took him to turn the corner and get to the small public park. Taltal was waiting for him, keeling on one of the benches of the park. It was cloudy with a breeze sufficient to make the cherub's red tuft flutter. The man sat down next to him, removed his thick glasses and looked at him with a deep joy that only an angel could cause. They both remained mute, communicating in silence. The angel Taltal had to dig deep, for after each question, the disfigured face of a woman always appeared.

Where is the message, the angel thought.

Behind the beauty, the myopic man calmly replied.

I cannot reach it. Stop thinking about her.

I can't.

Then tell me the message, said Taltal, fascinated.

Now, they were not on the bench of the small square. The man with the withered view was sure that his fight against injustice had caused an unimaginable counterattack, that his depression was the result of the deadly and irreconcilable alternatives of the events. The message—his question—was now hanging unanswered in the annals of history forever. Taltal shuddered, just how angels tremble in the face of human love. Now they both were sitting in an almost presidential chair. The time was up. Motherly, Taltal kissed his cheek, stroking what was left of his blown up head. From this Tuesday on, it is said that from an open window of the palace in flames on Morande Street, an unintelligible, damp figure was seen flying amidst the smoke towards the clouds. 

Bullet Head 

Maybe I'm a little naive. I never thought they would kill me. So I may be naive, but I had my illusions, and now that I am here on the other side of the bars, I can say without fear that the dream made me a better person in this life. That's why it hurt so much when you slammed the door, locked me out and screamed, “That's it, bullet head!” It was so simple. The kind of simplicity that grants you the arrogance to throw around words that—while I was undressing you in front of the mirror in the dining room—you would repent and call me chincolito.

I don't know if Chano knew that I almost drowned in Mejillones while diving to get you those limpets you like so much. I've never been a 'bullet head': logic and reason are much stronger than your epithet. They contradicts it.

Sure, it's true that I had a bullet in my leg for a couple of days—the same leg you gave those wet kisses to. But I can assure you, I've never had a bullet in my head. And yes, it hurt a lot. Although at times, your accusations hurt me more on the inside, where bullets cannot reach. I once believed in armed struggle. But fortunately, the bullet that hit the same leg you used to tickle didn't reach my bones, and from then on, the armed struggle became a calm struggle.

I never got to meet Che, either. When I arrived at the Andean border, we got a message in code that the CIA had assassinated him. I never knew you were waiting for me in Cochabamba. Halfway to my destination, I had to throw my bag of potatoes out the window and turn around to become the uninvolved professor that I am now. Somebody must have enjoyed the potatoes and made a few coins from the guns they found inside the bag.

Chano would have told you that I left the struggle, that I pissed my pants on the road to the high mountains, that I forgot the passwords. So many things Chano must have told you, but I won't tell you which ones are just plain lies. You don't deserve that. You keep loving your hero so you won't remember the coward.

I won't tell you why they marginalized me at first, then vilified me and finally expelled me. I never got to Cochabamba because I never knew you were there. And besides, the border was closed. I went back to southern Chile to tell Benjo not to send the squadron of juvenile students. Lots of people were already dead, and I didn't want to add those children and their dreams to the list. I never thought that I would die. I kept believing it, so it cost me the retreat.

I'm not a coward and I'm not interested in telling you so. But ask Chano, your new chincolito, why he abandoned the Uruguayan in Ollague, or why he never showed up where he was supposed to be. I had the courage to tell you everything and even the courage to fall in love with you. Keep loving your hero so you won't remember the coward. 

El Tambo and the Curfew

Like a delicious main course, Gabriela Pizarro unwraps her guitar while Guatón Vallejos, his eyes shining with pride, choses his best words for the introduction. Claudio and myself were no longer the warm-up act and had become the audience or, rather, the students. Gabriela's set is introduced as a workshop on Southern folk music. Lovely, Madame Gabriela! With the grace and speed of an otter, she moves the pegs of her guitar, tuning and un-tuning her precious instrument, while Hectorcito looks inattentive sitting at the edge of the stage.

The key of G, distort, a variation on C, D and A: a style by singers of Petorca; a town just north of Santiago, the temple of the devil was indeed a devilish temple. Each tuning of her guitar accompanies a traditional folk song, straight out of her guts, with the vitality of youth. But Gabriela is not young. She's been learning and gathering these songs and musical styles from the countryside for years. Gabriela, along with her friends Violeta Parra and Margot Loyola, are the most important researchers of peasants' songs. It wasn't easy. When the military decided to pass themselves off as politicians and rule the country, it was even harder for her, as she had to sing in the streets to survive.

“It's the closest I've ever been to Violeta,” I told Claudio, who was almost drooling by my side.

“Shut up, huevón,” he says to me, lost in thought.

But who could tell Claudio what notes to play, what refrain to repeat, what harmony, what downbeat, what direction to take? In those early years, Claudio was already standing out as a great musician. Only Gabriela was able to bend him over to her lead. It would be that same music, the intricate melody that follows the seventh or the history behind the song, that provided the backdrop for the rest of the night. The enigmatic night, like a church, its heart-rending scenes of bloody hands driven mad by wine, the blood of God, the wine. Nah, it can't be, I think.

Gabriela, radiating the humility of true masters, invites the public, invites us, to appreciate this alternate tuning of C. After I nudge him, Claudio gets up quickly to look for a guitar behind the stage. He finds the last one, which we shared during the whole workshop.

“All right already, guys! E-C-G-C-G-C,” Gabriela teaches us an old, old song that recounts a maritime tragedy near the fishing port of Los Choros: 

My dear, the 16th of August / my dear, 

drowned with the ship Itata / my dear, 

which carried the sailors / my dear, 

to Antofagasta's port.

She's not a professor nor is she exactly an artist. She's a true folksinger who reflects the intricate world of the countryside—that world of the abandoned, their stories, the ceremonies which carry us across the borders from life to death and back again. Profound laments of sorrow and sadness weaving together a cosmic vision, a philosophy of worlds of angels and demons, of plants and their sprouts, of grasses and their furrows, of complicated concoctions, of weddings, healing, damnations, torments, secret pacts with the very devil. Praise for the virgin of the day, of birth and of the sudden, unavoidable death of babies, who—as the songs told—will turn into little angels. From her guitar, Gabriela brings us worlds we hadn't known until then.

But everything had to stop abruptly. It is getting close to the military’s curfew. The Tambo Atacameño, a coffee house in an old warehouse, is now almost empty, Claudio gathers up his instruments, a Bolivian charango, a damaged Venezuelan cuatro. I do the same with my enormous zanjas—bamboo flutes almost as big as I am. We look at each other, not wanting to ask about the time.

El Loco Santiago fiddles with his mustache and asks, “Boys, are you sure you're going to make it home in time?” We hardly say goodbye, then cross the room quickly and exit through the door that separates the folk temple from the world of horror—two realities facing off like a kind of theatre of the absurd. Outside, on Ossa Street, the military dictatorship is always waiting. Everything is back to normal.

“Will we get to your house on time, huevón?” Claudio asks me. Its fifteen minutes 'til the curfew time and a thirty-minute walk.

“No problem,” I tell him. We launch ourselves onto Ossa, heading north. It's deserted; we look like a circus parade in danger. The mist is already beginning to wrap itself around our maritime city, and a familiar smell joins it along Baquedano street; the sea at low tide. It is one of those nights when the Pacific embraces the city with the reek of various sea creatures. 

When we get to Argentina Avenue, it is already after curfew. We hear the sound of engines. As if we had practiced this choreography many times, we instantly throw ourselves onto the ground next to a wall. A jeep stop about
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