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            Introduction

            
            
         

         
         
         Of very few poets can it be said that they enriched the lives of millions around the world, and continue to do so more than
            thirty years after their death. The Chilean poet Pablo Neruda is such a man. Neruda was one of the greatest Spanish-language
            poets of the twentieth century, and the beauty of his work, together with his passion for social justice and his love of life
            are as vital today as they ever were.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Nearly half a century before he won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1971, lovers everywhere wooed one another with verses
               from Neruda's Twenty Love Poems. Many more have been entranced by the elegant and touching simplicity of the Elementary Odes, the hermetic beauty of Residence on Earth, the epic power of the Canto general, the gloriously witty self-mockery of Estravagario, and the overpowering lyricism of the later love poetry.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Neruda's political convictions - he was a long-time Stalinist, although he was increasingly troubled by events from 1956 onwards
            - may no longer hold up. But his underlying humanism remains relevant as we approach the centenary of his birth in July 2004.
         

         
         
         
         
         Neruda spanned the century and the globe and he was close friends with some of the most fascinating and influential personalities
            of the twentieth century, including Lorca, Picasso, Eluard, Aragon and Ehrenburg.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            His life story is extraordinary. Neruda was not just a poet, diplomat and politician. He was an energetic lover of wine (Chilean,
               above all), women (he had three wives and numerous mistresses) and song. He sacrificed his diplomatic posting in Madrid to
               take a courageous pro Republican stance during the Spanish Civil War, and saved the lives of 2,000 Republicans by shipping
               them out to Chile on an old fishing boat, the Winnipeg. His year in hiding from his own country's tyrannical leader and his death-defying escape on horseback across the Andes into
               Argentina would make a book in themselves. It is significant that, during that escape, and often afterwards, the power of
               his poetry and his sheer pleasure in being alive earned him the devoted support of not only close friends but also political
               foes. His three years in exile in Europe included a successful flight from the Italian authorities by gondola in Venice. Back
               in Chile, he was nominated as candidate for the Presidency, only to stand down in favour of Salvador Allende.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         He wove a spell over most people he met. Lorca memorably called him 'closer to blood than to ink'.

         
         
         
         
         Neruda was also an immensely complex man. He acknowledged the contradictions within himself, calling 'Pablo Neruda . . . my
            most perfidious enemy'. This is the first fully referenced English-language biography to attempt to untangle these contradictions.
            The only other full biography, by Neruda's close friend Volodia Teitelboim, was written in 1984, in Moscow, where Teitelboim
            had no access to essential documents, and markedly glosses over the less attractive aspects of Neruda's character and political
            affiliations.
         

         
         
         
         
         Pablo Neruda was the antithesis of Jean-Paul Sartre. While Sartre felt nausea at the world around him, Neruda felt joy even
            at the height of his painful and protracted final illness. While Sartre attempted to teach us to find individual freedom through
            accepting the essential meaninglessness of life, Neruda felt that man - and writers, above all - had a duty to embrace life
            and commit to seeking social justice. In the global village we live in today, Sartre's message is alienatingly empty and difficult
            to read, while Neruda's call for human solidarity has more potency than ever.
         

         
         
         
         
         The Russian poet Yevgeny Yevtushenko - who turned against Stalinism at the time of Khrushchev's Thaw but remained a close
            friend of Neruda - wrote his moving 'Epistle to Neruda' just days after the Chilean's death in 1973:
         

         
         
         
         
            
             . . . today I see Neruda-

            
            
            he's always right in the centre

            
            
             and, unfaltering,

            
            
             he carries his poetry to the people

            
            
             as simply and calmly

            
            
             as a loaf of bread.1

            
            
         

         
      

   
         
         
            
            I

            
            
         
         
            
            Secrets, shadows, wine and rain 1904-20

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Pablo Neruda was born Ricardo Eliecer Neftali Reyes Basoalto on 12 July 1904, in Parral, in central Chile's wine country,
               'where the vines curled their green heads of hair'.1 His schoolteacher mother, Rosa, was already thirty-eight years old. On 14 September 1904, just two months and two days later,
               she was dead, probably from puerperal fever, but certainly weakened by labour. He never knew the woman who brought him into
               the world.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         Neruda's father, Jose del Carmen Reyes Morales, had likewise lost his own mother, the quiet, demure Natalia Morales Hermosilla,
            at birth. Jose del Carmen's father had remarried a woman of quite different temperament and constitution. Encarnacion Parada
            was robust, with an impish sense of humour, who bore Jose del Carmen's father no fewer than thirteen children, all given biblical
            names.
         

         
         
         
         
         At the age of twenty, Jose del Carmen, a strongly built, bearded man with an imposing presence, left the biblical tribe of
            step-siblings behind in the small, oddly named Belen (Bethlehem) family estate in Parral to seek work in the port of Talcahuano,
            some 150 miles away. Talcahuano had become a site of bustling industry after the construction of a dam ordered by President Jose Balmaceda.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Neruda's father was not a roto. Not quite. The roto is unlike anyone else in South America: he is the link between the backward peasant of the Chilean campo and the specialised worker of the Santiago suburbs, someone who leaves an estate to become an artisan, a miner or even an
               electrician. But he is also, by tradition, sharp-witted and astute in business. Such epithets, unfortunately, could hardly
               be applied to Jose del Carmen, as he criss-crossed Chile in search of work. His wanderings even took him across the border
               into Argentina at one point.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         In the Talcahuano boarding house where he stayed, Jose del Car­men struck up a friendship with a talkative, would-be entrepreneur
            of North American origin, Carlos Mason Reinike, who was interested in becoming involved in the burgeoning Chilean rail network,
            with its tentacles stretching rapidly southwards. Mason became a confidant to Jose, and was soon a frequent visitor to the
            Belen estate back in Parral, especially after meeting Micaela Candia, one of the daughters of the local Candia Marverde family,
            whom he married.
         

         
         
         
         
         After the wedding, Mason decided to extend his enterprises. He bought a number of properties near the railway station in Temuco,
            a burgeoning frontier town of 10,000 inhabitants. Here, with characteristic energy, Mason launched himself into several businesses,
            including a small hotel.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was at this Temuco hotel that his young friend Jose del Carmen would stay on his comings and goings between the work in
            Talca­huano and his father's estate in Parral, and it was here that he felt himself drawn to Carlos's sister-in-law, Micaela's
            sister, Trinidad. On one of these fleeting visits to Temuco, it seems, Jose made Trinidad pregnant. The child, born in the
            spring of 1895, was Pablo Neruda's half-brother: Rodolfo Reyes Candia.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            This scandal could not be made public, so the birth took place far from Temuco - in Coipue, on the banks of the River Token.
               Rodolfo was left there, to be brought up by his midwife, Ester, until the age of eleven. The relationship between Rodolfo's
               parents - such as it was stopped there. It became a family secret. Until quite recently Rodolfo was believed to be Neruda's
               younger brother.2

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Four years later, the 29-year-old Jose del Carmen began courting another woman in earnest. Rosa Neftali Basoalto Opazo was
               six years older than he and a schoolteacher in Parral. Mariano Latorre Elordouy, father of the Chilean writer, Mariano Latorre
               Court, was a pupil of Neruda's mother at Parral's School Number Two. His wife, Fernandina Court, also met Rosa Neftali Basoalto
               Opazo, and remembered her as 'stiff, haughty, of iron-fisted discipline, although extremely affectionate with her pupils'.
               Rosa apparently liked to encourage the schoolchildren to write poems and compositions, and when she corrected these, she showed
               'the rare gift of finding the correct word to describe emotion or beauty'. Fernandina recalled her as a cultured woman, and
               even remembered hearing her reciting a classical text. With her black clothes, her high voice and her inquisitive, greenish
               eyes, she was, in Fernandi-na's words, 'a woman of style'.3

            
            
         
         
         
         Jose del Carmen had met Rosa from time to time at social gatherings, while still under the spell of Trinidad Candia in Temuco,
            but had not pursued his interest any further. The only surviving photograph of Rosa shows an intriguing, rather than beautiful
            face: her dark eyes, black, curly hair and a tender, silent, reserved expression may have reminded Jose of his own mother.
         

         
         
         
         
         They married in the autumn of 1903 and set up home in the Calle San Diego in Parral, where the future poet would be born a
            year later. Mariano Latorre Elordouy describes turn-of- the -century Parral as
         

         
         
         
         
            
            a grey, dirty dump. If it had any character at all, I think it was its total lack of character. It gave the impression of
               being a recently setup camp. Solid houses without style, whose walls were like a map of winter, with their flakiness and traces
               of squalls. Dust in summer and mud in winter . . . [But] at festival times, the town had a Dionysiac fury. The horse races
               attracted people from all over Chile, and in the Social Club, people played for fantastic amounts day and night. Its singers
               and women of easy virtue were famous.4

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Money was tight. Jose, hard-working man though he was, could not eke out a living from a small vine-filled area of land, and
               teaching was a poorly paid profession. But the couple were happy. Rosa enjoyed reading poetry to herself, and may even have
               tried writing verse, although none has survived.5

            
            
         
         
         
            
            The Chile Neruda was born into was in severe economic difficulties and wracked by social unrest, especially in the north,
               after decades of prosperity and political stability. 'It had more castes than India, and there was a pejorative term to set
               every person in his or her rightful place: roto, pije [toff], arribista [upstart], siutico [poser] . . . Birth defined status: it was easy to descend in the social hierarchy, but money, fame or talent was not sufficient
               to allow one to rise, that required the sustained effort of several generations.'6

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Yet for the average Chilean at the beginning of the twentieth century, the country where Communism would become more active
               than anywhere else in Latin America was anything but a hotbed of social conflict. 'Everyone immediately knew their precise
               place. In Chile, the upper classes generally look European, but as you move down the social and economic ladder, the indigenous
               features are accentuated. Class consciousness is so strong that I never saw anyone cross the boundaries of his position.'7

            
            
         
         
         
            
            The future Pablo Neruda, still known as Neftali (his mother's second name), had more pressing problems to deal with than switching
               classes. He had to make it through the first, difficult years of life. His father later recalled: 'As a child, Neftali was
               very shy and very sickly. He spent most of the time in bed. He was so weak that we even feared for his life.'8

            
            
         
         
         
         Unable to look after the infant himself, Jose del Carmen left Neftali in the hands of his grandfather, Jose Angel Reyes Hermosilla,
            who was better off financially, despite having to feed his thirteen recognised children. Jose's stepmother Encarnacion Parada,
            quickly set about a search for a wet-nurse. She found a healthy young wife, Maria Luisa Leiva, who had a child of her own
            but who was willing and able to supply milk to the new arrival. A wet-nurse was routine in Chile at the time, provided the
            family could afford one.
         

         
         
         
         
         In this house full of children, Neftali had to compete for attention. His grandfather was affectionate enough, if a little
            pompous and severe in his moral sermons, which in Neftali's case fell on uncomprehending, youthful ears.
         

         
         
         
         
         While many migrants moved towards the nitrate-rich areas in northern Chile for work, Jose del Carmen once again decided to
            head southwards, back to work on the Talcahuano dam project. He stayed at the same boarding house where he had met Carlos
            Mason years earlier, run by the Tolra family, of Catalan origin, and spent longer and longer periods away from Parral, to
            escape the grief of losing his wife just a year after marrying her. During his stays at the boarding house, he opened up his
            heart to one of the three Tolra daughters, Aurelia, telling her about the pain of losing Rosa, about his son, Rodolfo, in
            Coipue - whom he had barely seen in the ten years since his birth. It was Aurelia, barely an adult, who advised him to talk
            to Rodolfo's mother, Trinidad, in Temuco, with a view to 'normalising' the situation.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Trinidad accepted everything in her usual, resigned way. Lidia Herrera, who was married to Rodolfo's son Raul, told me in
               Temuco: 'She was very quiet, she listened all the time. I thought she was too submissive.'9

            
            
         
         
         
         However, Jose's visit to Rodolfo was less successful - son refused to recognise father and ran off into the thick undergrowth
            next to the River Token. Rodolfo's son, Rodolfo Reyes, today the head of a major Chilean copper company, recalls:
         

         
         
         
         
            
            My father told me that, in the countryside, he got to know the animals. He said he had looked a puma in the eyes. He understood
               the natural language of life, but when they came to fetch him, he was scared, and didn't want to leave.10

            
            
         
         
         
            
            In 1906, two years after Rosa's death, Neftali's father decided to marry Trinidad Candia Marverde. The newly-weds moved into
               Carlos Mason's house in Temuco. Rodolfo - a 'little semi-savage of twelve or thirteen' - joined them soon afterwards.11

            
            
         
         
         
         The relationships between the young Neruda and his half-brother, and between Rodolfo and his father, were not easy. 'My father
            always told me that my grandfather, Jose del Carmen Reyes, was a very strict man indeed,' said Bernardo Reyes.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            When he arrived home, he gave the orders, accompanied by train whistles, and everyone rushed around, making sure that those
               orders were carried out to the letter. He was very authoritarian, especially to my father, Rodolfo, because he gave him missions
               as the eldest child. My father told me that one of those missions was to take Pablo to school in the mornings. My father said
               that, on those walks to school, Pablo was so 'slow and stupid' that this really came to irritate him, and he would virtually
               push Pablo into the school building.12

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Eighty years later, Lidia Herrera recalled that Jose del Carmen 'was a very affectionate man, very fond of his friends - most
               of them from the railway - and they all liked him. But he was very strict with his children. Laurita told me that he wouldn't
               allow anyone to sit down at table until they had washed their hands or combed their hair.'13

            
            
         
         
         
            
            But Trinidad proved to be the most loving of stepmothers. Young Neftali always called her his 'mamadre' (mo-mother). It was to her that he dedicated his first affectionate attempts at poetry, and later he recalled her as 'sweet
               like the shy coolness of the sun in stormy lands, like a shining lantern, in her noisy wooden-soled shoes'.14 She was 'diligent and gentle, she had a peasant's sense of humour, an active and indefatigable goodness'.15

            
            
         
         
         
         Gilberto Concha Riffo - soon to be Neftali's schoolfriend and himself a poet in later years, under the name of Juvencio Valle
            visited the Reyes household a number of times. He found Trinidad's attitude to Pablo
         

         
         
         
         
            
            totally different from what you would normally assume a stepmother's to be . . . Pablo's father, Jose del Carmen Reyes, was
               an elegant man, with a distinguished air. He had a little beard with a whitish tip to it . . . He was cordial, generous, but
               very strict with Pablo. Dona Trinidad was short, thin and affectionate to her stepson. She spent her life worrying about Pablo's
               health, which was pretty frail.16

            
            
         
         
         
         Trinidad proved a wonderful choice for her new husband, also. She was not only devoted to him, but brought hope of financial
            gain through her wealthy relatives. Jose del Carmen had always been a willing businessman - but never a very competent one.
            In his memoirs, Neruda recalled him trying to bargain with an Araucanian Indian at a railway station who wanted to sell him
            a hen.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            His blond goatee was something to watch as he picked up a hen in front of an impenetrable Araucanian woman who would not lower
               the price of her merchandise by a single centavo.17

            
            
         
         
         
         Through his friend and now relative Carlos Mason, Jose del Carmen was offered work on the new railroad in Temuco.

         
         
         
         
         Temuco today is a bustling modern commercial town made up of grids of streets lined with shops and stalls selling clothing
            and food although even now if you walk just a few hundred yards outside the centre you find a district where Mapuche Indians
            on cattle-drawn wagons vie coolly with buses spewing out exhaust fumes for right of way across the main roads. The Temuco
            that Neftali grew up in was
         

         
         
         
         
            
            a pioneer town, one of those towns without a past, but with hardware shops. Since the Indians cannot read, the hardware shops
               put up conspicuous signs in the streets: an immense saw, a gigantic pot, a colossal padlock . . . And over there, the cobbler's,
               with a huge boot.18

            
            
         
         
         
         The descendants of the Araucanian Indians, the Mapuche, lived in the fields on the outskirts of Temuco, in their own settlements.
            They would go into Temuco to sell their goods (lambs, eggs, textiles) and then retreat to their huts in the evening, the men
            on horseback while the women walked beside them.
         

         
         
         
         
         Whenever Neruda later looked back on his early childhood in Temuco, he said that the 'only unforgettable character' was the
            rain.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            It rained for months on end, years on end. The rain fell in threads like long glass needles which shattered on the roofs,
               or lashed against windows in transparent waves, and each house was a ship which reached port only with the greatest of difficulty
               on that winter ocean. That cold rain from the south of America does not come in impulsive warm squalls falling like a whip
               and passing, leaving a blue sky behind. On the contrary, the southern rain is patient and continuous, endlessly falling from
               a grey sky.19

            
            
         
         
         
         His was a childhood of 'wet shoes, broken tree trunks in the forest, devoured by lianas and beetles,' and his father's 'golden
            beard'.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            His father's new job was as driver of a ballast train on the burgeoning railroad. It was a job Jose del Carmen seemed born
               to. 'He was a bad farmer, a mediocre worker on the Talcahuano dam, but a good railwayman. My father was a railwayman at heart.
               My mother could tell, at night, which of the trains arriving or leaving Temuco station was my father's,' Neruda later recalled.20On Jose's return home from his shift at four in the morning, 'the door shook, the whole house shook, the stairs groaned, a
               loud voice uttered hostile recriminations'21 At times his father seemed so dictatorial that Neftali and his half-sister, Laura, even discussed the possibility of killing
               him.
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Sometimes, his father would pull Neftali out of school and take him with him on those long train journeys, through the rain
               and the mud, into the midst of the forest. It was a magical experience. The trains carried stones and sand which they left
               between the sleepers to prevent the powerful rain from shifting the rails. Because the workers had to dig ballast from the
               quarries, the train sometimes stood still for weeks on end, and Neftali would stay with his father in this 'little house,
               which stopped alongside the spring forest, a virgin jungle which held the most splendid treasures for me, immense ferns, dazzling
               beetles, strange wild birds' eggs'.22

            
            
         
         
         
         It opened up a world of wonder to him.

         
         
         
         
            
            Nature made me feel inebriated. I must have been about ten years old, but I was already a poet. I was not yet writing verse,
               but I was attracted to the birds, the beetles, the partridge eggs. It was a miracle to find them [the eggs] in the ravines,
               greasy, dark and gleaming, the colour of the barrel of a shotgun. I was stunned by the perfection of the insects.23

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Those train journeys brought Neftali into contact not only with nature but with strange human beings, whose sinister, violent
               pasts he could only guess at. These people may have coloured his early attempt at prose fiction, the 1926 novella El habitante y su esperanza (The Inhabitant and His Hope), with its tales of adultery and violent revenge. Neftali had met one of the railway workers,
               Monge, who had a vertical scar from a knife-wound across his face. Jose had warned him that Monge was the most dangerous of
               men, but as it turned out, he had a fondness for the young boy, feeding his inquisitiveness by bringing him hairy spiders,
               baby wood pigeons and - most impressive of all - a multicoloured beetle which he placed in the boy's hands until it slipped
               away, leaving behind the memory of red, violet, green and yellow. One day, Monge, too, slipped away. When Neftali asked his
               father where he'd gone, he learnt of Monge's appropriately violent end: he had fallen from the train and rolled down a precipice
               to his death. Neftali cried for a week after hearing the news.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         Back home in Temuco, the house was never quiet. Firstly, because, as in so many other large frontier buildings at the time,
            the various family quarters were inter-connected. The Reyes (Jose del Carmen's side), the Candias (his wife's) and the Masons
            (his wife's relatives) all shared tools, umbrellas, tables and chairs.
         

         
         
         
         
         Some of the most memorable occasions were the feasts held in the Mason section of the household, with roast lamb, kidney-bean
            salad, flowing wine and guitar music. The lamb was killed in the morning and, to young Neftali's horror, he was often asked
            to drink the blood, which dripped into a basin. The patriarch himself, Carlos Mason, with his long white hair, bearing a striking
            resemblance to the poet Emerson, would preside at the head of a never-ending table, alongside his wife, Micaela Candia.
         

         
         
         
         
         The second reason for the bustling atmosphere in the house was Jose del Carmen's unusual degree of sociability: if none of
            his drinking railroad colleagues or other friends was available, he would invite people in off the street to share a meal.
            This cannot have been easy for the less gregarious Trinidad, who, in her husband's presence, was quiet and reserved, cowed
            but supremely dignified.
         

         
         
         
         
         She needed all the dignity she could muster: another secret was about to endanger her marriage.

         
         
         
         
         During some of his lengthy absences from home, Jose del Carmen continued to visit Aurelia Tolra at the boarding house in Talcahuano.
            Whereas in the early years, Aurelia, barely out of her teens, had been no more than a close friend to him, she had now blossomed
            into an enticing young woman. The forty-year-old Jose fell for her charms once again, with unexpectedly speedy results. Aurelia
            became pregnant, and gave birth to Laura.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Neruda's beloved sister, Laura (the 'Laurita' to whom he would write so often from around the world, nicknaming her Conejita, 'Little Rabbit'), was actually his half-sister, something that was kept hidden from him. 'Trinidad, the gentle, silent one,
               never knew, or didn't want to know, about this relationship. Like a spirit, she moved around the house, lavishing love on
               little Neftali and on Rodolfo . . . '24 

            
            
         
         
         
         At first, Laurita was kept well away from the rest of the family, in a small town called San Rosendo, where from time to time
            she would ask her mother, Aurelia, where her father was. Meanwhile, the relationship between Aurelia and Jose seems to have
            deteriorated with Aurelia's growing determination to make something of her life. She eventually broached the possibility that
            Trinidad could bring Laurita up as her own daughter in Temuco.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            To Jose's astonishment, when he returned to his wife and confessed all, she took the news, and the idea of adopting Laurita,
               with total equanimity. Neftali and Laurita quickly became very close. Whenever I he was sick, Neftali would ask her to look out of the window and describe every little detail of what was going on outside.
               But did he realise the truth about Laurita?
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            He must have suspected. He once tried to raise the subject with her, according to his third wife, Matilde Urrutia, but Laurita
               suddenly broke off the conversation and ran to her room in tears. Neruda never brought up the topic again, appalled at having
               hurt his beloved Laurita.25

            
            
         
         
         
         In winter, the house was freezing cold. The wooden building, like so many others in Temuco, had been raised hurriedly, and
            the rain fell constantly on the zinc roofs. From time to time, Neftali would wake up, look out of the window, and find that
            the house opposite had lost its roof to the wind. It became a routine event.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            At the age of six, in 1910, Neftali entered the Boys' Lyceum in Temuco. The range of his schoolmates revealed the cosmopolitan
               extent of Chilean society, even in the provinces, thanks to the major influx of immigrants from Europe. 'My fellow pupils
               had names like Schnake, Scheler, Hauser, Smith, Taito, Serani . . . There were Sephardim, Albalas, Francos. There were Irish,
               McGuintys, there were Poles, Yanichewskys . . . And we fought with acorns in the large covered shed. You have to be hit by
               an acorn to realise how much it hurts.'26

            
            
         
         
         
         Gilberto Concha Riffo - the future poet Juvencio Valle - recalled Neftali as absent-minded, a daydreamer, quiet, very thin
            (his nickname was 'Shinbone') and melancholy, and yet clearly his stepmother had already taught him to read and he was even
            then an alert observer of nature.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Valle remembered Neftali always being left out of the schoolchildren's racing games 'because he was so small and so very thin.
               And when it came to playing ball games, no one chose him for their team. He was a quiet, peaceful child, who would sit in
               a corner reading little books of stories . . . He had an insatiable curiosity for little things (strange stones, pieces of
               wood, insects). And he never lost that curiosity.'27

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Another classmate, Luis Humbero Cerda, shared this impression. 'Neftali was terrible at football. He couldn't get a touch
               of the ball at all. We went on excursions, down to the river, to look for herbs, insects. He loved books, especially Jules
               Verne. He was very bad with his fists.'28

            
            
         
         
         
         He was equally poor at mathematics, but fortunately he was helped by his schoolfriend, Alejandro (Sasha) Serani.

         
         
         
         
         A fourth fellow pupil, Gerardo Seguel, would later become one of Chile's first Communist intellectuals. Neftali's first observation
            of politics was at ten, when the First World War broke out, and he saw his schoolmates split between those who supported the
            Allies and those children of German immigrants who took the opposing side. However, politics made no great impact on the very
            young Neruda's life at this time - not even the upheaval of the 1917 Russian Revolution, although ripples did cross the oceans.
         

         
         
         
         
         As another schoolfriend, Diego Mufioz, who recalled these times in his memoirs, wrote:

         
         
         
         
            
            We did not have a clear idea of what it [the Revolution] was, nor could we have until years later. But we enjoyed one of its
               con­sequences: the circulation, in our own language, of the work of the greatest Russian writers, which was widely distributed
               with the aim, certainly, of revealing all that civilised humanity was 'losing'. This literature had a major influence on us.29

            
            
         
         
         
         Neftali's major concern was to keep warm.

         
         
         
         
            
            We would walk to school, treading on one stone after another along the path, fighting the cold and rain. The wind snatched
               our umbrellas away. Raincoats were expensive, I didn't like wearing gloves, shoes became drenched. I will always remember
               the wet socks by the fireplace and all the shoes steaming, like little locomotives. Then came the floods, which swept away
               the villages where the poorest people lived, by the river. And the earth also shook, trembled.30

            
            
         
         
         
         He took to wearing a bright green hat belonging to his father, until it blew away and was lost for ever.

         
         
         
         
         But in spring, Temuco was enchanting. Far from attempting to escape the wet, he and his classmates would run down to dip their
            toes in the River Cautin.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Summer in Temuco was 'yellow and scorching'.31 His father would often take them away to the cooler coast, at Puerto Saavedra, carrying the mattresses out of the house with
               them so they had something to sleep on when they arrived. Neruda never forgot Puerto Saavedra. It was there that he first
               saw his penguins, the wild swans of Lake Budi, and ate sandy figs.
            

            
            
         
         
         
            
            On the shores of the lake we fished, or hunted, for mullet, using harpoons or spears. It was hypnotising to watch those motionless
               stalkers, lances held high, to see the flashing spear and then a thrashing fish. There, too, I often saw the rosy flight of
               flamingos across virgin territory.32

            
            
         
         
         
            
            The Reyes family were put up at the Puerto Saavedra home of Horacio Pacheco, a farmer friend of Jose del Carmen - years later
               Neruda looked back fondly to those stays in the Pacheco household in his 1964 collection, Memorial de Isla Negra.33 Horacio Pacheco recalled observing Neruda's father, a whistle to his lips, marching Neftali and Laura, nervously holding hands,
               into the cold, wild sea.34 

            
            
         
         
         
         One of the few survivors from that time, Horacio Pacheco's daughter, Irma, told me that she remembers Neftali playing with
            her around the house in Puerto Saavedra:
         

         
         
         
         
            
            He lifted me up and my mother was terrified that he would drop me. She cried: 'You're going to kill her.' And he did drop
               me once, which put a stop to those games. But in later years, Neruda, when he saw me, would tell me to come and sit on his
               lap, because that was what he had done back in Puerto Saavedra. He was very affectionate.>35

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Irma Pacheco also recollects that Neftali was already writing poetry at this time, and that his father was disgusted. 'He
               would write on the beach and on the small boats, His father was always saying: "He's a fanatic" as he tried to call his son
               in to have lunch.'36

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Another of the pleasures of Puerto Saavedra was riding a horse along the beach. In his early teens, riding provided Neftali
               with sensual enjoyment: 'There is nothing more beautiful in my homeland than galloping on a horse beside the sea.'37

            
            
         
         
         
            
            Even more enticing for young Neftali was the library in Puerto Saavedra, run by a poet, Augusto Winter, a small man with a
               'shabby, short yellow beard, and, above the beard, a pair of eyes full of love'.38 When Puerto Saavedra was virtually destroyed in the terrible i960 earthquake and huge tidal wave, books were found strewn
               in the sand.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         Augusto Winter was a major influence on the young Neftali's thinking. He was an easy-going, free-thinking man, very unlike
            the stern, disciplinarian traditionalist, Jose del Carmen. Before taking up his librarian's post he had been a boat mechanic
            responsible for tending to the little steamers navigating the Imperial River. Winter, who also acted as secretary and treasurer
            of Puerto Saavedra's municipality, was a highly cultured man, in regular correspondence with many of the leading poets of
            the day.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Don Augusto Winter admired my voracious literary appetite. 'Have you read it already?' he asked, passing me a new Vargas Vila,
               an Ibsen, a Rocambole. Like an ostrich, I swallowed everything without discriminating. Don Augusto Winter was the librarian
               at the best library I've ever known. He had a sawdust stove in the the middle of the room, and I settled down there as if
               I'd been condemned to read, in those three months of summer, all the books that had ever been written in the long winters
               of the world.39

            
            
         
         
         
         Neftali was a ravenous reader of any book he could lay his hands on - from Victor Hugo to Maxim Gorky, from Cervantes to Baudelaire.

         
         
         
         
         He claimed to have devoured three books a day. He read accounts of Buffalo Bill's feats. He didn't like the Wild West hero
            because he killed Indians, but admired
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