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g o  n o w

s o u t h  a m e r i c a the andes on chile’s mainland have 
preserved chiloé’s distinctive culture for 
centuries. But a new flight and new con-
nections have set off tectonic changes.  

I hold the news story that put me on this plane. 
Out my window is the island it speaks of — 

where “a desire to stay in a witch’s good graces 
keeps people in check, where money is not a  

focus, where instead of doctors, shamans  
perform rituals.” Among the lush hills below, I 

spy what looks like a hospital. Perhaps the shamans 
are inside. ∏he article in my hands is barely a 

year old, from a prominent news source. “Locals 
barter and trade services,” it reads. Below, I spot 
a car dealership. What services does one trade for a 
car? When I get off the plane, I ask my driver if 

he fears witches. He rolls his eyes. “Nope.”
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FOR S∏AR∏eRS
chiloé’s first step 
may be booking a 
room at hotel re-
fugia (above). the 
guides, tours and 
boat trips in this 
story are included, 
and can be tailored. 
But let’s back-step. 
Jets fly to santiago, 
chile, from many 
u.s. hubs. From 
santiago, the  
flight to chiloé is 
just 2½ hours. 

IF YOU’RE  
CURIOUS
chiloé means 

“place of seagulls,” 
but i don’t re-
member gulls. i 
do remember 
wooden churches 
built without nails, 

∏aKE ∏hE ∏RIP Chiloé

rom πhe back seaπ of a 
van, I’m testing my guide’s 
patience. So is the news 
article I’m holding. I don’t 
mean to bug Guillermo. 
he’s the only local I’ve 

met who didn’t wince when I men-
tioned witches. ∏oday, he’s taking me 
to a person who believes in them.

“So this farmer fears witches?” I ask.
“Yes. I already told you that.” 
I show him the article, and point to a 

sentence. his nose crinkles as he reads it. 
“Is it correct?” I ask. “Do witches, not 

police, settle disputes in Chiloé?”
Guillermo shrugs. “∏here’s a police 

station not far from here.” he tells me 
that we’re close to Castro, Chiloé’s capital. 
We’re driving on Chiloé Island, the heart 
of the archipelago. It’s roughly the size of 

Puerto Rico, and home to the majority of 
the region’s 154,766 Chilotens. 

“about half of us live in cities; 
the other half live in areas like this.” 
Guillermo nods toward the radiant green 
hills in front of us, all of them sparsely 
populated. ∏he scene is startling after 
the 2½-hour flight from Santiago. ∏here, 
it was dry and arid. here, bays, inlets and 
verdant islands lie in all directions. 

Guillermo points to one, Quinchao, 
and maybe the world’s shortest ferry 
route. It spans a half-mile wide waterway.   

“No bridge?” I ask.
“Not yet.” 
“are witches on this smaller island?” 
∏wenty minutes later, I meet a farmer. 

Sandra Naimán is 5’0” tall and 37 years 
old. She is huilliche by blood, the pri-
mary indigenous culture from Chile’s 

hiking ancient 
Valdivian forests, 
spying magellanic 
penguins and sea 
lions and looking 
for Darwin’s fox. 
Yes, Darwin dug 
chiloé. its islands 
were once thought 
to be the edge of 
the earth. Locals 
showed me that 
they still are. 

IF YOU’Re 
SeRIOUS
Go in the summer 
(Dec.-Feb.) and 
pack your raincoat. 
sun is sporadic; 
a crackling fire in 
hotel refugia is 
not. the 12-room 
resort blends with 
chiloé’s radical 
landscape. airport 
transfers, meals, 
spa services and 
rides aboard 
Williche (above) 
are standard. From 
$530; refugia.cl  

Once just for backpackers, Chile’s most 
coveted islands are now open for all.    

mainland. If witches guide her life, it’s 
a noble one. She took over her family’s 
12-acre farm after her father passed on. 
She cares for her 65-year-old mother, 
Ynelia, here. She tells me these things 
in Spanish, from atop a hill, her voice 
barely above a whisper.  

“I’m up at 6, feed the sheep, weed, cut 
firewood, cook potatoes for the pigs, 
then …” She stops. I follow her eyes to 
a valley below. ∏here, on a neighboring 
farm, an old man plants potatoes on a 
plot that dwarfs him. he is alone. 

“he has children.” Sandra shouts to 
Guillermo. her voice is stern. “∏here’s 
no reason a father should be out there 
alone. ∏oday’s kids just want a wage.”

“What else would they want?” I ask. 
“In the old days there was more minga 

[trading of goods and services]. ∏oday, 

we rely more on machines to work the 
land; less on family and neighbors. Kids 
look at a garlic field and don’t like that 
it takes a year to grow.” 

She leads me to her house and serves 
homemade mistela, a fortified wine, in a 
shot glass fogged by time. She smiles as 
I sip. It’s sweet, with bite. She tells me 
the campo life can be lonely. I ask if any 
witches ever visit her out here.       

“My mother lived at the height of the 
witchcraft. More incidents back then.” 

Sandra describes mysterious lights 
that appear in the winter. how new 
neighbors are suspected to be wizards. 
She shares a story about a handicapped 
girl whom a white dog visited at night. 
∏o scare it away, the girl’s parents dipped 
the dog’s rear end in a boiling vat. ∏he 
next day, an old woman was wandering 

the beach naked with a burn on her back. 
“I met this woman,” says Sandra. 

“∏he handicapped girl lives nearby. I 
respect the bruja beliefs.”

∏en minutes later, climbing into the 
van, I’m testing Guillermo’s patience. 

“Can we visit another small island? 
Maybe meet a witch?” I ask.   

“Is your story on Chiloé or witches?” 
“Chiloé,” I say.
“Look, I grew up here, but I studied in 

the States. a story on Chiloé that focuses 
on witches would be like a Mississippi 
story focusing on the Ku Klux Klan. 
Witches aren’t Chiloé. Not today.” 

sandra’s farm is in πhe van’s rear-
view mirror. ∏he article is in my back-
pack. Guillermo is looking forward.  

“Now you’ll meet someone with a 

Farmer sandra Naimán attends church 
and believes in witches. caught between 
chiloé’s past and present, she hopes 
community (not cash) will steer local life. 
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∏HRee S∏ORIeS 
I HeARd ABOU∏ 
CHILOé’S WOOd 
SHINgLeS 
1 they announce chiloé’s 
unique character. 2 they 
were once a form of currency. 
3 they display social status. 
some patterns waste no 
wood (think puzzle pieces). 
Patterns that create wood 
scraps (see red shingles 
above) declare wealth.

very different perspective,” he says.  
he shares Chiloé’s recent changes. a 

casino. an airport. he tells me the new 
flight I arrived on is a big deal. Journeys 
to Chiloé used to entail a 14-hour bus 
ride from Santiago to Chile’s coast, fol-
lowed by a short ferry ride. he mentions 
how plans for a 1.6-mile bridge connect-
ing Chiloé to Chile — proposed decades 
ago — has renewed momentum. 

“Do locals want the bridge?” I ask.   
“Many do. But there are concerns it 

will change the heart of Chiloé.”
 “and the heart of Chiloé is ... ?”  
he smiles. I expect him to mention 

ancient forests, palafitos (stilt houses) 
or UNESCO-protected churches we’ll 
soon tour. Instead, he raises his hands 
to the rolling hills and farmland ahead.

“Chilotens don’t crave things,” he says, 
seconds later. “Few travel. ∏he percep-
tion is that everything we need is here.” 

“Is that your perception?”   
“You’ll see.” We descend into the town 

of Curaco de Vélez and walk to a two-
story house. It appears to lean slightly. 
Guillermo left something in the van. 

“Knock on the door. I’ll catch up.” 
I knock. an elderly woman leads me 

inside. her Spanish is frantic. Mine is 
rusty. You’re 113 years old? Oops, your house 
is 113 years old. She points to a chair, a 
sewing machine, a lamp — 90, 81 and 
76 years old, respectively. Each has a story. 
I don’t understand a word. I just hear 
urgency in a room where time stands still. 

She leads me upstairs and down a 
hall. Something shifts. She grabs my 
arm. What? I’m ... too heavy? She nods. 
I’ll fall through … the floor? She nods. We 
step into a bedroom. She points again. 
You were born in that bed? No, your daughter 
was born in that bed ... granddaughter. All 
three of you born there? She nods, patting 
the bed’s quilt. It’s a tiny room. It’s a lot 
of birthing. I back-step into the hallway.

∏here, she shows me a phonograph. 
She gives it a crank and the record spins. 

chiloé’s stilt houses allow mooring (and 
work space) at certain tides. today, some 
offer lodging. No, not the room shown 
above. its bed has a century-old story.      
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I hold up my phone and she wags her 
finger. No photos of her. No photos of 
the phonograph. Not yet. When Chilean 
folk music begins, she motions. Now take 
a picture ... of music filling the air.   

Over lunch, I catch her name. It’s Iris. 
She tells me Curaco de Vélez was once a 
white Spanish town. Everyone assumes 
she’s Spanish, but she’s English. 

∏he topic of witches comes up. Iris 
brushes her hand to one side. “∏hose 
people believe in those things.” She’s 
referring to indigenous Chilotens. I 
ask how she feels about modern Chiloé. 

“People work for companies now. If 
a company goes under, that’s it. Work a 
farm with your family and you’re safe.”

“and if you don’t own a farm?” I ask.
“∏his is Chiloé. Go work the sea.”  
Later, on the way out, I stop in Iris’ 

preserved living room. I am alone. ∏he 
ceiling winces. I hear a clock. Iris’ ticking 
time capsule. I suspect she isn’t a fan of 
the proposed bridge to Chile.

Outside, Guillermo and I walk the 
town’s streets. a block from Iris’ house, 
teenagers sit on picnic tables in the city’s 
square. Most stare at their phones. a 
nearby sign reads, “Wi-Fi Zone.” 

I glance back at Iris’ historic house, 
barely standing: Chiloé’s past literally 
falling from its foundation.

More teens approach in trendy 
sneakers and hipster jeans. ∏hey’re 

reaching for their phones. Bridge or no 
bridge, Chiloé is connected.  

πoday is my besπ chance of finding 
the Chiloé I read about. ∏he article that 
brought me here is back in my hotel 
room. I’m offshore, on a boat motoring 
east. ahead are the Mechuque Islands. 

“∏rue Chiloé,” I’m told.
I’m with Guillermo’s boss, Raimundo, 

who isn’t a Chilote. he is a new father. 
he moved here from Santiago for better 
schools and “the pure life.” 

It’s said to be embodied in these 
islands. I see no mansions. No shacks. 
Just humble cottages on fertile farm-
land, like everywhere in Chiloé. 

“∏here is indeed a prominent mid-
dle class here,” says Raimundo. he 
explains how salmon farms, tourism 

and agriculture drive Chiloé’s economy. 
I scan the homes before us. My mind sees 
Puget Sound. a thought that, on other 
South american trips, wouldn’t dare 
emerge because of the poverty, the grit. 

“We’re going up there.” Raimundo  
points to a steep hill. ∏he climb takes 
us an hour. From the summit, the snow-
capped andes erupt off the horizon (see 
page 38). Giant peaks. Impenetrable 
terrain. Bright white walls guarding this 
green hamlet. ∏he view  is staggering. 
So is the number of animals around us. 

“In the States, mansions would line 
this hillside,” I tell Raimundo. “In Chiloé, 
the land is given to sheep.” 

“∏his is Mechuque. Life is by the sea.”
an hour later, I’m not so sure. ∏he 

islands’ only town is a ghost town. ∏he 
fishermen are out fishing. all but one.  

Don Paulino Barriento stands 
behind a ship’s wheel. It’s bolted to an 
aging wooden floor. It is his museum’s 
centerpiece. Navigation radios, dive 
helmets and model ships surround him.  

“∏he museum is for my dad,” he says. 
“Every man he sailed with came back.” 

he tells me that he fished too. a 
decade on a Japanese fishing boat, then 
others. But that’s not on his mind.

“You work for a magazine?” he asks.   
he tells me the Chilote way is disap-

pearing. “People are forgetting. I built 
this museum to help them remember.” 
his Spanish is slow, piercing. I smell 

a pitch, a donation jar nearby. “I don’t 
want money. No money!” he slams his 
hand down on the wheel. his eyes dare 
mine to break his gaze. “I just want 
Chiloé’s story to be told.” 

It’s why I came to Chiloé. But the 
story you’re now reading will not be 
Chiloé’s story for long. No more so than 
the article that brought me here. Chiloé 
isn’t witches. Chiloé isn’t beautiful peo-
ple who cling to the past. Chiloé is a 
group of islands that were once over the 
edge of the world. and now they’re not. 
Chiloé’s story is in being there. Listen 
closely, and you’ll hear a clock ticking.  

Don Paulino Barriento’s eyes carry passion 
for chiloé and his museum. Yellow-flowered 
gorse (above) is a pesky invasive plant. 
Don’t dare tell chilotens it’s pretty.     

IN ∏He S∏A∏eS, mANSIONS WOULd  
LINe ∏HIS HILLSIde. IN CHILOé, ∏He 
LANd IS gIveN ∏O SHeep. 

CHILOÉ
vIdeO
islands.com/
videos
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