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“When you live someplace for a long 
time, you become blind because you don’t 
observe things any more. I travel so as not 
to become blind.”
                                     Josef Koudelka

This is neither a travel report nor an ideal itinerary; 
those things are done by travel agencies and guide-
books, whose aim is to understand all needs and 
satisfy every request.
In the guidebooks one can find information on plac-
es and distances, advice on hotels and restaurants, 
prices, and characteristics of many things, but they 
are all elements that must be constantly updated in 
order to be useful, for the information to be precise.
This is only a story, or perhaps a series of different 
stories that I would like to try to tell following a 
trip I took in a rather limited area of Colombia, 
the northwestern part, a place that left a profound 
impression on me because it’s almost an Elsewhere, 
and it certainly is a fragile place on the border 

between dream and reality, between toughness and 
splendor; it is also an example of how things can 
change over time, sometimes for the worse, but at 
other times, luckily, for the better.
I have never cared to attempt to get to know an 
entire country in just one trip because I need time. 
Sometimes it’s useful even to waste time, in order to 
get the feel of a place, to breathe its atmosphere, to 
feel a little like you belong in that part of the world.
I chose an itinerary that did not involve air travel 
because I like to walk or get around by car.
It all began in Cartagena de Indias, and already this 
name takes you back to a certain past of legendary 
voyages, Caribbean rhythms, and tales of naviga-
tors and slave merchants. From here you can easily 

reach two destinations whose characteristics are 
completely the opposite: the mountains of Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta for the excursion to Ciudad 
Perdida, and farther north, on the border of Vene-
zuela, the wild no-place of Guajira, with its deserts 
and brackish lagoons; a peninsula pounded by the 
wind that protrudes deeply into the Caribbean Sea 
like the prow of an immense sailing ship.
In both of these areas the basic characteristic is that 
tourism is handled, at least for now, by the locals.
The mountains, the forests, the ancient stones, and 
the rivers that pass by and through them are the 
world of the Tayrona people, while the lagoons, the 
deserts, and the Caribbean coasts of the extreme 
north of South America belong to the Wayuu 

people.
My story will not be linear because the sensations I 
experienced are like the clouds described by
Fabrizio de André:
“They come, they go, they return
and perhaps they stop moving for many days
days when you no longer see the sun and the stars
and you feel as if you no longer know
the place where you are.
They go, and they come.
For each real one 
there are a thousand fake ones and they put them-
selves there
between us and the sky
leaving us with merely a wish for some rain…”



Ciudad Perdida
It all begins in Santa Marta with an old, red 
4-wheel-drive vehicle that takes us as far as the 
village of El Mamey, like the name of the tree that 
grows all around this place, a splendid magnolia 
that gives a round fruit that here they call Zapote, 
or “sweet fruit.” But many call this place Machete 
as well, because there was a sad period when 
many discussions ended in machete blows, the 
machete being a tool that everybody carries tied at 
their side. 

From Machete to the top of Ciudad Perdida there 
are roughly 60 kilometers of paths that, when they 
are not going up, dip down into gorges of red clay 
or sometimes white and powdery sand. There are 
crossings of more or less wild rivers, and trails 
through dense and humid forests populated by 
voracious mosquitoes. It takes a total of 4 to 5 
days and along the way there are various bivouacs 
with open-walled shelters that protect rows of 
comfortable hammocks or a series of beds lined 
up and equipped with mosquito netting. One eats 
simply but well, in a genuine way; there are toilet 
facilities and in the evening, at least for a few 

hours, there is even electricity. As for telephone 
coverage, you can forget it. You leave, progressive-
ly, profoundly distancing yourself from the world 
you came from.
Step by step, slowly, you leave everything behind.
Ciudad Perdida is reached as a much dreamed-of 
destination, and perhaps for this reason it could 
turn into a disappointment, but that is not the 
case: way up there the view is a dream, especially 
early in the morning, when the sun begins to illu-
minate the stone terraces and the colors become 
different; patches of dense vegetation and grassy 
areas take on every possible nuance of green, and 
silence blankets everything with peace. It is point-
less to expect towers or stone structures--there 
are only terraces--but one senses the memory of 
a magic that nature has protected and that now is 
allowed to breathe. 
               
I don’t need to tell the history of this place of 
archeological importance. I will only say that, as 
often happens, the sacred city was discovered by 
chance by the guaqueros, that is, by grave robbers 
who began to dig at the center of a series of stone 
circles that they had found deep in the densest 
jungle. Those circles were the bases on which the 



Tayrona, between the 11th and the 14th century, 
had built their huts of wood and leaves and where, 
right at the center, they would bury the remains 
of their ancestors and some food in addition to 
objects and treasures that would be needed for the 
journey to the Otherworld.

One of the first grave robbers, who had a wonder-
ful literary name--Florentino Sepúlveda—gave 
that place a name that described all of the feelings 
it evoked: El Infierno Verde. Florentino, along 
with his two sons César and Jacobo, found those 
terraces in the mountains after a terrible jour-
ney due to slippery rocks, impenetrable forests, 
snakes, mud, rain, arduous climbs, and days and 
nights spent in makeshift campsites. In the holes 
they began to find pottery bowls and amphoras, 
but also necklaces and masks made of gold. It 
was the 70’s of the 1900’s and the beginning of 
what always happens when something precious is 
found: excavations, destruction, rivalry, war-like 
expeditions, theft, and bloodshed, until finally the 
government decided to protect, at least partially, 
the sacred city of the Tayrona people. The rest 
belongs to the history of Colombia because the Si-
erra Nevada de Santa Marta and consequently the 

entire way from Machete up to Ciudad Perdida 
witnessed, starting in the 50’s, the cutting down of 
centuries-old trees by the campesiños, who sold 
the wood needed downstream to build houses for 
the rich. It was much more profitable to sell wood 
than to grow coffee and chocolate. Later, in the 
60’s and 70’s, in those vast, cleared areas, massive 
plantations of marijuana sprang up. These were 
then replaced by coca, which the local populations 
had grown in the past for purely religious purpos-
es (in order to attain awareness).
In other words, with all the money that was cir-
culating, the treasures of Ciudad Perdida were no 
longer tempting, not to the drug traffickers, nor to 
the paramilitary troops, nor to the revolutionary 
guerrillas.  Even for the grave robbers those areas 
had become too dangerous.
The years between then and now have seen the 
work of repairing, studying, and protecting the 
roughly 170 terraces and steps that rise--the last 
1200 steps being very steep--to the top of Ciudad, 
as well as the reconciliation process between the 
Colombian government and the guerrillas of the 
FARC (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Co-
lombia), an army headed by one Manuel Marulan-
da, who is nicknamed Tirofijo for his precise aim 



and who reminds me, perhaps not by chance, of 
Tiro Fisso, the rebel in the Corto Maltese stories.

But around those parts there were also the Marx-
ist guerrillas of the ELN (Ejército de Liberación 
Nacional) and those of the M-19 (Movimiento 19 
de Abril), and, as if that were not enough, there 
were various paramilitary groups like the AUC 
(Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia), organized  
by the landowners to fight the rebels. 
Today it is much quieter in these parts, but getting 
there is like reaching an almost impossible place 
due to the upward climb and the thoughts which 
keep coming to visit you. You strain, you grind 
your teeth, and you move step by step, until 
finally, after a sweaty climb in the burning sun and 
dust, you have before you a breath-taking view. 
You have reached the top and you can finally look 
around; your breathing returns to normal and 
you remain silent, feeling satisfied. All the stories 
the guide told you come back to you slowly, bit 
by bit, but the moment you reach the top calls for 
absolute silence.

Yeison is the name of the guide who has accom-
panied me all the way to Ciudad Perdida. He 

belongs to a group called Baquianos, which means 
“experts” and this could not be truer, because the 
guides were born in these mountains; they come 
from the very same families of campesiños who 
cut down all those trees, who grew marijuana and 
then coca, and who saw their friends and relatives 
get killed, sometimes by the ELN guerrillas and 
other times by the AUC paramilitary troops paid 
by the drug traffickers. They still own land on 
those splendid mountainsides and their families 
live there; they also carry a sharp machete tied 
at their side, but they use it to cut a branch that 
might hurt someone.

The Baquianos move in harmony with nature; 
all you have to do is step exactly where they have 
stepped to climb with greater ease and to feel you 
are almost an expert. It is reassuring to hear their 
greetings and see their smiles when they run into 
one another going up or down, or to listen to 
them speaking in the language of the Kogui, one 
of the Tayrona ethnicities, the one that has closer 
ties to the animist faith, the one that is more 
distinctly spiritual and has preserved the greatest 
degree of detachment from modern civilization 
and from the temptations of money. 



The huts where the Kogui live today are exactly 
like those that the ancestral people had built: 
circular and made of wood and mud with the 
same base of stone, and a straw roof blackened 
by smoke from a fire that burns constantly at 
the center of the hut. The fire warms them in the 
chilly night and the smoke keeps insects at bay. 
Although none of the Kogui lives in Teyruna, their 
name for Ciudad Perdida, they continue to be the 
guardians of those holy places and now they are 
happy because no one plans to dig amongst their 
stones any more, neither the grave robbers nor the 
archaeologists. Everyone has reached a compro-
mise. That which was stolen is lost, that which 
ended up in the museums of Bogotá or Santa 
Marta will remain there for future remembrance, 
but that which still lies under the sacred stones 
will continue to maintain their ancestral ties with 
their forbears and with Mother Nature.
Yeison can speak in his language with the Mamo, 
the sage, the shaman of the Kogui, the man who 
is in touch with the forces of nature, he who will 
know which boy child to choose as his replace-
ment, and whom he will teach to meditate and to 
maintain the natural order of the world through 
chants and offerings; whose work will always be 

that of restoring harmony between man and na-
ture by understanding the messages. The Mamo, 
whose name is Lùmaco, wears a white tunic of 
coarse natural fabric and has a conic woven hat 
of the same color. His right cheek bulges with the 
wad of coca leaves and shell powder that all the 
Kogui hold in their mouth and chew continuously 
so as not to feel hunger, to push beyond spiri-
tuality and to walk effortlessly in those rugged 
mountains.
The Mamo gives me a thin bracelet of thread 
with five miniscule beads of different colors: blue, 
green, light blue and pink. It is a kind of talisman, 
he tells me; it will provide protection on the part 
of the sky, the clouds, the sea and the earth.

The descent is as long and arduous as the trip up 
was, but having reached the destination, every-
thing becomes psychologically more acceptable. 
What changes the trip back is our greater sense of 
detachment from everything, from thoughts that 
are behind us now; everything is different from 
“before,” one feels lighter. Not only did we reach a 
destination, we are now living an Afterward.
Before leaving, I had some doubts about my 
endurance. 



I usually walk often, and I used to be more ath-
letic, but now I spend long hours writing while 
seated in front of a computer, and I was certain-
ly not physically ready for a trek of this range. 
However, I arrived without any problem, having 
made perhaps just a few extra stops to take in the 
surroundings or enjoy the experience.
 
The mountain teaches this: you have to press on, 
not give up, find your rhythm without rushing to 
get there, leaving downstream useless burdens, 
every single one—even thoughts.
The mountain teaches you to be alone.
Yeison the guide not only knows the trails, he 
knows what lives around here and the memories 
that have remained impressed in the leaves and 
stones. He tells me that nowadays in this part of 
Colombia everyone gets by thanks to this type 
of eco-friendly tourism; the agencies entrust the 
tourists to the Baquianos, and the locals stay 
busy maintaining the campsites and transporting 
supplies. All of the Tayrona ethnic groups come 
together: the Wiwa, the Arhuakos, the Arzario 
and the Kogui; they climb the trails with mules 
carrying provisions, water, and other supplies 
necessary to make the campsites functional. Then 

they go back down carrying bags of garbage, emp-
ty plastic water bottles, empty gas cylinders, and 
linens to be washed.
The campesiños tried for a while to start grow-
ing coffee and chocolate again, but after years 
of intensive chemical applications to encourage 
rich and continuous harvests of coca, the soil had 
become depleted, empty; Mother Earth was tired. 
Perhaps the philosophy of the Kogui people and 
the respectful silence of a Mamo made someone 
understand that time was needed to begin again, 
that it was necessary to find the right balance 
between man and nature once more. Even now 
the campesiños’ time is divided between tourism 
work and agriculture. Some sell small bags of 
delicious kernels of organic chocolate to shell; 
others wait for tourists with fresh fruit or sweet 
freshly squeezed orange juice, and there are smiles 
all around.
I hope this situation lasts a long time. After the 
political wars, the thefts, the drug wars, and so 
much bloodshed, one finally breathes in the 
peacefulness; you feel as if you are somewhere 
outside of time, and it’s a rare and precious feeling. 
Then, in September, everything stops: no tourist 
can climb to Ciudad Perdida, and that sacred 

place reverts to the Tayrona, who come from the 
highest mountains and from the most distant 
forests to meet in their spiritual place, to absorb 
and restore its sacredness, and we understand that 
for the rest of the year they have given us a gift: 
allowing us to breathe in that essence after having 
walked, labored, and learned how to get rid of 
useless baggage. 



Guajira
Lower, Middle and Upper: there are three regions 
in Guajira and each is very different from the other. 
The lower region is green, having the same fertile 
land that comes down from the Sierra Nevada, with 
its banana and palm plantations, and stretches all 
the way to the lazy Caribbean beaches of Palomino 
and to the villages that run into each other, clutter-
ing the main road with an endless series of stands 
loaded with fruit, and small colorful tables where 
chorizo or prawns are grilled and where if you sim-
ply open your car window, you will be bombarded 
by dozens of different rhythms blasting from the 
huge speakers every vendor has.

Middle Guajira extends around the main city, Ri-
ohacha, a city of borders, a port where the coastal 
road from Cartagena and Barranquilla merges with 
the road that connects Colombia with Maracaibo 
and the rest of tormented Venezuela with its multi-
tudes of migrants seeking a possible future in order 
to survive.
In Riohacha you sleep overlooking long beaches 
which are sometimes golden and other times deso-
late, while the palm trees rustle continuously, bent 

by the wind. From here one departs for the land 
of the Wayuu, a territory that is a world apart, 
the desert environment of the Upper Guajira. 
Just look at it on a map; it’s yellow and empty; it’s 
the prow of an immense sailboat that is jutting 
seaward.

I didn’t sleep much in Riohacha because during 
the night I heard a call of some sort and I woke 
up. I thought perhaps I had dreamed, not just 
one dream but a series of brief dreams, all strange 
and interwoven, dreams that did not leave precise 
memories but mingled past and present. Finally, 
after having stared for a long time at the ceil-
ing and the fan blades that kept turning slowly, 
no memory was left, only an empty feeling, of 
waiting. With the first light of dawn, the damp 
and briny smell of the sand awakened by the 
sun penetrated through the window, and the 
smell of distant dust as well, and in that instant 
I understood: that slow awakening was the need 
for a detachment, a dilated pause, imbued with 
emptiness, with open eyes that have nothing 
to see, of thoughts that are free to wander and 
become blurred. It was the wait that precedes the 
encounter.



Ivan, our guide, arrives on time with a mild and 
kind smile. His eyes, hair, and complexion are 
dark; he is wearing jeans and a white shirt. His im-
pressive Toyota is old but robust and well-main-
tained; it’s the kind I like. We leave without too 
much talk and with quiet music playing in the 
background, so that we can look around without 
feeling the need for conversation. After leaving 
the main road, the bent over palms, the green and 
dark blue of the sea, and after the houses and cars 
have gradually become scarcer, we find ourselves 
in a semi-desert-like landscape; it could be an 
African savannah dotted with trees and low-grow-
ing, twisted bushes. On the distant horizon one 
glimpses a slight vibration, a strip of light blue 
that is almost white. It bounces to the rhythm of 
the jeep’s suspension and as the reflection grad-
ually comes closer, I find myself transported to 
another place.
  
I am standing in front of the Manaure Salt Flats, 
in northern Colombia, yet I have gone back in 
time and to another world. Perhaps it is due to the 
blinding light: it is as if I were in the Afar region 
in Djibouti, standing in front of the immense 
white and blue surface of Lake Assal, a salty sea.

The vision is different, but the enchantment is the 
same.
The mirage continues vibrating even when your 
eyes are half-closed.
It was 2003 and I had just been introduced to Mar-
co D’Anna, the photographer who was to become 
my traveling companion on many journeys in the 
tracks of Corto Maltese. Then just as now, I was 
enraptured by the naked and pure beauty of the 
landscape, attracted and fascinated by the vibrant 
emptiness surrounded by the yellow of the desert, 
and I had gotten lost in that splendor-laden noth-
ingness.  I remember that when I climbed back into 
the vehicle that was parked by the salty sea, I had 
felt the need to write something.
I didn’t even notice that Marco D’Anna was sitting 
next to me.
- What are you writing?
- A kind of story.
- Do you feel like reading it to me?
- It’s just something that came into my head.
- What’s it called?
- The Salt Merchant.
From that day on and for fourteen years I have writ-
ten many stories, and the first to read them, freshly 
written along the way, has always been Marco. 

Perhaps the salt flats at Manaure in Colombia 
were waiting to tell me that, besides real things, 
besides what you might see during any journey, 
there is magic any given place can tell you about, 
something that can take you farther than a car or 
an airplane. Maybe the eyes I saw with at the time 
had seen the same emptiness, and the space had 
expanded to give me that uncertain time, a time in 
which you could fit other travels, gather a number 
of sensations that were neither palpable nor logi-
cal. Because one seeks the road, but sometimes it’s 

the road that waits for us, waits to help us grasp a 
piece of something more, something that can’t be 
explained.
It’s important to keep moving, to keep going with-
out knowing too much, without waiting too long.
The wind brought and then swept away clouds, 
dust, salt crystals, the scent of a faraway land, of a 
sea laden with distances and muddled thoughts.
And the implacable light of the sun, when filtered 
through the clouds, painted sudden changes in 
color: the water became purple, then light blue 



again, or shimmered with silver and its borders, 
all borders, disappeared. And everything seemed 
possible.
At that moment a man appeared whose face was 
marked by time, by the sun, and by an ancient 
weariness. His shoes were worn out and one hand 
grasped a rusty rake. 
We were facing a sort of flowerbed of salt, im-
mense, pure white, on whose surface there was a 
veil of clear water rippled by the warm breeze.
- Is this salt yours?An affirmative nod.
- It seems almost ready.
Ivan spoke to him in the Wayuunaki language, 
which is different from that of the indigenous 
Kogui who live in the Sierra Nevada.
- Yes.
The man had a satisfied look.
- How much is it worth?
- About 70,000 pesos per ton.
He answers smiling.
Seventy thousand Colombian pesos equal more or 
less twenty euro, barely.
There are about 500,000 Wayuu, a third of which 
live in this area of Colombia and in particular 
Upper Guajira. The others are scattered around 
Lake Maracaibo in Venezuela or on the Caribbean 



coast, but these people have never recognized the 
borders between countries; they continue moving 
from place to place, migrating between the two 
countries, heedless of rules or flags because they 
respond only to a series of unwritten codes that 
govern their coexistence, codes that in some way 
Colombia and Venezuela have had to accept.

The Wayuu have always been a proud, warlike 
people and, thanks in part to their arid and 
inhospitable territory, they were never conquered 
or subjugated by anyone, neither by the Spanish 
colonizers, nor by English pirates or smugglers of 
various nationalities; indeed, they often took ad-
vantage of the traffic and commerce that continu-
ously crisscrossed their territories, joining forces 
with this or that trafficker in order to survive and 
fight, but more than anything in order to preserve 
their freedom and total independence.
The peaceful and spiritual Tayrona brothers have 
always protected the forests and the mountains 
of the Sierra Nevada, and in the same way the 
Wayuu Indians have defended these expanses of 
desert so rich in biodiversity.
Historically there has always been an intense trade 
between the indigenous populations of the north 

and south. The mountain people needed, besides 
fish and salt, shells which, when finely ground 
according to tradition, make a highly alkaline 
powder that reacts with the coca leaves that the 
Tayrona always keep in the mouth to chew on. 
The union of the basic and alkaline substances 
facilitates the release of the active principles of 
the coca leaves, enabling the Tayrona to walk for 
hours on their arduous mountain paths without 
experiencing hunger or fatigue. The Wayuu, in 
return for the shells, fish, and salt, received coca 
leaves, wood, or fruit.
Unfortunately, over the years the exchanges took 
place not only due to food needs or religious prac-
tices, in that the drug traffickers took advantage 
of trade patterns that existed in these borderless 
areas to send out from Guajira’s Caribbean coast 
significant loads of marijuana (at first), then of 
cocaine. Even so, the Wayuu, despite having paid 
a high price in human lives, have managed to 
preserve to this day their independence from even 
that type of world. Easy money blew in, bringing 
with it violence, abuse of power and disorder in 
the equilibrium, which cannot be accepted; so that 
too, like the wind, has blown on through.
The  fundamental rules of coexistence of the 

Wayuu people have historically been dictated by 
a man, a sage chosen carefully from the entire 
Wayuu population, which traditionally is divided 
into large family clans.
The Wayuu name for this man is Putchipuü, 
which in Spanish means Palabrero, or Man of The 
Word.
The fundamental point that supports the harmony 
and justice of these people is The Word. Through 
The Word the rules of society are passed down. In 
the case of the Wayuu, the society is matrilineal; 
women are sacred and govern their large families 
while the men stay busy herding goats and cows 
or fishing. When trouble arises in the form of dis-
putes, disagreements, injustices, jealousy, betrayal 
or business conflicts, the Palabrero intervenes, 
listening to all sides and using his wisdom and 
experience to encourage those involved to reach 
an agreement. If that effort fails, the Palabre-
ro establishes an accord, a reimbursement or a 
fair penalty, and at that point his word becomes 
unquestionable law, which everyone strives to 
respect.
After the Manaure Salt Flats, the traveler enters 
the desert to reach Uribia, the indigenous capital 
of Colombia, the last “port” in the nothingness 



before tackling the emptiness of the desert. Here 
you can find everything: gas, spare tires, bottles 
of cool water, and food before facing the trails of 
the wildest Guajira, the ones that lead to Cabo de 
la Vela and Punta Gallinas, to the northernmost 
lighthouse in all of South America. The real jour-
ney begins in Uribia. 
Oftentimes the road is just a vague series of 
shallow ruts, or you follow the bed of a dried-up 
river or chase an uncertain dusty line that cuts an 
immense and empty plain in two.
It’s like being in Africa, and sometimes it seems 
as if you’re traveling towards the end of the world, 
and right here, in the middle of nowhere, a short 
distance from a miniscule cluster of rundown huts 
of wood, mud and cactus fiber, the toll stations of 
misery and pride begin.
Across the track of sand, pebbles, or clay, a group 
of boys has strung a colorful rope or string (on 
rare occasions a chain) between two crooked 
poles, and they make all the vehicles stop. It has 
become a game for them, a custom; that “toll 
booth” represents a tribute that must be paid in 
order to pass through their territory. What is 
interesting is the interaction between the driver 
and those boys. Ivan is a kind man; you can tell 

by the way he looks around, by the way he speaks 
and moves, even by the way he drives. In Uribia, 
without saying anything, he bought something; it 
was in a bag he had shoved under his seat.

At every “toll station,” Ivan stops a short distance 
before the rope, rolls down the window, smiles, 
puts his hand in the bag and pulls out a gift: a 
piece of bread, a cheese cracker, a banana or a 
bottle of water.

The kids do not beg. They don’t want money; they 
want what they do not have, water or food, and 
the drivers play along, according to an unspo-
ken agreement. They don’t give anything that is 
wrapped in plastic because the wrapping would 
fly into the desert. They don’t give anything sweet 
because over time the children’s teeth would be 
ruined, as they have no water to clean them with. 
Finally, they don’t give money, as that would lure 
the locals down that perilous road. In fact, the 
drivers often ask them if they have anything to 
sell, and buy colorful bracelets or mochilas (small 
backpacks woven with colorful threads, typically 
handcrafted by the Wayuu women). 



But somewhere along the oft-interrupted way, the 
bread and the other food items run out and it is 
worth recounting what happens then: Ivan stops, 
but he does not roll down the window. He smiles 
and makes a small sign with his index finger, 
rolling it as if to say, “Tomorrow, or the next time.” 
The children look at each other, then they stare 
at him. He raises his thumb and they lower the 
rope. They have an understanding. There is no 
insistence, no resentment, no irritation, perhaps 
because they are poor, but they are Wayuu and 
they know the value of the Word.

Only once do we witness something different. In 
front of us there is a large black Toyota, a new car. 
The driver is young, and he has a garish green 
t-shirt and the tough look of a braggart. On board 
with him are four young guys with caps plastered 
on their heads, wearing chunky sunglasses. They 
are listening to music turned all the way up and 
they’re drinking beer. We had noticed them be-
cause, in a long stretch of open desert, their vehi-
cle had taken off at full speed, covering with dust 
one by one all the other cars which, although they 
were going fast, were maintaining the necessary 
distance from the others in order to see the track.

Now the black Toyota is in front of us. It slows 
down in front of the nth rope, but at the last min-
ute the driver laughs and steps hard on the gas, 
ripping the rope out of the hands of a little boy 
who stares, astonished. From behind some cactus 
plants a grown man emerges who traces some 
numbers directly in the dirt with his index finger. 
Ivan stops and inquires, tries to calm the man 
down; he offers him a package of coffee and to the 
boy, who is massaging his hurt hand, he proffers a 
double dose of bread.
- It’s not the first time that guy has done that, 
but tomorrow I’m going to wait for him with my 
pistol.
The Wayuu are poor, but they are proud fighters 
and they know what respect is. They also know 
that if someone wrongs one of them, the entire 
family clan is affected. I hope nothing happened 
the next day, or maybe the driver of the black Toy-
ota chose a different route for the return trip.

Cabo de la Vela got its name because the first 
Spanish navigators, from their position offshore, 
mistook three triangular hills that jut out into the 
sea for the sails of a galleon. It is said that at the 
time, the hilltops were pure white because they 

were covered with the guano of thousands of 
seabirds, which abetted the illusion.
From the top of Pilón de Azucar, the view is 
spectacular, a blend of landscape reminiscent of 
Caribbean flavors and colors tucked next to a 
stretch of Irish coastline.
The warm wind swept the ocean on that particular 
day, carrying along with it flocks of pure white 
clouds that continuously changed the color of the 
water and pushed big, long waves to crash on the 
ochre-colored reefs or on the orange beaches. The 
sea foam crested as the waves pounded the rocks, 
and tall sprays of water dissolved in the air as the 
sun playfully turned them into colorful rainbows.
There are a few fishing villages around those parts, 
and some Wayuu rancherías where one can sleep 
in a hammock or in a simple, clean room. You 
eat delicious fruit, fried fish, rice and patacónes 
(green bananas that are mashed and fried), and 
you can drink an ice-cold beer, an “Aguila” or 
even better, a “Club Colombia Dorada.” There is 
no phone, no Wi-Fi, no electricity after ten p.m., 
but these are all things that you don’t need when 
you’ve reached this place; all you need is to sit on 
the beach, or swing in a hammock with your head 
dangling; or to look at the sky and find yourself 



immersed in a world of stars that are so close you 
feel you could touch them, catch a ride on one, 
and take off. All you need is to wander a little like 
a “Star Rover,” following the trail of Jack London 
or of your own unfettered thoughts; or maybe 
all you need is to fall asleep early, because in this 
place one lives according to the rhythm of the sun.

After Cabo de la Vela, continuing northward there 
are other splendors: the big Bahia Honda and 
the smaller Bahia Hondita where flamingos and 
herons break their migratory flight at the brackish 
lagoons and the salt marshes just beyond them. 
There is a constant feeling of open space, of emp-
tiness and freedom and describing it with words 
is pointless,  for words are not sufficient and they 
are not even needed for those who love landscapes 
like this one. One gets lost inside of it and the 
whole void is filled.
Here, as pretty much in the rest of Guajira, the 
wind dominates the landscape and that is why, 
when facing certain visions, I often stood perfectly 
still and in silence, without taking pictures, with-
out thinking of anything, in order to savor, almost 
to drink long drafts of that infinite space.
The wind is above all things; it is laden with 



essences and visions that are intimately connect-
ed to the land of the Wayuu, who wake up in the 
morning and speak of the dreams they experi-
enced during the night. Their dreams are the best 
means for connecting with the ancestral worlds, 
reinforcing their bond with nature, a bond so deep 
that every single Wayuu has, besides his or her 
own name and a Spanish name, a name connected 
to the clan and that is always represented by an 
animal.
In the past, the role of the Palabrero was entrusted 
to a bird that they call Pájaro Utta or Picogordo. It 
is a small species of the family of chaffinches with 
large beaks that enable them to break open and 
eat even the hardest seeds. 
The Pájaro Utta is supposedly a primordial ani-
mal, capable of establishing harmony and corre-
spondence between humans and Mother Earth, 
Father Rain and the wind, the moon, the sun and 
the stars. All one had to do was listen to it, reflect, 
then make the right decision.
I heard the words of an old and authoritative 
Wayuu Palabrero who explained the meaning of 
his role: “When there is peace, all the ways are 
open.” I believe it is a beautiful point of view.
But before arriving at Cabo de la Vela I was able 

to see and understand something more about the 
Wayuu and their mentality. 
The dirt track runs parallel to the sea, and there’s 
hardly anything there, for it is a landscape of wild 
beauty, with very few boats in the sea, the waves 
slapped by the wind, a few wretched huts. Then 
suddenly there are masonry houses, colorful, 
modern; they seem to be half-built, but a closer 
look reveals them to be ruined, partly torn down, 
as if a hurricane or earthquake had happened. 
One was burned down.
- What happened here, Ivan?
- A Wayuu family made an agreement, took mon-
ey from a French company that wanted to build 
something…
Silence. A man going by on a motorbike slows 
down and looks at us.
- And…?
- The other Wayuu folks didn’t agree, because this 
land must be managed directly only by Wayuu 
families, so one night they destroyed everything. 
It happened three months ago. There may have 
been a gunfight, but nobody really knows. For 
sure the French abandoned the project and the 
Clan that lived here disappeared. Maybe they 

moved somewhere else.
The given word applies to all, and when a peace-
ful agreement cannot be reached, a price to pay is 
established. Together, freedom is won.
Equilibrium, respect for the given word, proud 
independence: these are the basic characteristics 
of  these people. You sense it in the eyes of the boys 
who stretch the rope across the road and seem to 
want to say that they too have the right to some-
thing when the traveler wants to enjoy the rare and 
intact beauty of their lands. It’s just a trade: food or 
water in exchange for pure beauty.
But the Wayuu have paid and continue to pay a 
high price to preserve their independence in their 
wonderful, harsh land.

There is only one railroad line left in Colombia; it 
cuts this area in two like a knife, but the train no 
longer carries people, it only transports coal. In 
Guajira there is one of the largest open-pit mines 
in the world: the Cerrejón mine, whose coal is 
shipped by train from down there, south of Uribia, 
to a port created especially for this purpose. Puerto 
Bolivar gets its name from the hero of indepen-
dence of many countries in South America even 



if, ironically, the mine is no longer owned by 
Colombia; it has been ceded to a multinational 
corporation until 2034 at the earliest.
This happens all over the world: when a poor 
country  needs money and technology to “exploit” 
its own territory, outsiders show up with promises.
The port is a recent invention; it was created in 
1982 right there in Upper Guajira beyond the 
sacred mountains of Cabo de la Vela, before the 
Dunes of Taroa, that spectacular stretch of coast-
line where desert dunes as high as seventy meters 
swoop like opposing waves all the way down to 
the ocean. From way up there in the open desert 
you can roll all the way down into the blue sea. It’s 
a fantastic feeling--you think you’re a kid again.
Beyond the dunes there are the two bays, Honda 
and Hondita, another spectacle of nature. There 
you can catch tasty lobsters and prawns and along 
the unsullied and solitary coast sea turtles and 
thousands of species of birds make their nests.
Yet Puerto Bolivar is right in that area, and out in 
the distant ocean you can also see the silhouettes 
of the platforms where natural gas is extracted.
A lot could be said about this mine and the way it 
takes riches from the earth, but I will tell just one 
story, which dates back to the time of the wars 

between the rebels and the paramilitary groups.
It happened in Bahia Portete, a protected bay not 
far from Puerto Bolivar. At one time along that 
coast a handful of families lived in poor shacks, 
until one ugly day, April 18, 2004, a paramilitary 
band arrived in powerful jeeps, about fifty heavily 
armed men who massacred without pity everyone 
they found. That day there were mostly women 
around and the soldiers first desecrated the tombs, 
then raped and tortured mothers and daughters. 
The AUC men did not merely want to kill those 
people; their intent was to spread real terror, the 
kind that makes you flee far away without looking 
back even once. They used chainsaws to dismem-
ber the bodies of old women and children while 
they were still alive; they cut off their heads and 
mounted them on cacti and then came back in the 
days that followed. In the end, they obtained what 
they wanted: it is called “displacement.” In short, 
at least 600 Wayuu were kicked off their own land.
The drug lords were interested in those placid 
coastlines because their shipments of drugs would 
be able to leave from there and what is more, 
they could extort money from the  rich people in 
Puerto Bolivar. 
Fortunately, at that time a slow but steady 



peace-making process began. In 2013, the 
Venezuelan film director Patricia Ortega made a 
superb but hard-to-watch film about the incident, 
called “El Regreso”. It tells what really happened; 
a little Wayuu girl survived and after a harrowing 
escape, managed to go back.
Although the memory of the violence will linger 
forever, currently that entire coast is a nature park.
Once you arrive at Punta Gallinas, you can stay 
one or more nights in a Wayuu ranchería built on 
a narrow spur of rock that juts like the beak of a 
hen into the Caribbean Sea. 
There is the same wind that swept the desert—it 
might be even stronger here—and the smell of the 
sea is more intense and blends with the brackish 
essences that come from the lagoons, and with the 
scent of walls made of rocks, wood and cactus, as 
well as with the aroma of the fire that burns in the 
field for cooking.
On the beach that faces the sunset, people have 
erected piles of stones, one on top of the other. 
It is called stone-balancing, and its purpose is to 
seek a kind of internal equilibrium in a place that 
inspires a special feeling of peace. There are many 
of these piles, some of which are taller or more 
elaborate than others.

I did not feel peace in these places; rather, I felt 
the power of nature and the strength of the people 
who manage to survive, finding a balance be-
tween harshness, desolation, privation, reciprocal 
respect, and tenacity.

I saw many different things on this journey in Co-
lombia: on one hand, the mountains of the Sierra 
Nevada and the men who know how to traverse 
and defend them in silence, and on the other 
hand, the Wayuu of Guajira. All these people have 
one thing in common: they have succeeded in 
resisting the conquistadores, every kind of traffic, 
and the lure of money. However, the territory of 
Guajira is currently in danger of depopulation if 
global warming continues at the current pace and 
if, as appears to be the case, those who manage 
the mine at Cerrejón keep diverting the course 
of rivers like El Bruno so that they can extract 
millions of tons of coal that are supposedly found 
in the riverbeds.
The Wayuu were able to find water sources in 
the rocky terrain of Punta Gallinas and, a short 
distance from the rockiest beaches of Cabo de la 
Vela, there is l’Ojo del Agua, a sacred well of fresh 
water that flows a few meters away from the sea. 



These people invented a system to harvest rain 
water by filtering it through sand from the dunes, 
but what will happen if it stops raining? 
In the Wayuu language, rain is called “Juya,” 
which also means “year,” that is, the natural time 
lapse between one rainy season and the other. 
However, for these “rain children,” that’s not the 
way it has been lately: the wells are drying up and 
global warming is rapidly turning this splendid 
land into a barren place. The only solution is to 
move elsewhere in search of water, but how long 
can that go on?
The news these days is that, elsewhere in Colom-
bia, at the center of the country around Cajamar-
ca, the population has been energetically opposing 
a plan by the central government to cede to a 
South African company the initial excavation of 
an important gold mine, but the license to carry 
out the testing has already been granted, and so 
only time will tell how this tale will end.
 After the desert, the vibrations of the salty lagoon, 
the “toll stations” with the rope and those looks, 
our car heads back, reaching the paved road that 
will take us to Riohacha. We are all quiet, revisit-
ing our impressions. There are no more jolts, and 
the silence is especially profound. At some point 

Ivan turns on the music, a series of tunes that 
all belong to the same genre, what they listen to 
in Guajira, Vallenato: the rhythm of caja (Afri-
can drums), guacharaca (a stick that looks like 
sugar cane which is rubbed with a kind  of fork, 
producing a scratchy sound), and accordion. It is 
said that one day on the coast of Guajira a number 
of wooden crates floated to shore that came from 
a ship that had gone down. Inside the crates were 
beautiful German accordions and that is how 
this genre of music was born, combining Afri-
can sounds with accordion music in a blend of 
rhythm, liveliness, and reminders of slavery.
Space, glances, mountains, deserts, silence: that is 
what I experienced, what entered into my veins, 
but above all there are the stories of these people, 
the harmony and the struggle, poetry and rebel-
lion… and then there are the free associations that 
the wind brought to me.
It is strange, yet I feel that this journey will help 
me to write Lands of the Wind, my next book, 
which is set in Patagonia, at the opposite end of 
this immense continent. Punta Gallinas is the 
northern extreme of South America, while Tierra 
del Fuego is the southern extreme, but maybe, like 
in the emptiness of my wait, that night in Rioha-



country and the generous people who inhabit it.
My thanks to Yeison for having introduced me 
to the mountains of the Sierra Nevada and for 
having accompanied me through them in search 
of harmony, all the way to Ciudad Perdida.
My thanks also go to Ivan, who expertly drove me 
across the wonderful and rough world of Guajira, 
the free and proud land of the Wayuu.
I made this journey with my family, with my 
daughters, because, going forward, it will be up to 
the young people to devise a possible plan for the 
protection of our planet. 

At the end of the journey, I could not fail to stop 
by Aracataca, the town where Gabriel García 
Márquez was born and spent his early childhood. 
There I discovered that his family came from 
Guajira and that the young Gabriel had spent a lot 
of time with the servants, a Wayuu family.
Perhaps Gabo picked up many stories and legends 
from them.
For sure, because of his sensitivity and life experi-
ence, Gabo understood one thing:
“If one day shit were to be worth something, the 
poor would be born without an ass.”

cha, it is just a vast and free space-time to fill with 
memories and free visions, almost as if it were a 
colorful Wayuu mochila.
This trip was conceived after having seen Pájaros 
de verano by Ciro Guerra and Cristina Gallego 
at the Locarno Film Festival. I was struck by the 
dramatically raw and real story of this excellent 
film, and visually fascinated by the immense con-
trasts in the natural environments of this remote 
region of Colombia, which is separated from the 
rest of the country by the mountains of the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta.

The itinerary, which I recommend to all, was 
made possible thanks to the services of Kel12, a 
Milanese tour operator in Colombia that I have 
known and appreciated for a long time. I sincerely 
thank Kel12 for having organized every aspect to 
perfection, giving me both the freedom and au-
tonomy of the individual traveler and the support 
of an attentive tour operator capable of providing 
logistical support at the local level, via associates 
who not only were exceptional from a professional 
standpoint, but also were imbued with a rare and 
profound humanity and respect for this wonderful 


