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The roofs of Santa Fé de Antioquia

be next fo each ofther in villages
strung out along the few roods.
But "'my" Columbia” is not neces-
sarily the next person's Columbia,
For instance I was. falking to a col-
league who has recently amived
from Sweden who has been there
as well, and | don't think we hod a
single place in common except
for Bogata airport! This was the on-
ly place we both knew well, as we
had spent so long there waiting
for connections in and out.

I was actually extremely lucky as |
stayed not in hofels in the stand-
ard fourist places but with family

friends in the upper barrio of Bello
Just oulside Medellin to the North.
It meant that we used the taxis
and the ‘collectivos’(a sort of mi-
nibus taxi/bus), the metro (just
opened and a tourist attraction
for South Americans in its own
right) as well as, apparently unusu-
al for a fourist, hiring -a car. My
new. friends were a tifle appre-
hensive about this as they were
not sure that "gringos" could sur-
vive off the TV freeways' among
the cut and thrust of competition
with yellow cabs, frucks and holes
in the road, plus the donkeys and
the breakdowns of Latin America.
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| did assure them that driving in
Belgium was perhaps the finest
training in the world for this.

Anyway we survived without a
scrafch or heart attack, although
from time to time some felt a litfle
sick. Unforfunately that is standard
over there; everyone weaves for
advantage on mountain pPasses,
usually in clouds of diesel fumes
emanating from the artistically
painted wonder express  bus
creeping up the mountain frying
fo overtake the overloaded forty
year old trucks stubbornly sticking
to the centre of the road in the
teeth of oncoming fraffic swoop-
ing. as far as possible, down the
same mountain. Al this in a
clapped out Renault 19 at 2000
metres where there isn't enough
oxygen left to encourage the en-
gine anyway. It's even better at
night - no lighting, no rails, no
white lines, .no cafts-eyes, just the
seemingly never-ending flashing
of oncoming lights burning in eve-
ry direction but always info your
eyes, followed by a blinding
blackness. Is  this because the
road is emplyg Or because you
are looking out over 1000 mefres
of vertical drop? Is it your chance
to get past, or your end? Too lafe,
the guy behind takes the risk and
_is halfway past. | soon leamt that
40 kilometres per hour is an exire-
mely fast rate of fravel and why
people prefer to take the plane if
they can.

So our trips were less ambitious,
one took us north to the old colo-
nial style capital of this region of
Antioquia, a small gem of pre-
served old white single-storey but.
high buildings in a few blocks clus-
tered around the cenfral square
with the shops and cathedral.
Here we visited the one of the ol-
dest suspension bridges in the
Americas, where today only one
car at a time is allowed fo make
the 500 melre crossing. Luckily it is
not a main road. They have had
troubles recently with their bridges
and at least two important ones
have just.. ‘collapsed. The pro-
blem is that often there is no con-
venient alternative route, the one
that exists can be 2 or 300 kilome-
fres further using unmade-up sur-

faces through areas not comple-

tely cleared of one or both of their
major terrorist groups. As | am writ-
ing this the papers are reporting
the abduction of three European
engineers and their Columbian
companion. Luckily, on this and
on other occasions, we were able
to take our colonial style ease.in a
good restaurant under thafched
roof set among watered lawns fol-
lowed by a luxurious and long
wallow in the pool before setting
off again. The middle of the day,
especially down in a river valley
can be uncomfortably warm if -
there is no shade and water. Up in
the grey green mountains, mixing
even occasionally with the clouds
themseives, one is much more
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comforfable, though at times it is
verging on the chilly. One sees
why in 1826 they moved the capi-
tal of Antioquia province from
Sanfa Fe” de Antioquia to Mede-
fin, some 1000 metres higher (at
1490 metres) on the other side of
the mountains.

Ak k.

Some people in Medellin are obvi-
ously rather well off Just take a
look at what is on offer and ot
what prices in the shopping malls
that nival those of Singapore, - well
guarded by gates and shotgun
guards. But it doesn't pay to be
foo ostentatious, as it makes you a
potential target for envy and
theft. There are big houses in

El Penol, near Medellin

green lawns but you don't see
them ftoo easily; there are areas
where tall apartment blocks nval
those of Brussels, but there are
many more areas of shanty towns
down along the river and the
route of the Metro. According to
the official figures 17 per cent live
in extreme poverty and 27 per-
cent have less than the minimum
income. The newspapers report
that a family of five would need
two minimum incomes in order fo
make ends meel The rest are in
between: a growing middle class
but not necessarily living in the
conditions that we could accept
as appropriate for this status. One
thing is very obvious: success and
status go even less hand-in-hand

Medellin, Christmas illumination
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with ability there than they do
here. Wealth gives education,
and education is the key to top
jobs. It helps as well if you know
somebody as welll Breaking out of
this viscous circle is difficulf, but
even though more that half the
population is less than 21 years old
there are signs that family sizes are
dropping to only one or two be-
cause it is perceived that you can
support that number (and it is diffi-
cult to educate 6 or 8).

Medillin is an industrial city gene-
rally with textile factories making
clothes of good quality. It was
founded back in 1816 but there is
not much left from so long ago.
Nethertheless it has a wealth of
other industrial activities. There is a
great mix of shops from depart-
ment stores, with goods at reason-
able prices in local terms fo exclu-
sive frendy clothes shops. The lea-
ther goods are good and cheap
as well, but you might find that
tHe shoes you bought were ltalian!
"Down town", which is surprisingly
small for a city of more than two
million, is a busting, teeming mix
of old, not so old and tower
blocks that could have come
from Frankfurt. The pavements full
of kiosks and tables selling any-
thing from doughnuts to slices of
mango with salt. They do-a roari-

ng trade, especially anyone sel-’

ling anything a litfle cool and Ii-
quid. They do not believe the old
British Army rule that if you are hot

you should drink a hot drink (the
Army believes that drinking a cold
one only brings temporary relief
but later just brings you out in a
sweat). Thus oddly enough it is dif-
ficult to get a cup of coffee, al-
though they grow it all around
and it is probably the best going!
Just behind these commercial
areas are the buildings of at least
one of the three universities. These
are classical buildings that one
could find anywhere in Europe,
but the frees in the sqare are
palm trees. The medical school is
said to be the best in South Ameri-
ca. However it was the long vaca-
tion so the students, who are said
in the guide books fo be ‘flourish-
ing’, were not in evidence.

My first excursion downtfown was
at night fo see the Christmas light-
ing. No description | could give in
words could begin fo say how
beautiful and magical it was.
Across the centre of town there is
one wide sireet with two carriage-
ways and in between huge old
frees. The frees are draped with
hanging chains of light bulbs of
various colours and when they are
turned on it is as light as under the
full tropical sun. There are also Fa-
ther Christmases made from
hanging strings on which red bulbs
are suspended, at least 20 mefres
high! Under all this there are stalls
selling everything you can ima-
gine. It is still hot and the air shivers
with the noise made by so many


































