
THE MAPUCHE 

Melipeuco, Chile 

arlos was nineteen when the soldiers came. It was autumn 1973. They took his 

brother, too. The two of them disappeared in a cell in Tucuman, where their 

torturers worked on them for five days. Accused of harbouring weapons intended for 

terrorist activities, they faced summary execution: a bullet in the head, an unmarked grave, 

a family left in turmoil. His spirit broken, Carlos was dragged before the major. ‘You are 

lucky today,’ the major told him. ‘You are not going to die.’ They put Carlos on a special train 

for Santiago. ‘Once you leave here,’ the major warned, ‘we cannot guarantee your safety in 

Chile. ‘. The warning was all too clear. Carlos knew what he had to do to save himself and his 

pregnant wife, even if he hadn’t the means to achieve it, and little sense of the world 

beyond his homeland.   

   Carlos was indeed one of the lucky ones. When General Augusto Pinochet launched his 

chilling golpe de estado (coup d’état) in September 1973, thousands of Chileans whose 

political ideals met with disapproval found themselves instantly detained. Many suffered 

torture. Some were executed, or ‘disappeared’. Thousands were exiled. It seems Carlos’s 

crime was to be Mapuche; there never were any hidden weapons, or terrorist intentions. In 

Pinochet’s Chile the Mapuche simply didn’t have a place anymore.  

   We stay for four days with Carlos and his wife Marta at their ruka (the name for a 

traditional Mapuche house), though the style of their home is more akin to a rambling 

Alpine chalet. There is a kitchen garden. A flock of sheep nibbles the grass. Birds flitter back 

and forth on important, noisy errands.  

   When we arrive in the late afternoon Carlos immediately leads us into the woods behind 

the house. ‘This is our cathedral,’ he says, gazing up at the swaying branches. ‘We come 

here to converse with the spirits.’ The Mapuche are animist – everything is imbued with a 

spirit, not least the snow-capped Llaima volcano we can see to the north, and which every 

once in a while unleashes its fury. To achieve harmony one must connect with the spirits, 

Carlos stresses. Whist we wander through the wood listening to Carlos’s tales the rain 

begins to fall heavily. Lightning flashes and a thunderclap sounds overhead. Fat drops of rain 

fall on our host’s face as he shrugs and looks skywards. There seems no means of appeasing 

this particular spirit. ‘C’est la vie,’ he murmurs. 

   In the modern Chile the Mapuche are no longer able to roam the land as they once did; 

everything has been sold, everything is fenced in. Today the Mapuche live on reducciones, 

or reservations, where families either live their lives as smallholders, or move to the cities, 

where work appears to be plentiful, though Carlos tells us that discrimination is practiced 

against the indigenous Indians. Where Carlos and Marta live, close to Melipeuco, in the 

shadow of the Conguillio National Park, a stretch of beautiful country three kilometres by 

one kilometre has been allocated to sixty families, each plot carefully divided by the 

authorities. There is not enough land here for them to all earn a living. Many have left for 

Temuco, which has a population of 260,000 and is the closest town of any size.  
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   It is incredibly peaceful here. It could be paradise (if the rain would only stop falling). 

Though, quite clearly, not everything in the garden is rosy: the mountain behind, sacred to 

Carlos and his people, has been sold to a mining company. ‘They think there is gold 

there…or maybe silver.’ He waves a dismissive hand. Having glimpsed Chile’s environmental 

record where mines are concerned, I shudder at the thought of what will happen here. 

Already they must draw their water supply from a river contaminated by a fish farm a little 

further upstream.  

   We’re sitting at the kitchen table drinking tea, drying out from our walk in the woods. 

Carlos explains to us how his work with the French-based Abbé Pierre of the Emmaus 

Foundation saved his life when the soldiers took him almost forty years ago. He believes the 

Abbé Pierre himself negotiated his release directly with Pinochet. The French ambassador to 

Chile was also actively involved in assisting the flight of Chileans to France. Carlos falters in 

his story. Tears roll down his cheeks as he drags up the image of people clawing their way 

up the walls of the French Ambassador’s residence, in their flight to safety. On the other 

side of the wall Chilean soldiers fired indiscriminately; many of the bodies tumbled into the 

safety of the embassy gardens. He apologises for his emotional outbreak; despite the years 

he still finds the telling painful. Carlos and Marta were put on a plane to Paris. There were 

no goodbyes with their families. There was no chance for that. Shocked and betrayed by 

their country they struggled to start a new life in Paris. Seven years after arriving in France 

they moved south to Avignon and finally began to settle in their new country. By the late 

nineties, with the military dictatorship in Chile having crumbled, Carlos felt compelled to 

return. Marta tells us that she would have preferred to stay in France. Since returning to 

Chile they work actively to keep alive the Mapuche traditions. They welcome visitors to their 

home and offer an insight into ‘modern’ Mapuche life. Carlos’s family, who all live in close 

proximity, come and go as they wish. They live with an open-door policy. Often family 

members appear unannounced five minutes before we sit for dinner. Everyone is 

accommodated. They share what they have.  

   The greatest thing to trouble Carlos today is his tooth. He goes to the dentist in Melipeuco 

to get some attention, except the x-ray machine doesn’t work, and neither does the drill. 

There is nothing the dentist can do for him. ‘Sometimes I think it is better in Chile if you 

have no teeth,’ he laments.  

   The sun is finally shining. Out in the garden Marta is giving lunch to two woodmen who 

have been working at the back of the house. They have maybe half a dozen broken teeth 

between them and I begin to understand what Carlos means. The woodmen’s two bulls are 

yoked together, attached to a trailer of chopped wood. It is a fitting scene in this ageless 

environment in which we find ourselves. The bulls wait patiently in the sunshine. They have 

all the time in the world.  


