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PREFACE

This book is a biography of sorts of Carlos Medina who, under the stage name Robin Medina, was one of the most famous, respected, and sought-after contortionists and roman ring performers of the 20th Century.

One of the many strange things about this book is that, at the time of writing, Carlos is still alive, and the biography was written through information gleaned in discussions with him -sometimes in the way of drunken rambles, sometimes through semi-structured interviews. This ability to talk directly with the subject is a rare gift for any biographer.

This is not a scholarly work and research, where it took place, was limited to internet searches via Google and some general reading around the nature and history of circuses. The majority of the evidence for the story in the biography comes from Carlos himself, substantiated to some extent by the photographs which I have been keen to try and integrate into the text to fill out the story as much as possible. Carlos is not a literary man and so for him a short verbal account, or an old photograph, evokes the lived event which he often seemed unable to grasp was not my event, and so could not have the same significance or meaning to me. Sometimes the quality of the photographs is not good and where this is the case I thought it better to try and give a rough 'verbal' taste of the event rather than nothing at all.

Clearly for a Circus performer the keystone to his achievement is in the performance and sadly, very little, apart from the photographs of Carlos performing, actually remains. He lived in a time when Circuses were on the decline and the hand-held video, or smart phone had not come into being.  I have a copy of a video from a performance he gave in South Africa and I have tried to communicate the impact of viewing this as best I can in the relevant section of the book. 

This is one man’s life, and another man’s description of that life, and this necessary remove seems very reminiscent of the people in Plato’s cave, who only see a shadow of reality. I do hope the shadow which I have cast is bold enough to be able to reflect the reality of the skill, ability, courage and compassion that is Carlos Medina.

John Wright
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ABANDONED

The small hamlet of Las Dantas consists of a smattering of roughly made, single-storey cottages or pueblos.  They are scattered haphazardly around the top of a small spur, which sticks out like a gnarled, bony finger, from the rugged hand of the massive Venezuelan Andes. Located in the Municipality of Bolivar, in Táchira State, in south-western Venezuela, Las Dantas seldom shows up on maps, being home to only a few hundred people, but it is here, in this almost insignificant rural location, that our world-encompassing story has its humble, if turbulent, beginnings.

Located about 800 metres (2625 feet) above sea-level, Las Dantas, wakes to find its early mornings shrouded by a cold, cloudy mist, which hangs over the small settlement like a silent ghost. The mist is soon dispersed, burning off quickly when the first rays of the sun begin to gently caress the rough grass and hard rocky soil on which Las Dantas is built. In late November, that sun-kissed caress soon turns into a relentless assault, as the temperature rises quickly to a hot 25 degrees centigrade. It was into this bright, shimmering heat haze that, on the 25th November 1950, one more, hungry, screaming, boy-child struggled into an unwelcoming world. 

Very little is known about the child’s mother, except that she was not married to the father. A few days after his birth, she and the child set out on the long arduous journey, up and over the mountainous terrain, heading north-east, across the border-marking-river, Táchira, into Cúcuta, a prosperous Columbian City. Although only about fifty Kilometres away as the crow flies, the lack of roads, the stifling heat, and the scared, hungry, screaming child, would have made the journey both painful and exhausting. Once in Cúcuta, his mother quickly found her way to the home of the man who had wronged her, and unceremoniously left the babe, wrapped in swaddling clothes, on his doorstep, then vanished, never to be heard of again.

It was not until at the age of 18, in a heart-shattering moment of revelation by his paternal grandmother, that the child would learn the truth about his early abandonment. He never met his mother, or indeed ever met anyone from his mother’s side of the family. Nor does he have any memory of this painful final journey with her. Her true identity was to remain a mystery for the rest of his life. As he grew up and began to realize that she had abandoned him, so too, he chose to abandon her, never seeking to find her again.

The following day, the angry father, Carlos Alirio Medina-Torres, retraced the mother’s steps, and took the child back to Las Dantas. Finding no trace of his one-night-stand, he dumped the child in the local orphanage. Although orphanage is probably too grand a word for the small cottage that housed the good Catholic family willing to take in unwanted children. 

The good-hearted family were affiliated to an organization known as the ‘Congregation for Conclusion’ and it was here that the abandoned child was to spend the first three-and-a-half years of his wretched life, sharing what little, food, love and affection there was, with three or four of his equally unwanted young peers.

The following year, 1951, at the instigation of his paternal grandmother, Lola, the child was christened into the Catholic Church and given the name, Carlos Alberto Medina. 

Sometime in 1954, at the age of three-and-a-half, whether because he had grown too old, or because there was a demand for the bed, Carlos was transferred from Las Dantas to a sister orphanage located in the San Louis district of Cúcuta. This was a much larger affair, able to care for some eleven or tweve children, but in reality still a small, single-storey cottage, built with hand-pounded adobe-mud walls. Here, the trappings of the Catholic Church were much more manifest, the establishment being run by nuns and a resident priest.

Carlos shared a room with another child and spent his days being indoctrinated into the tenets of the Catholic Church, learning about good and evil, and the endless love of god. Reading and writing were skills the nuns were unable to impart, and it was not until much later in his life that he was able to acquire those. The nuns were strict, but not cruel, in the sense that they never beat him unnecessarily. However, when he misbehaved, or could not recall his catechism, his punishment was to be forced to stare at the wall for twenty minutes - hell on earth to a vital, energetic young boy! 

Although Cúcuta was a City of over half a million people at the time, poverty was still the prevailing state of being. Money, and the means of survival were the main issues that occupied everyone who lived in that region. Living off charity meant that life at the orphanage was basic at best. The children lived on a diet of arepa (a soft white bread made from frying or grilling corn - maize -  and forming part of the staple diet of Venezuela and Columbian) rice, and vegetables, mainly carrot, cauliflower, and a crudely cooked cabbage dish being a regular ‘favourite’. Eggs were an expensive luxury that were only made available once a month. In a coffee producing country, which Columbia was, it seems ironic that coffee was considered too expensive to feed to the natives. Instead, the children lived on a brown coffee-like liquid which was in reality the residual juice produced from adding water to the crushed sugar-cane pulp.

One high spot for Carlos was that his paternal grandmother, Lola, would visit him once a month, and the love-starved child was delighted to accept and rejoice in even this meagre morsel of affection. However, his grandmother’s visit also instigated a degree of unpleasantness for the child. Those of you familiar with Spanish nomenclature will note that his name, Carlos Alberto Medina, was rather unusual. The normal procedure with Spanish family names, is for the new family to indicate their origin and celebrate the merging of the two families by sharing a combination of the surnames of the mother and the father. In Spain, there is a specific combination, the father’s first surname becomes the child's first surname, and the mother's first surname becomes the child's second surname. However, his mother’s name remaining unknown - or too sinful to be revealed- the child was generously given the surname of his paternal grandmother - Medina. When she would visit, the other children at the orphanage would mock him, asking in the cruel taunting way only children can, that if his surname consisted of only his grandmother’s name, how could his grandmother also be his mother? 

Although, his grandmother’s visits produced a bitter-sweet experience for him, a real and very significant moment of joy, in this otherwise bleak lifestyle, was the regular visit of the circus. It was established practice among touring circuses to extend their benevolence to the local orphanages. They clearly could not afford to transport the children from the orphanage to the circus, which would usually have been set up in some central location in the town or city, so the protocol was to send their ‘apprentice’ performers to the orphanage, where they could hone their skills further, under the adoring eyes of the eager and often over-appreciative children.

It was on one such visit when Carlos was about five or six that he got his first glimpse of a potential road to freedom. A thin, shy, young girl had arrived with the other performers and was lurking in the background awaiting her turn to ‘step into the light’. Eventually she was pushed forward and to everyone’s amazement began to contort and bend her slim, lithe, little body in seemingly unbelievable ways. To gasps of amazement and loud applause she contorted into what looked like excruciating positions; lifting her legs behind her neck, or lying on the dusty ground and effortlessly bending her back until she was able to rest her ankles beside her ears. 

Carlos was hooked. He had always been a supple child but after witnessing his first contortionist act, he began to consciously work on bending his body, and stretching his flexible back into more and more extreme positions. Suddenly, like many children of his age only dream of doing, the idea of running away to join the circus seemed more like a plausible possibility. However, it was to be some way off before it became a reality, and in the mean-time he made himself content with stretching and bending for his own satisfaction.

Although his time at the orphanage had not been a happy one, he had lived through it, and he only had one major, final indignation to endure. At the age of six and a half, he was to suffer, what has subsequently been revealed to be a seemingly lasting tradition of the Roman Catholic Church. The priests were normally resident at the orphanage for a year or two before moving on to new pastures. Earlier in the year a new priest, Father Biachi, had arrived to take up his spiritual role as head of that somewhat dysfunctional orphan family. The father had singled Carlos out and seemed keen to secure him a place in heaven, by having him able to recite his catechism to such a level of perfection that would make even God himself proud. To enable him to do this he insisted that Carlos join him in the small dusty ‘study’ at the back of the building at about one o’clock most afternoons. At this time, in the constant, cloud-free heat of the day, the other occupants of the orphanage would take a sensible siesta, sleeping through the worst of the heat. Instead of choosing sleep and comfort, Father Biachi, chose to teach Carlos in this silent and deserted time. It began innocently enough with the Priest praising and stroking him gently on the head and arms and rewarding him with a treat of strong, dark, bitter tasting indigenous cocoa. However, as time went on the Father grew more adventurous, caressing his thick black hair, touching his cheek, and stroking the boy’s legs. Eventually his hands strayed further ending up fondling the boy’s childish genitals. Soon he went so far as to penetrate him with his crude stubby finger, and to perform fellatio upon him, all in the name of the Catechism. This abuse at the hands of his substitute ‘father’, who was meant to protect and watch over him, went on for over a year and probably would have continued had not the machinations and complexities of the law intervened.

In Venezuela and Columbia, the law maintains that an orphaned child can be cared for by the state until the age of six, but must then be returned to the family. So, much later than normal, at the age of seven-and-a half, through force of legal necessity, Carlos was finally collected from the orphanage by his grandmother and taken to live with his paternal family.

He was an unwanted guest in this already bustling household, and was forced to share a room with his grandmother, Lola, who had already been so generous in sharing with him her family name. She was a deeply religious woman, and Carlos would watch her in the shadowy, dusty bedroom, reciting her prayers and counting her beads, like a woman desperate for atonement.

It was here too, in the small single-storey family home, that he first met his great-grandmother, Eloise, and he was left in no doubt that these dourly strict adults considered him as one more unwanted burden in their already overburdened lives.  The home was held together by the valiant efforts of Lola, who, not content with having had to bring up her own child, was now destined to bring up her flagrantly promiscuous son’s unwanted offspring too.

In this poverty stricken home it also appeared that hatred and meanness were the only ‘virtues’ that were ever to be manifest. To say there was no love lost would be something of an understatement. Home for Carlos was to evoke a memory of oppressive heat, cattle, mosquitoes and a pervading sense of lovelessness, poverty and hatred. 

Carlos’ father, Carlos Alirio Medina-Torres, had been born in Cúcuta, and was a cobbler by trade, making shoes from leather, tanned from the local cattle. Plying his trade in the family home, he had little time for this, the latest fruit of his loins, and Carlos was to receive no love or kindness from him.

His grandmother, Lola Medina-Torres, sold lottery tickets in the market square. Lola was about 54 years of age when Carlos moved in, and her mother, Carlos’ great-grandmother,  was about 78. His great-grandmother had the unusual profession of monumental mason - sculpting gravestones. It was she who would carve the names of the dead, and their carefully worded tributes, into the hard unforgiving stone or marble tombstones; helping those who had passed beyond to achieve, in some small way, their vain wish to outlive their allotted brief lifespan on this ever-renewing earth. Strange though her profession was, it seemed to Carlos to  somehow enhance her uniqueness. The esteem, reverence and awe that Carlos felt towards Eloise seemed to greatly outdo that which he felt for Lola. A devout Catholic, she was a woman of few words, but when spoken, her words seemed to shake heaven and earth with their prophetic wisdom. Even today Carlos speaks of Eloise with deference, quoting things she said and illustrating them as they have come to pass in the modern world. The shadows and mysteries of death, life and the Roman Catholic Church, wrapped their heavy dark cloak around him, almost shrouding this insignificant hapless little child.

Considered as but yet another mouth to feed, Carlos quickly learned to make himself as invisible as possible. He was painfully unhappy. Having been rejected at birth by his mother and abused by the substitute family of the church who took him in, here he was yet again being cast off and ignored by his real family.

He amused himself by practicing his new found art of contortionism, bending and stretching his body until he was supple and flexible and able to imitate the positions he had first seen that young circus performer adopt. With no school to contain him, he would sometimes wander away from the family home and saunter off into the woods picking up the sweet, ripe guavas that had fallen from the trees or playing with the wild guinea pigs, or sitting by the banks of the Rio Táchira watching for hours the small silver fish darting and flashing in the shallow waters below, dreaming of a world in which he was wanted, loved, adored and applauded.
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Chapter 2
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NEW HOME! NEW FAMILY!

Carlos was a precocious child; he was also very tenacious. The image of the lithe little girl and her extraordinary contortions had stayed with him like a vision. Often, sitting in the cool, stuffy, gloom of his Grandmother’s house, while the adults took their siesta, he would think of her. She was an angel of hope, a way out of his wretched condition and represented a vibrant golden brick road to a bright rainbow future.

The current reality was somewhat different. Life at home continued to be difficult and the fact that he was an unwanted guest was never allowed to slip from his mind. Some days he was happy, playing with imaginary friends and enjoying the simple pleasures of life in the way only children can. However, he still found the heat of the plains stifling. The hot air was laced with the throat-grasping stench of cattle, and the endless buzzing of angry flies made even the physical surroundings of his life unpleasant. 

However, with his now new-found purpose in life he would spend some time each day bending, stretching and twisting himself into seemingly impossible positions in an effort to emulate his one true friend - his inspiring angel! His twisting and bending exertions enlisted only further scorn, contempt and derision from his disapproving father.

Time crawled by in this lacklustre manner, until at the ripe old age of nine Carlos decided to step forward and take charge of his own life, determined to change it forever.  The Circus continue to visit Cúcuta, normally around Christmas and Carlos had contrived, via his soft-hearted Grandmother, to visit the show whenever they were in town. This year it was the Royal Dunbar Circus and during their visit, the pretty, precocious little boy took it upon himself to visit the members of the contortionist act after the show. Not only that, but he informed them he wanted to join the circus, become a member of the contortionist troupe and travel the world with them. He then proceeded to demonstrate his developing contortionist skills. What the Algeciras family made of this strange little boy and his wonderfully brave self-promotion was sadly never recorded.

Returning to the family home later that day the child was beside himself with excitement. Not only had he seen the circus but he had spoken to people who were living his dream. The house was abuzz with a turbulent energy and even the level-headed Lola, the only real family champion the child had, seemed to have been infected more than usual with the enthusiasm and audacity of her young charge. Strangely too, the excited talk seemed to have affected even his father, Carlos senior, for he showed an uncharacteristic interest in the boy's delight, asking about the circus, the name of the troupe, where they were from, and how long they were likely to be in town for?

Clearly, somewhere at the back of his father’s mind a small seed was being nurtured of the possibility, that no matter how seemingly unlikely, these unsuspecting circus folk might be a way to rid himself of his unwanted charge. 

However, Carlos was oblivious to this developing diabolical plot.  He was still bathing in the joy of recalling his talk with the circus family, and his brief - but in his mind wonderful - performance in front of them, showing off his bending and contorting skills. Not all of us have such a clear direction in life, an early sense of purpose, ambition and a goal, but at the age of nine Carlos had successfully managed to steer his life and point it firmly towards a profession and way of life that he thought he loved and wanted for himself. He had somehow managed to twist and contort the conditions of his own life to his own purpose, even if it was to take many more years of hardship for that end to be fully realised.

Later that night Carlos was amused to hear his great grandmother in a state of great anxiety shouting that his father was going to feed him to the lions! The commotion between the women and the man of the house seemed to go on for some time, and raised voices in the adjoining room kept him awake longer than normal that night.  Carlos, unable to make out details assumed it was just another family row. He did not for one minute entertain the possibility that the row could be about him. Choosing to ignore the continuing kerfuffle, he turned his back on the noise and eventually fell asleep. 

The next morning something clearly was afoot. Lola informed Carlos that they were going to visit the circus again today. Carlos was delighted, but rather puzzled when she added that his father Carlos Senior would also be coming with them.

After the show, Carlos and Lola, with Carlos Senior in tow, retraced their steps of the day before and approached Las Truppe Algeciras. Once again Carlos spoke of his passion for contortionism and demonstrated, yet again, the current abilities of his lithe and supple young body. The Algeciras again seemed impressed, but this time the whole event took a markedly different turn. 

Standing in the cool, dark interior of the cathedral-like canvas of the big top, Carlos senior began to spell out the fine print and details of a Faustian deal. However, unlike Faust who sells his own soul to the devil, Carlos senior was not about to sell his soul to these circus devils, but rather that of his son: and not just his soul, but his body too. It must have been an odd and unnatural negotiation. Here was a man, with his own mother standing beside him, and in full view of the child he was talking about, declaring that he was willing to sell his own flesh and blood, his young, nine-year old boy to a family he had never met before. From his point of
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