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			PROLOGUE

			It was approaching midnight when the Venezuelan air force plane climbed over Havana and wheeled south, skimming over a moonlit Caribbean, bound for Caracas. Gabriel García Márquez sat with a pen and notebook next to Hugo Chávez. There was little physical resemblance between the two men. The writer was small, with a white mustache, dark eyebrows, and gray, retreating curls over a lined, alert face. Chávez was not especially tall but was powerfully built, still athletic, with cropped black hair, a hatchet nose, and a smooth, dark complexion. Standing next to him, García Márquez resembled a gnome. Seated and buckled, however, they shrank to more equal dimensions.

			Both men had been guests of Fidel Castro. Cuba’s old fox had taken close interest in the Venezuelan, and now it was the turn of the Nobel laureate. It was January 1999, and Chávez was returning to his homeland to be sworn in as president. He had won an election a few weeks earlier and was now set, at forty-four, to become the republic’s youngest leader. A Colombian magazine had commissioned García Márquez to write a profile. Before finding fame as a novelist, Gabo, as friends called him, had been a newspaper reporter and still had a newsman’s instinct to interview and probe. “We had met three days earlier in Havana,” he subsequently wrote. “The first thing that impressed me was his body of reinforced concrete. He had an immediate friendliness and a homegrown charm that were unmistakably Venezuelan. We both tried to meet up again, but it was not possible for either of us, so we decided to fly together to Caracas so we could chat about his life and other miracles.”

			Chávez had yet to take office, and already his rise seemed extraordinary. Venezuela had once been considered South America’s most successful and therefore boring country, a realm of oil wealth and beauty queens that sat out the region’s cold-war–era dictatorships and revolutions in a haze of petrodollar complacency and bloodless elections. That changed one explosive night in February 1992 when an unknown lieutenant colonel named Hugo Chávez attempted a coup and sent tanks and soldiers with camouflage-painted faces to assault the presidential palace, Miraflores. President Carlos Andrés Pérez escaped, the coup failed, and Chávez went to jail, but six years later he stormed back as an election candidate, swept aside rivals, and here he was, president-to-be, flying beneath the stars to an unwritten fate. Who was this man?

			García Márquez had special reason to accept this assignment. In novels such as The Autumn of the Patriarch and The General in His Labyrinth, he had explored the psychologies of Caribbean leaders. Many dictators had thrived on these humid coasts over two centuries and woven themselves into the culture as mythic personages. The master of magical realism studied and did not necessarily condemn them. Fidel, in fact, was a personal friend. Having just won a clean, landslide election, Chávez was no dictator but came with a whiff of cordite. Supporters called him comandante.

			García Márquez’s pen skimmed across the notepad as his interviewee related his childhood and political rise. The article observed: “The February coup seems to be the only thing that did not turn out well for Hugo Chávez Frías. He views it positively, however, as a providential reverse. It is his way of understanding good luck, or intelligence, or intuition, or astuteness, or whatever one can call the magic touch that has favored him since he entered the world in Sabaneta, in the state of Barinas, on July 28, 1954, born under Leo, the sign of power. Chávez, a fervent Catholic, attributes his charmed existence to the hundred-year-old scapular that he has worn since childhood, inherited from a maternal great-grandfather, Colonel Pedro Pérez Delgado, one of his tutelary heroes.”

			The son of poor primary-school teachers, as a boy he found among his mother’s books an encyclopedia whose first chapter seemed heaven-sent: “How to Succeed in Life.” Young Hugo did not last long as an altar boy (“he rang the bells with such delight that everyone recognized his ring”) but excelled at painting, singing, and baseball. His dream was to pitch in the major leagues, and for that the best route was the military academy. The cadet gradually abandoned his fantasy of a roaring stadium because in the academy he fell in love with military theory, political science, and the history of Simón Bolívar, the Liberator who expelled the Spanish from much of the continent in the nineteenth century. Lieutenant Chávez received his graduation saber from Carlos Andrés Pérez, the president he would try to overthrow two decades later, an irony he acknowledged. García Márquez prodded at this. “What’s more, I told him, ‘You were about to kill him.’ ‘Not at all,’ Chávez protested. ‘The idea was to set up a constituent assembly and return to barracks.’”

			Here the author of One Hundred Years of Solitude noted that in fact he did share one striking similarity with his concrete-built interlocutor. “From the first moment I realized that he was a natural storyteller, a product of Venezuela’s creative, exhilarating popular culture. He has a great sense of timing and a memory that has a touch of the supernatural, allowing him to recite poems by Pablo Neruda or Walt Whitman, or entire passages of Rómulo Gallegos.” The profile continued recounting Chávez’s narrative: his fascination with family history; his indignation at Venezuela’s social inequalities; his reluctant counterinsurgency hunt for Venezuela’s dwindling guerrilla bands in the 1970s; his gathering of fellow officers into a conspiracy in the 1980s to overthrow a corrupt state and usher in a real democracy to make Bolívar proud. Chávez gave García Márquez a small scoop, revealing a previously unknown coup co-conspirator, “a fourth man,” who happened to be on the plane. “He pointed a finger at a man in a seat by himself and said: ‘Colonel Baduel!’”

			All this the article related in an affectionate tone that was not surprising. In addition to storytelling, the famous chronicler shared Chávez’s leftward political tilt, friendship with Fidel, and anger at Latin America’s extreme wealth inequalities. When the plane landed, it was 3:00 a.m., and Caracas glowed in the distance, a swamp of lights. Chávez embraced García Márquez farewell and invited him to attend his inauguration. The old man stood on the asphalt and watched his subject disappear into the night, bound for power. Chávez had promised his followers utopia and seemed in a hurry.

			We do not need to wonder what thought went through García Márquez’s mind, a mind revered the world over as that of some kind of oracle. At the end of his article, a few short lines shook loose like a kaleidoscope everything that preceded them. “While he sauntered off with his bodyguards of decorated officers and close friends, I was overwhelmed by the feeling that I had just been traveling and chatting pleasantly with two opposing men. One to whom the caprices of fate had given an opportunity to save his country. The other, an illusionist, who could pass into the history books as just another despot.”

		

	
		
			THRONE

			To understand revolutions and their participants, we must observe them at close range and judge them at great distance.

			—SIMÓN BOLÍVAR

		

	
		
			1

			HELLO, PRESIDENT!

			A quiet Sunday morning in February 2010, the eleventh year of the revolution, and the comandante took a stroll outside the palace’s peach-colored walls. The sun was shining, the mood light. From a distance he was recognizable by the familiar walk, arms and legs in unison, one two, one two, a soldier still. Time had registered its passage in the face, fleshier than before, jowlier, and in a thickening of the torso, but old age remained at bay. Not a gray hair on his head, and the extra bulk, distributed evenly, carried well. A bear of a man. He wore black trousers and a red T-shirt beneath a tailored olive-green military jacket. It was plain, without medals or stripes or insignia, and fit perfectly. A favorite outfit. His daughter María, a gold chain glinting around her neck, held his hand and matched his pace. Aides and ministers in red T-shirts swarmed a few feet behind. When the entourage entered the plaza, a church bell pealed and pigeons fluttered.

			“What’s that song?” asked the comandante, slowing his stride. “Do you remember that song, María?” The young woman shook her head. He paused, concentrating, and the lyrics floated out. “Walking through Caracas, Caracas/the people passing and greeting me/I would raise my fraternal hand/and Caracas would embrace me.” He had a nice tenor voice and sang well. In fits of modesty he sometimes fibbed that it was a bad voice, prompting protests. “¡No, mi comandante!” He turned to his daughter. “María, do you remember when you were little? You would run around here chasing pigeons and then cry because you couldn’t catch any.” She blushed and smiled. “María, look, there’s one coming, grab it!” Everybody laughed.

			The comandante slowly circled the plaza, lined with evergreen jabillo trees and colonial-era buildings, scrutinizing the facades, then walked to the center of the plaza toward a giant equestrian statue on a marble pedestal. The bronze black stallion reared on its hind legs, veins and muscles bulging in its shiny flanks. It had a short mane, a broad, thick neck, and the head angled to the side, as if looking where to crash the mighty hooves. The rider astride this thrusting energy wore breeches, boots, and a magnificent tunic with epaulets and braid. A cape flowed over his shoulder. He was composed in the saddle and held the reins with one hand. For over a century he had gazed down at the plaza, serene and commanding, holding out his hat as if in salutation to a cheering crowd and glory eternal.

			“Look at Bolívar,” said the comandante. “Bolívar, Bolívar,” he repeated, savoring each syllable. Everyone looked. A small, darting movement caught his eye. “Look, a squirrel! Over there, look, look, look, there goes a squirrel.” Everyone looked. His attention returned to the statue. “Bolívar. Simón Bolívar, liberator of Venezuela, New Granada, Ecuador, and Peru, founder of Bolivia. Since when has that statue been there?” Before anyone could answer, he addressed one of the officials standing nearby. “What age are you, compadre?” Fifty-two, Comandante, came the reply. “Almost my age.” Turning to a woman. “And you?” Before she could reply, he answered: “You’re thirty.” She gasped. “Yes, absolutely.” The comandante nodded. “And how are you?” Before she could answer, he turned to his daughter. “You’re younger, you’re twenty-five, right, María?” She nodded. “I remember I used to love coming here with Rosita, María, Huguito—they were very small—and we’d visit the house across the old plaza there where Bolívar was born.”

			The comandante paused at the statue and adopted a pedagogical tone, a cue for the entourage to cluster and form an audience. “The year they brought Bolívar’s remains here, they named it Plaza Bolívar, 1842. The oligarchy brought his remains here after expelling him in life. There was a lot of popular pressure to bring him back, and his remains stayed in the cathedral for a while. Then General Guzmán Blanco came and ordered them to put up the statue. Ah, there’s the date, look, 1874! That was after the federal war, another betrayal. They killed Zamora, and the oligarchy continued owning power. Then they started to use Bolívar, his myth, make him almost a saint, but for their own interests, to exploit the people using Bolívar himself. I started to understand all this when I was a cadet and we used to come here in dress uniform, white gloves, blue cap, there at the Pantheon and at the house he was born.” The audience nodded. Guzmán Blanco had been a dictator, Ezequiel Zamora a famous rebel.

			The comandante continued. “I wasn’t born here. You know that. I was born far away, in the south, but I love Caracas now. I was afraid of it when I came here as a kid, but I love it now. Bolívar. How does the song go, María?” He sang another ballad, this one comparing the Liberator’s voice to a candle showing the true way. Applause when he finished. The president turned to the statue. “Advancing again with Simón. We have arrived, we have come, and he leading the battle from the front.” More applause. The comandante squinted in concentration to remember a poem about the Liberator. Squinting turned his eyes into impenetrable slits, the more so now he had put on weight, and masked the object of his gaze. He always sought eye contact and would continue scrutinizing his audience left to right, right to left, a minesweeper of faces, appraising expressions. Mural artists tried to render that look by furrowing the brow and narrowing the eyes. The toy dolls of him had a little lever at the back of the neck to swivel them. When the real comandante’s brown eyes flashed back open, whoever was in his sight line at that moment would jolt.

			He turned to his daughter and asked her to find him the poem “The Toothless Ones” by Venezuela’s great writer Andrés Eloy Blanco from her smart phone. “María has a little machine that finds everything. She presses a button like this, raaaa!, and everything appears.” She laughed. He returned to the theme of oligarchs exploiting Bolívar’s legacy. “They made him into something he wasn’t, the way some Catholics have made Jesus into something he wasn’t. Christ was a great rebel, and for that he died crucified. He was an anti-imperialist. He was born and died among the poor and for the poor and with the poor. And that’s what happened with Bolívar, the bourgeoisie transformed him.” This was a not-so-veiled criticism of the Catholic Church hierarchy, which the comandante regularly accused of elitism and siding with his enemies.

			A silence descended on the entourage. Rooted to the spot, a statue himself, the comandante lowered his voice to paint another graphic scene. At this very spot, he said, patriots from a 1797 rebellion were brought to execution scaffolds, some to be hanged, others beheaded. Among the transfixed spectators was a group of teenage boys, sons of criollo landowners, who sat on horses and watched from a corner of the square, flinching as nooses and axes did their work. The youngest of them was Bolívar, and he vowed vengeance against the Spanish Empire. “Right here!” The comandante’s audience seemed to shiver, oblivious to the baking sun, for they were on hallowed ground. “You realize,” he continued, “where we come from, what flesh and clay we are made of. You see? That is why we are here today saying more than ever: Fatherland, socialism, or death! We will prevail!”

			The entourage roared back: “We will prevail!”

			The comandante: “¡Viva Bolívar!”

			Entourage: “¡Vivaaa!”

			The comandante beckoned the municipal mayor, Jorge Rodríguez. A psychiatrist by profession, Rodríguez had been the comandante’s favorite egghead in the early years, appointed head of the National Electoral Council, a key position, then promoted to vice president despite having crashed his Audi into a friend’s Audi in a posh part of the city one night, a minor scandal that provoked scorn from the revolution’s poorer sectors. Rodríguez later lost the comandante’s patronage—he was blamed for his one electoral defeat, a referendum in 2007—and was cast out of the palace’s golden circle. Demoted to mayor, desperate to win back favor, Rodríguez ruled over a shriveled fiefdom that included Plaza Bolívar, and now the boss summoned him to his side, a glint in his eye.

			“The plaza has improved, changed, but it’s still missing something, no? Missing a special touch. That building over there, an old theater, right, but now in government hands?”

			Rodríguez: “Yes, at this moment it’s in government hands.”

			He pointed to a handsome ten-story block partly obscured by red banners suspended from lampposts: “And that building?”

			An expectant pause, a little intake of breath, because everyone knew, the comandante knew, that this was La Francia, a famous landmark filled with the country’s best jewelry stores. High-ranking government officials shopped there. Tourists did too until cruise ships stopped coming. Rodríguez himself recently bought an expensive emerald ring.

			He replied: “That is a building of private jewelry stores.”

			The comandante, arm outstretched, finger pointing, unleashed his bolt: “Expropriate it! Expropriate it!”

			Rodríguez simultaneously stiffened and bowed: “Okay.” The entourage gazed at the building as if expecting flames to shoot out. Some began to clap.

			The comandante wheeled and pointed at the other side of the square. “And that building over there, on the corner?”

			“That is also filled with stores,” said Rodríguez.

			The comandante looked affronted. “Bolívar lived there when he was newly married, right there in that house with two balconies. And now it has stores! Expropriate it!”

			The applause swelled, and Rodríguez caught the rhythm. “Yes! Why not, President!”

			The comandante pointed at another building. “This building here, what is it?”

			Rodríguez: “That’s also a center of private stores.”

			Comandante: “Expropriate it! Mr. Mayor, expropriate it!”

			Rodríguez, face shining: “Why not!” Now cheers as well as applause.

			Comandante: “Yes, expropriate. We have to make this into a great historic center. Well, it already is, but we have to make more of it, make . . . architectural projects, historic projects. We are in the heart of Caracas.”

			Rodríguez: “That’s right.”

			The comandante patted him on the shoulder. “Caracas, Caracas, the city of rebels. How are you, Jorge?”

			—

			What just happened? On one level it was obvious. Our own eyes and ears told us. Hugo Chávez had seized some buildings in the name of the state. We knew this because it was live on television. This was episode 351 of Hello, President, a weekly live show. The host and star, indignant at commercial desecration of the Liberator’s memorial, had taken swift, resolute action, earning acclaim and gratitude. How could there be doubt? We saw and heard it. Over the course of the show’s next five hours—some lasted eight—we would see the mayor prepare the expropriation paperwork and submit it to the president for inspection. The process could not be more transparent. It had been like this since Hugo Chávez was inaugurated in February 1999 and made live television a central part of his rule, inviting cameras to transmit official meetings, family events, and public engagements to twenty-eight million Venezuelans. In Plaza Bolívar we were able to see the buildings, the context of the president’s decision, and the reaction of those around him. Government literally in sunlight. Media mastery had helped the comandante win successive elections and turn his administration into what he called the Bolivarian revolution, a self-styled radical effort to transform state and society into a vision worthy of Bolívar, a beacon of democracy, socialism, and enlightenment. All on television.

			Except the cameras avoided panoramic sweeps, pointed only in certain directions, were selective about close-ups. Plaza Bolívar was pretty, but the rest of downtown Caracas in 2010 was decaying. Once it had seemed blessed, a verdant valley on Venezuela’s northern tip close to the Caribbean and protected from humid, coastal torpor (and eighteenth-century pirates) by the Ávila mountain range, which kept the air fresh. In the 1950s it seemed a modernist wonder of daring architecture and gleaming towers but half a century later reeked of dysfunction. Buildings peeled and crumbled, graffiti from old referenda stained walls (“Vote no” signaled 2004; “Now yes” meant 2007), potholes cleaved the asphalt, motorbikes roared through belching, paralyzed traffic, pavements were clogged with stalls selling knickers, bras, socks, jeans, pirated DVDs, batteries, mangoes, onions, fried chicken. The blackened shell of Parque Central, a fifty-six-story octagonal tower wrecked in a fire six years earlier (a sister tower was undamaged) and still unrepaired, scarred the skyline. Once South America’s mightiest skyscraper, now a hulking, charred reproach.

			None of that decay appeared in the February 2010 broadcast, which confined itself to the city’s vestige of colonial-era charm. The cameras were just as careful about timing because to film the expropriated buildings too soon or too late—that is, before or after Chávez gave the word on their fate—would have confused the narrative. Here, for example, were scenes not televised. Weeks before the broadcast, government officials sniffed around La Francia’s ninety-five little jewelry stores, asking questions, taking photographs. The owners, some of whom had been there since the 1950s, huddled in conference. Pessimists feared revenge for the store owners’ having once joined a nationwide antigovernment strike. Optimists noted the mayor and other high-rolling Chavistas were regular visitors to their gleaming display cases and that the stores employed two thousand people—surely that would count for something? The day before the comandante’s show a rumor gathered force: expropriation. With trepidation, owners and employees switched on Hello, President the following morning. The program shifted location each week, the palace, a factory, a farm, you never knew where Chávez would show up. Seated at home, they watched the opening credits, a cascade of trumpets, drums, and whizzing graphics, then they saw the comandante leading his entourage into Plaza Bolívar.

			Later that night under cover of darkness, after the show had packed up and the plaza was deserted, the shop owners crept into their stores—the national guard had yet to move in—and poured all their gold, silver, pearls, rubies, and diamonds into cardboard boxes. By dawn they had loaded up and driven away. Fast-forward a year, to February 2011, and if you visited the expropriated stores, everything was boarded up, dusty, dilapidated, the architectural and historic projects yet to begin, possibly forgotten. A lone sentry, a teenager in khakis with a rifle over his shoulder, leaned against a doorway. He was bored and fiddled with his phone. “Nobody here but me,” he said, smiling.

			Chávez dominated screens day after day, year after year, nationalizing an industry here, hosting a summit there, hiring ministers, firing ministers, explaining, denouncing, reminiscing, campaigning. By the time of the Plaza Bolívar broadcast, state television had been airing increasingly polished, professional images for eleven years. The revolution was thriving. A new “geometry of power” had replaced old, corrupt ways with direct democracy. State enterprises espousing solidarity and dignity were replacing capitalist greed and individualism. Venezuela was leading Latin America to an era of unity and sovereignty free from Yankee imperialism, an example to the world. The comandante was more popular than ever and on track to win a third term in 2012.

			But turn off the television, wander the streets (taking care to avoid potholes), and the picture looked murkier. The comandante’s name and face were everywhere: billboards, murals, T-shirts. He presided over an authoritarian democracy, a hybrid system of personality cult and one-man rule that permitted opposition parties, free speech, and free, not entirely fair elections. A third of the population adored Chávez, a third detested him, and the rest were ni-nis, neither one nor the other, floaters adrift in the middle. Years of record oil revenues—Venezuela had the world’s biggest reserves—had flooded the country with cash and eased poverty. The state offered free education, medical care, loans, grants, scholarships, courses, jobs. But distortions were buckling the economy. Inflation burned through wallets, shortages left supermarket shelves sporadically bare of staple goods, and red tape choked businesses and ordinary people. Cuba and a few other allies bowed to Chávez (while eyeing his checkbook), but most of Latin America politely shunned his model. The rest of the world looked at this Caribbean drama from afar, intrigued but not really understanding, and according to taste cast the comandante as hero, demon, or clown. Venezuela’s opposition, a fractious coalition drawn from the middle class and traditional elites, had disgraced itself in Chávez’s early years by trying to oust him in a coup and a strike. By 2010 it remained weak but was staging a tentative comeback through the ballot box, clawing back city halls and governors’ mansions and hoping the presidential palace was next.

			—

			A muddy mound by the Orinoco resembled a log until it came to life, swished a tail, and blinked a yellow crocodile eye. On the plains of Apure a ship’s mast appeared to shimmer on the horizon, but there was no ocean, no ship, just immense, motionless grassland with a single palm trunk. Every night lightning flashed over Lake Maracaibo, sometimes twenty thousand bolts, but the clouds were so high no thunder sounded.

			This realm of impossible waterfalls and gigantic plants had long bewitched interlopers. Columbus called it the Land of Grace and declared the Orinoco waters so sweet that they must come from the fabled Terrestrial Paradise. He never found it, nor treasure, and ended up manacled by a disappointed Spanish monarch. More white men crossed the ocean. They saw humble thatched huts on stilts and coined the sarcastic name Venezuela. Little Venice. A country named in scorn. It played a joke of its own. While the Aztec and Inca empires enriched conquistadores in what is now Mexico and Peru, Venezuela offered only nomadic tribes, swamps, mosquitoes, and jaguar teeth necklaces. But its glinting light continued to hypnotize invaders. Diego de Ordaz saw a link between gold and the sun and led six hundred men into the Orinoco delta, following the celestial yellow orb. Insects stung, burrowed into skin, and rotted flesh, turning feet into blackened claws and driving the treasure hunters into murderous rages against the Indians. Their quest disintegrated, but others took their place. Indian prisoners told of a kingdom in the interior where pyramids rose over the jungle canopy and every day a monarch was dusted with gold: El Dorado. The invaders grew excited. Where, where? The answer always the same: a brown finger pointing to the horizon, there, over there. Expeditions clanked into the jungle, hacking vines, and perished as starved, diseased cannibals. Lope de Aguirre went insane, declared a kingdom of wilderness, and butchered his own men, murdering even his own daughter. After he was finally cornered, shot, and dismembered, Aguirre’s head was displayed in a cage in El Tocuyo to reassure all that the monster was dead.

			The quests abandoned, Venezuela slumbered for two centuries, a coffee- and cacao-exporting backwater of Spain’s American empire. By the late eighteenth century, with revolution shaking France and North America, Venezuela grew restive. Criollo elites, the landowning descendants of Spanish settlers, wanted to be rid of Madrid’s regulations and taxes; mulatto artisans and merchants yearned for better land and jobs; at the bottom of the pyramid black slaves demanded freedom, and Indians wished just to be left alone. Bolívar’s wars ousted the Spanish and delivered independence, but his dream of a South America united into a single, enlightened country evaporated. Republics seceded, and caudillos, regional strongmen, carved personal fiefdoms that perpetuated colonial inequalities. Bolívar died in 1830, broken and disillusioned. “America is ungovernable. Those who serve the revolution plow the sea.”

			Venezuela returned to slumber, an impoverished tropical outpost, until 1914, when it discovered a new illusion. An optical trick so spectacular it spent the next hundred years applauding. The black ooze that Indians had used for millennia to caulk canoes on Lake Maracaibo began to be pumped in commercial oil wells. The land of El Dorado, it turned out, floated on black gold that would fuel the automobile age and a fantasy of everyone becoming rich. The petrodollars turned a scrawny state muscular, built roads, railways, barracks, schools, then, after oil prices quadrupled in the 1970s, skyscrapers, shopping malls, the Caracas metro. The wealthy flew to Miami for shopping weekends and became famous for their delighted squeal: “So cheap, give me two!” Peasants migrated to bleak hills overlooking cities and became laborers, taxi drivers, maids, and security guards, meager wages supplemented by government subsidies, crumbs from the banquet. When oil prices collapsed in the 1980s, the cash-strapped government raised the price of crumbs, so in February 1989 the slums revolted, a wave of rage called the Caracazo that looted city centers and shattered the mirage. The state panicked, and troops mowed down hundreds, maybe thousands.

			The stage was set for Chávez’s 1992 coup, a military fiasco but propaganda victory for the previously unknown lieutenant colonel. The unpopular, despised government gave him two minutes on television to make a statement of surrender, a fateful mistake. Wearing a red beret and crisp uniform, eloquent and confident, even dashing, he introduced himself to a stunned nation and said his movement’s objectives had not been met “por ahora,” for now. Two words gleaming with defiance, promising return. He deserved thirty years in jail, went the joke: one for the coup, twenty-nine for failing. Pardoned after only two years, he stormed the 1998 election, an insurgent candidate, telling Venezuelans their old model of oil dependence and corrupt politics, their mirage of development, was dead. It was time, he said, for reality.

			—

			A decade in power later, what was one to make of Chávez? Part of my job as a foreign correspondent based in Caracas from 2006 to 2012, was to answer that question. An exotic assignment, and I thought I had come prepared. Born and raised in Dublin, I had started my career at a newspaper in Northern Ireland disentangling propaganda and verity from IRA violence and sectarian conflict. After joining the Guardian, I was posted to Rome, around the time Chávez was inaugurated, and covered the intrigues of the Vatican, the Mafia, and Silvio Berlusconi. I caught the end of the Balkan wars and, after 9/11, the fall of the Taliban in Afghanistan and the rise of the anti-U.S. insurgency in Iraq. Between stints in Baghdad, where I was kidnapped, I lived in Africa for four years, seeing democracy take root in South Africa and wither in Zimbabwe, a cautionary tale of a “big man” hijacking power. The ruins of Angola, Congo, and Liberia showed me what happened when countries fall apart.

			When the Guardian asked me to open a Latin America bureau, the obvious location was Caracas. Perched on the Caribbean between Central and South America, it straddled the region and hosted its most exciting story: Hugo Chávez. My arrival at the Caracas airport was not propitious. It was dark, raining, and chaotic. A viaduct connecting the airport road to the capital had collapsed some months earlier, forcing travelers onto narrow, winding mountain roads while a new viaduct was built. Taxis and trucks navigated mud and potholes and hillside slums to reach Caracas. From there I took an overnight bus to Mérida, a pretty university town in the Andes, to study Spanish and Latin American history.

			I returned to Caracas with a suitcase of books and notepads and moved into an apartment overlooking the Ávila in time for Chávez’s triumphant reelection in December 2006. The economy was roaring, support was electric, and opposition was feeble. It was, in hindsight, his apogee. The tank commander he once was had smashed through domestic and international obstacles, consolidating power and popularity. His votes were not so much counted as weighed.

			As a newcomer to Spanish, I appreciated Chávez’s communication skills. For all his idiosyncratic, colloquial Venezuelan expressions, he spoke clearly, enunciating each word and repeating key phrases until his meaning gleamed. The catch was he never shut up. Turn on the TV or radio at any time and there, invariably, he was. Talking about anything. The price of milk, aluminum production, George Bush, baseball, his granddaughter. In bars, offices, and hotels but mainly at home, I would plant myself in front of the screen. It felt counterintuitive, shameful, to be so sedentary. Revolution in a strange land, and me with my feet up. Elsewhere the rule had been to get out and hunt stories. Here too, but only after watching Chávez. After trips overseas or to the Amazon, I would return to Caracas and anxiously phone colleagues. “What did I miss?” It was worse for agency reporters compelled to stay in their offices every day and watch every minute, a cumulatively cloying, claustrophobic ordeal that drove many to quit. A young English colleague fled, vowing to move to Iran’s Zagros Mountains to write a novel.

			It was easy taking the political temperature. Chávez was everywhere. Over a breakfast of mango, arepa (a type of corn-bread sandwich), and coffee, I would read the local papers—polarized partisans that either demonized or praised the comandante—and throughout the day hear opinions about him on the metro, at street stalls, in offices. Perched on the back of a motorbike taxi weaving along motorways at breakneck speed, I would listen to its owner defend or attack the president, yelling his opinion over the roar of traffic. “¡Así es, mi amigo!” That’s how it is, my friend!

			—

			Every government leader uses the media to justify and persuade, project and burnish, but none like Chávez. He was on television almost every day for hours at a time, invariably live, with no script or teleprompter, mulling, musing, deciding, ordering. His word was de facto law, and he specialized in unpredictable announcements: nationalizations, referenda, troop mobilizations, cabinet shuffles. You watched not just for news value. The man was a consummate performer. He would sing, dance, rap; ride a horse, a tank, a bicycle; aim a rifle, cradle a child, scowl, blow kisses; act the fool, the statesman, the patriarch. There was a freewheeling, improvised air to it all. Suspense came from not knowing what would happen.

			State television, which under Chávez multiplied from one to eight channels, showed him continuously. On occasion it was just his voice when he phoned chat shows other than his own to chime in on whatever debate was under way. Under exceptional circumstances the executive was allowed to interrupt programming of all channels, state and private, to make live presidential broadcasts. Such broadcasts were called cadenas, chains. Predecessors had used this sparingly, for emergencies or major events, but Chávez used it every few days. There would be no warning. Soap operas, films, and baseball games would dissolve and be replaced by the familiar face seated behind a desk or maybe the wheel of a tractor. If you were listening to radio, the music would suddenly stop. “Good afternoon, compatriots. There is something important I want to share . . .” It could last minutes or hours. Sometimes Chávez wouldn’t be talking, merely attending a ceremony. If you missed the beginning of such a cadena and tuned in to the radio, you would hear maybe a brass band, or marching feet, or applause, and be left wondering what the event was. One time Chávez decided to personally operate a machine on the Caracas-to-Charallave rail tunnel. A television and radio announcer improvised commentary for the first few minutes but gradually ran out of things to say as the president continued drilling, drilling, drilling. Radio listeners, blind to Chávez pounding away, were baffled and then alarmed by the mechanical roar monopolizing the airwaves. Some thought it signaled a coup.

			Rhonny Zamora, a producer of the marathon Sunday show, said Chávez directed himself and chose locations, themes, camera angles, guests. “It’s wild, untamable, very complex. We tried to give it a fixed time, keep it down to two or three hours, but that was impossible. The president decides everything; it’s his show. It was called Hello, President because people would call in, but it became like the lottery, everyone looking to get a job, a house, something. That’s no way to run a country. Now it’s pretty much just him talking. The team runs on adrenaline and anxiety. The president can ask for anything at any moment. Ministers come prepped on the day’s themes, but the president is magnificent at knocking them off balance, throwing out something they’re not ready for. Does it reflect reality? The question, my friend, is what is reality? You can present reality whatever way you want, beautiful, ugly, happy, sad.”

			Hello, President had a fixed starting time, but since most of Chávez’s television appearances came without warning, it was best to leave the television perpetually on and on channel 8, the main state network, Venezolana de Televisión. From morning to night it would flicker in the corner, mute, half ignored, until the comandante surfaced. Then grab the control, click volume, tune in. “Good morning, citizens, I greet you from Miraflores Palace on this beautiful day.” There was no knowing when it would end. On days off you could leave your apartment, take the metro across town, pay utility bills, meet a friend for coffee, buy groceries, pick up laundry, come home, and find him still talking. Watching required patience and a sixth sense. You would pay close attention at the beginning to note the location and apparent theme—agriculture, a new social program, the armed forces, U.S. relations—and then gradually undertake another task, reading, writing, ironing, while keeping an ear and an eye on the president. Over the years an internal antenna developed that detected subtle changes in tone and expression, a dropping of the voice, a twitch, which signaled something important requiring full attention.

			Television was just one dimension, a controlled, electronic stage that concealed as well as revealed. What was happening in the wings, behind the cameras? Here there was darkness because when the comandante was not performing, the lights went out, the show stopped, draping a great virtual curtain across government. Chávez abolished individual ministry press offices and centralized all news through the Ministry of Communication and Information, known as MinCI, a few blocks from the palace. Its young employees, friendly, charming, casually dressed in jeans and T-shirts, would issue press credentials and ply visitors with state publications (Thoughts of President Chávez, volumes 1 to 4) but could never arrange interviews, because officials and ministers were not authorized to speak. Not even the succession of information ministers. They dodged interviews and phone calls and appeared in public only as silent, nodding assistants to the president. Venezuelans were by nature garrulous and effusive, but it was as if a cord had been pulled, silencing officialdom.

			This reserve applied only to ministers and courtiers. Those outside the golden circle, the revolution’s lower ranks and the opposition, compensated for irrelevance by shouting. They started soon after Chávez took office and were still at it a decade later, a relentless cacophony in print and on airwaves. One side—political parties, private media, business owners, the middle class—shrieking apocalypse, ruin, tyranny. The other—ruling party members, militias, the slums—ululating for the president and hailing progress, development, modernity. It was as if they inhabited different planets. They couldn’t both be right, and maybe both were wrong. If one wanted to understand the revolution and make sense of García Márquez’s prophecy, the trick was to skirt the shouters and do three things: follow the president on television, seek out the courtiers and functionaries who hovered behind him, and tramp through farms, factories, villages, and cities to see firsthand what the revolution had wrought.

			—

			Sublime, unexpected moments lit up the screen and showed why the comandante remained popular even after a decade in power. Having dispatched the mayor to draft expropriation documents—“no time to lose, Jorge”—Chávez sat at a large desk in the center of the square, facing rows of cameras and seated officials. As usual, he talked torrents, one idea following another in a twisting, looping narrative: lauding newly established communal councils as instruments of direct democracy; a theological discourse on the revolution’s holy trinity of Christ, Bolívar, and Karl Marx; a folk song; a family anecdote; a solution to Venezuela’s electricity crisis; denunciation of U.S. perfidy; a joke about a Spanish barber; a greeting to his mentor Fidel Castro. “Hey, Fidel! How are you?” This said in English with a thick accent. Most Venezuelans could not speak English, and the comandante always exaggerated and reveled in his bad pronunciation—khellow! khow are yoo?—signaling that the gringo tongue, the language of superpower, was nothing to be feared.

			By now it was 2:00 p.m., and he had been talking without pause for three hours, a seamless narrative flow punctuated with little, gleeful prods to the mayor, who was occasionally summoned to the desk for updates on the expropriation.

			“Is the expropriation decree signed yet?”

			Rodríguez, looking anxious: “We are preparing it, President.”

			Chávez, with a hint of impatience: “You are preparing it.”

			As a posh, unpopular figure with the revolution’s more humble sectors, the mayor made a good fall guy.

			Then, polished as a network anchor, the comandante switched gears. “Let’s now go to the satellite.” The monitor cut to a gathering of about two hundred people in red baseball caps amid plowed fields just outside Caracas. The camera panned over a tractor, tools, seeds, baskets of vegetables, and newly built houses. A spokesman explained that these 3,400 acres originally belonged to Bolívar and had been neglected by subsequent owners. Now thirty-two communal councils comprising fifty-nine hundred families were making them fertile.

			Chávez: “Long live the communes! This is creation, heroic creation.”

			All this was standard fare for Hello, President. Last week happy factory workers, this week happy peasants. But Chávez almost always found a way to cut through the staging and show something real, which in this case turned out to be an elderly woman lurking behind the spokesman. A weathered grandmother, decades of poverty and manual labor etched on her face, who was clearly nervous with the attention.

			“Good afternoon, my comandante.” The voice quavered, and she looked anxiously at the microphone. Back in Plaza Bolívar, his face beamed on a monitor, Chávez smiled and nodded encouragingly. She continued. “My name is Laura Thais Rojas, and I belong to the Brisas del Paraíso commune. Excuse me, I’m suffering stage fright.” The voice quavered again. From her accent and age, she had probably left school very young and barely literate. Chávez nodded, signaling, willing her to go on. She gathered confidence. “But I’m going to speak with you.”

			And she did, leading the camera to a little house and vegetable patch. “This is where I’ve grown lettuce, tomato, radish, what else . . . cucumber, carrot, beetroot. The harvest has been good.”

			Chávez grinned: “Let’s give applause to Laura.” Everybody clapped. “She said she had stage fright but explained everything perfectly well. Laura, you spoke very well, do you know that?” She smiled shyly. “Yes, you told us about the lettuce, tomato, radish, cucumber, carrot, beetroot. So, Laura, you have that garden. How many meters is it? Tell me.”

			“Well, my comandante, it’s four flower beds, each six meters long, one meter wide. I also cultivate earthworms and spread them around the soil. I don’t have many, but they do the trick. Go ahead, Comandante.”

			“I bet the worms do do the trick, Laura. What a thing, natural fertilizer, nothing chemical or polluting. We have to make use of all these resources, all this technology in the hands of the people. How many people work in that garden with you?”

			Laura, the voice now firm: “My son, my grandson, my daughter, my husband. We work together. Before we were living on waste ground. Here I feel happy because I have a vegetable garden and I’m proud of it.”

			“Proud of your garden and we are proud of you, Laura. Tell me something, what type of support have you received? Tell me a little about that.”

			“Well, Comandante, apart from the land, we received a spade, a weeding hoe, a water tank, a hose, seeds. Technical advisers have been with us constantly, the Cuban teachers Sonia and Arbello.”

			Chávez grinned and clapped his hands: “Look how you explained everything so well. And you who said you had stage fright!” The audience applauded long and loud, and the camera zoomed in on the old woman’s face. Laura seemed fit to explode with happiness. This was the moment. There was nothing staged about the shine in her eyes, the joy creasing her cheeks. A long, humble life of scratching subsistence from baked earth, a life anonymous like those of her ancestors, had just been sprinkled with magic. A president asked her name, about her family, about her garden. A camera recorded her words, and a satellite in space delivered them to the nation.

			Most Venezuelans lived in towns and cities but had nostalgia for rural relatives and land abandoned in migrations to hillside slums. Laura could have been anyone’s grandmother, and her surge of pride and dignity melted hearts.

			The broadcast continued. An eclectic monologue about Native Americans being naturally socialist, a lament about Chávez’s baseball team, Magallanes, losing to Caracas, a warning about profiteering capitalists, a recommendation to read Lenin. Soon after church bells tolled 3:00 p.m., the mayor, face shining with relief, returned to the comandante’s side. “Mr. President, I have just signed the Request for a Declaration of Public Utility for the four buildings on the four corners of Plaza Bolívar. Tomorrow they will be officially declared public utilities, President.”

			Chávez examined the document. “Correct!”

			Another satellite linkup, this time to the state of Barinas, where the comandante’s brother Adán, the governor, toured a plantain processing factory. The comandante, following from his desk, asked a worker to peel a plantain. “Look at that, tremendous. Let’s cook some tostones!” His home state, he said, would be transformed by motorways, railways, quarries, dredged rivers. A little boy appeared by his desk. “Hey, hey, the gallito is
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