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A captivating new book from Wade Davis--award-winning, best-selling author and National
Geographic Explorer-in-Residence for more than a decade--that brings vividly to life the story of
the great Río Magdalena, illuminating Colombia's complex past, present, and futureTravelers
often become enchanted with the first country that captures their hearts and gives them license
to be free. For Wade Davis, it was Colombia. Now in a masterly new book, Davis tells of his
travels on the mighty Magdalena, the river that made possible the nation. Along the way, he finds
a people who have overcome years of conflict precisely because of their character, informed by
an enduring spirit of place, and a deep love of a land that is home to the greatest ecological and
geographical diversity on the planet. As Gabriel García Márquez once wrote during his own
pilgrimage on the river: "The only reason I would like to be young again would be the chance to
travel again on a freighter going up the Magdalena." Only in Colombia can a traveler wash
ashore in a coastal desert, follow waterways through wetlands as wide as the sky, ascend
narrow tracks through dense tropical forests, and reach verdant Andean valleys rising to soaring
ice-clad summits. This rugged and impossible geography finds its perfect coefficient in the
topography of the Colombian spirit: restive, potent, at times placid and calm, in moments
explosive and wild.Both a corridor of commerce and a fountain of culture, the wellspring of
Colombian music, literature, poetry, and prayer, the Magdalena has served in dark times as the
graveyard of the nation. And yet, always, it returns as a river of life.At once an absorbing
adventure and an inspiring tale of hope and redemption, Magdalena gives us a rare,
kaleidoscopic picture of a nation on the verge of a new period of peace. Braiding together
memoir, history, and journalism, Wade Davis tells the story of the country's most magnificent
river, and in doing so, tells the epic story of Colombia.
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tropical glen and snow-crested equatorial peak opened a doorway to a wider world that I would
spend my entire life coming to know. In ways impossible fully to explain, the country allowed me,
even as a boy, to imagine and dream. Coming of age in Colombia in the early 1970s, living on
the open road, sleeping where my hat fell, I was never afraid. The warmth of the people
enveloped a young traveler like a protective cloak, tailor-made for wonder. The land itself
inspired one “to risk,” as I wrote in the frontispiece of an early teenage journal, “discomfort and
uncertainty for understanding.” Colombia me dio alas para volar. Colombia, as a friend once
remarked, gave me the wings to fly.This strange affair, the love of a boy for a land and a people,
began innocently enough in 1968 when my mother, a modest but determined Canadian woman,
told me that Spanish was the language of the future. She worked all year as a secretary to earn
enough money to allow me to join a small party of schoolboys that a language teacher proposed
to take to Colombia. At a time when most Canadians and Americans had never experienced a
commercial flight, the South American destination was terribly exotic, as indeed was the
character of the man leading the adventure. The teacher was English by birth, dapper in
appearance, with a scent of cologne that in those days gave him the fey veneer of a dandy, an
impression betrayed by the scars on his face and a glass eye that marked a body blown apart in
the war. A perfect foil to orthodoxy, Mr. Forrester was mischievous, slightly transgressive, and
more than a little subversive, traits of character that made him a total inspiration to teenage boys
on the loose.At fourteen, I was the youngest of the group and the most fortunate, for unlike the
others, who spent a sweltering season in the streets of Cali, I was billeted with a family in the
mountains above the valley, at the edge of trails that reached west to the Pacific. It was a classic
Colombian scene: children too numerous to keep track of, an indulgent father, a grandmother
who muttered to herself on a porch overlooking flowers and fruit trees, an angelic sister who
more than once carried her brother and me home half-drunk to a mother, kind beyond words,
who stood by the garden gate, hands on hips, feigning anger as she tapped her foot on the
stone steps. For eight weeks, I encountered the warmth and decency of a people charged with a
strange intensity, a passion for life, and a quiet acceptance of the frailty of the human spirit.
Several of the older Canadian students longed for home. I felt as if I had finally found it.Six years
later, in the early spring of 1974, I returned to Colombia with a one-way ticket and no plans save
a promise not to return to the United States until Richard Nixon was no longer president. I had
just a small backpack of clothes and two books, George Lawrence’s Taxonomy of Vascular
Plants and Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. At the time, I believed that bliss was an objective
state that could be achieved simply by opening oneself unabashedly and completely to the
world. Both figuratively and literally I drank from every stream, even from tire tracks in the road.
Naturally I was constantly sick, but even that seemed part of the process, malaria and dysentery
fevers growing through the night before breaking with the dawn. Every adventure led to another.
Once on a day’s notice I set out to traverse the Darién Gap. After nearly a month on the trail, I
became lost in the forest for a fortnight without food or shelter. When finally I found my way to
safety, I stumbled off a small plane in Panama, drenched in vomit from my fellow passengers,



with only the ragged clothes on my back and three dollars to my name. I had never felt so alive.—
Along the way I became an acolyte of the legendary botanical explorer Richard Evans Schultes.
He, too, had found his life in Colombia. When, years later, I would write his biography, it was
inevitable that the book, One River, would be a love letter to a nation by then scorned by the
world. El río, the Spanish-language edition, came out in 2002, a year that marked a low point in
Colombia’s fortunes. At a time when the nation’s very capacity to endure was being called into
question, the publication of a book on botanical exploration, with a print run of just five hundred
copies, hardly warranted attention. But a great strength of El río—its potent secret, as
Colombian friends would later say—was the quality of the translation. Some 150 pages longer
than the English original, El río in many ways belonged to the late Nicolás Suescún, an inspired
and exceedingly generous Colombian writer and poet who set his own work aside to translate
the text in a manner so elegant as to transform the language into something altogether new,
while remaining absolutely loyal to the original narrative.For several years, as my work straddled
the globe, I lost track of El río. Only when I returned to Colombia in 2008 did I learn that in my
absence, the book had taken on a life of its own, with word of it spreading, especially among the
young. A first clue surfaced in Santa Marta when, quite by chance, I came upon a student on the
beach reading a frayed copy of an edition that was completely unknown to me. Three days later,
while interviewing former minister of defense Rafael Pardo in his home in Bogotá, I noticed an
unblemished copy of that same edition on his desk. El río, it turned out, had been embraced not
just by naturalists—botanists and anthropologists, as one might expect—but by a wide array of
Colombians, old and young, men and women, artists, musicians, corporate executives and
priests, politicians from across the political spectrum, and even notorious figures such as Fabio
Ochoa, the imprisoned former leader of the Medellín Cartel, whose sister Marta called me out of
the blue, just as I came out of the shower at the airport lounge in Doha, asking that I consider
visiting her brother in the federal penitentiary in Georgia. The book, she said, meant a great deal
to him.By the time a third edition of El río appeared, in 2009, I had a better understanding of its
quixotic success, if only because so many Colombians had shared their thoughts and insights
and, in some instances, their gratitude. Because of cocaine, Colombia had become a pariah
nation, its every citizen stained and suspect by association. Leading political figures were
regularly challenged by the foreign press or humiliated as they traveled abroad as official
representatives of the country. In a story known and frequently retold on the Colombian streets,
in taxis and bars, among merchants and shopkeepers in the central market, Colombia’s
ambassador to the United States Carolina Barco, former minister of foreign affairs, daughter of a
Colombian president, was strip-searched at Washington’s Dulles airport simply because she
was Colombian. The customs agent dismissed her claim of diplomatic privilege, waving off her
protest with an obscenity, barked as if from the mouth of a dog.Colombians, most of whom have
never used or seen cocaine, have lived with the consequences of the trade for two generations.
For four terrible years, from 1996 to 2000, a kidnapping occurred in Colombia every three hours
of every day. Altogether thirty thousand men, women, and children were torn from their families,



many never to return. By 2012 nearly five million Colombians had abandoned their country,
some by choice, others desperate to escape the violence. Within Colombia, those displaced by
the conflict numbered more than seven million. Imagine how differently the people of the United
States would feel about their War on Drugs, not to mention their casual consumption of cocaine
in bars and boardrooms across the nation, if they knew that as a consequence of both
obsessions, no fewer than eighty million fellow Americans would be driven from their homes or
forced into exile.El río resonated with Colombians in part because it exposed such cruel
hypocrisies, even as it presented a portrait of a land and a people completely in defiance of the
dark clichés. To be sure, Colombia has been convulsed for more than fifty years by a brutal
conflict that left some 220,000 dead. The missing number close to 100,000. Every family has
suffered. Yet in a nation of 48 million, the number of actual combatants at any one time, including
the army, the leftist guerrillas and all paramilitary forces, never surpassed 200,000. The great
majority of Colombians have been innocent victims of a war fueled almost exclusively by the
unprecedented profits of the drug trade, a flood of illicit wealth that for a time had traffickers
processing currency like hay, weighing bales of hundred-dollar bills just to estimate the value.
Without the black money, readily taxed, stolen, or siphoned away, the struggle of the leftist
guerrillas would have fizzled out decades ago, and the blood-soaked paramilitary forces might
never have come into being.Cocaine has been Colombia’s curse, but the engine driving the
trade has always been consumption. In the early years, as small-time Colombian hustlers joined
forces with American Vietnam vets, pilots who flew the cocaine to Texas and Florida, no one
knew how sordid it would become, or that the business would unleash such fratricidal violence.
The cartels rose out of the barrios and country clubs of Medellín and Cali, but the ultimate
responsibility for Colombia’s agonies lies in good measure with every person who has ever
bought street cocaine and every foreign nation that has made possible the illicit market by
prohibiting the drug without curbing its use in any serious way.After all the violence, the rivers of
blood, the tens of thousands of lives lost to murder, prison, and war, there is more cocaine
consumed today than at any time in history. The drug remains in play for the simple reason that
in the lonely streets of New York, the office cubicles of London, the desolate bars and one-room
flats of Miami and Madrid and every other glass-clad city of the world, cocaine makes people
feel good, if only for a time. In the years since I first visited the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta
and sat among the Arhuaco spiritual leaders, the mamos, listening as they spoke of the gift that
coca, the “divine leaf of immortality,” implied for the world, the American government alone has
spent more than $1 trillion in its War on Drugs. Today, nearly fifty years on, there are more
people in more places using worse drugs in worse ways than at any time since the outbreak of
this misguided crusade.Colombia is most assuredly not a place of violence and drugs; it is a
land of colores y cariño, where the people have endured and overcome years of conflict
precisely because of their character, which is itself informed by an enduring spirit of place, a
deep love of a land that is perhaps the most bountiful on earth, home to the greatest ecological
and geographical diversity on the planet. It speaks volumes of the strength and resilience of the



Colombian people that through all these difficult and impossible years, the nation has
maintained its civil society and democracy, grown its economy, greened its cities, created
millions of acres of national parks, and sought meaningful restitution with scores of indigenous
cultures, a progressive record unmatched by any other nation-state.Colombians today long for
peace. Those of a certain age look back to a time when the country made sense, before the
rivers were awash with the dead. Those born into the cauldron of war yearn simply for a chance
to live in a land without fear, where violence no longer clouds the destiny of the young. Memories
and longing, I suspect, drew many readers to the narrative of El río, which in part recounts my
experience as a student in the 1970s, free to travel at will in Colombia to any place my feet took
me: from Chocó to the Putumayo, Cauca to the coast of Magdalena, Nariño to the far horizons of
the Llanos.In the end, El río surely belongs neither to me as author nor to Nicolás as translator
but, rather, to the young people of Colombia, an entire generation, perhaps two, that like the
nation itself has not deserved the ravages of these last many years. In 2009, when the third
edition was published, Colombia was still very much a nation at war, and vast reaches of the
country remained off-limits for ordinary people. In the new foreword I expressed “my fervent
hope that one day all young Colombians will be free, as I was, to travel without fear to every
crossroads and forest stream, every mountain and páramo, the primordial slopes of the
Macarena and into the very heart of the Ebook Tops. That time will come. If in the meantime this
book might inspire a few travel plans, let it be as a map of dreams.”Mercifully, the promise of
peace has come to Colombia, and sooner than many imagined possible in 2009. The signing of
the accords in Cartagena on September 26, 2016, sent a powerful message to every nation that
while the world might be falling apart, Colombia was falling together. It will be a long, slow, and
uneven process of reconciliation and rebirth. Sporadic violence is certain to flare. Intense
pressure will be brought to bear to exploit lands and forests long insulated from development by
the conflict. The corrosive influence of cocaine will remain, unless governments everywhere
have the courage to destroy the illicit trade with the cleansing stroke of legalization, a dim
prospect despite being widely acknowledged as the only rational solution.For the nation to heal,
Colombians will have to find their way to forgiveness, even as they honor always the memory of
loved ones so cruelly and unjustly taken from this life. War is easy. Peace will be hard. But it
brings with it limitless possibilities. Today, two generations of young Colombians forced to flee
the conflict are returning from New York, London, Paris, and Madrid, with highly developed skills
in every conceivable field of endeavor, placing their nation on the verge of an economic, cultural,
and intellectual rebirth unlike anything ever seen in Latin America. Within the country, literally
millions are on the move. Some displaced by the violence are finding their way back home.
Others almost as pilgrims are taking to the open road in search of work, family, and new lives. In
2016 alone, some twenty million Colombians traveled within their country, close to half of the
national population.As men and women from Valledupar to Pasto, Manizales to Mocoa,
Bucaramanga and Buenaventura to Barrancabermeja, Cali, Medellín, and Bogotá are at last free
to discover their own homeland, all of Colombia has awoken to the realization that because of



the conflict, vast regions of the nation, long isolated by the war, have been mercifully spared the
ravages of modern development. This perhaps will be the real peace dividend, the opportunity
for the nation to consciously and deliberately decide the fate of its greatest asset: the land itself,
along with the forests, rivers, lakes, mountains, and streams. If the lowland rain forests of
Ecuador, to cite but one example, have since 1975 been utterly transformed by oil and gas
exploration, colonization, and deforestation, the Colombian Ebook Tops, though now under
threat, has remained until recently an essentially roadless expanse of pristine forest nearly the
size of France. Decisions made today about the future of all the wild lands of Colombia will
benefit from the wisdom of indigenous elders and the insights of decades of scientific research,
all informed by an awareness of the importance of biological and cultural diversity that simply did
not exist when the fate of lowland Ecuador was determined fifty years ago. Rarely in history has
a nation-state been given such an opportunity to envision its future, and such a reprieve from the
industrial forces that have devastated so much of the world over the last half century.As
Colombians chart their way forward, everything hangs in the balance. Some months ago,
outside Santa Marta on the banks of the Don Diego River, an old friend and revered Arhuaco
elder, Mamo Camilo, summed up the challenge. “Peace will not matter,” he said, “if it is only an
excuse for the various sides of the conflict to come together to maintain a war against nature.
The time has come to make peace with the entire natural world.”—In a short story by Jorge Luis
Borges, a European woman asks a professor from Bogotá what it means to be Colombian. The
man hesitates before replying, “I don’t know. It is an act of faith.” Colombia is like that. Nothing is
as expected. Magical realism, celebrated as Colombia’s gift to Latin American literature, is within
the country simply journalism. Gabriel García Márquez wrote of what he saw. He was an
observer, a practicing journalist for most of his life, who just happened to live in a land where
heaven and earth converge on a regular basis to reveal glimpses of the divine.Only in Colombia
can a traveler wash ashore in a coastal desert, follow waterways through wetlands as wide as
the sky, ascend narrow tracks through dense tropical forests, and reach in a week Andean
valleys as gently verdant as the softest temperate landscapes of the Old World. No place in
Colombia is more than a day removed from every natural habitat to be found on earth. Cities as
cultured as any in the Americas were for most of their history linked one to another by trails
traveled only by mules. Over time, the wild and impossible geography found its perfect
coefficient in the topography of the Colombian spirit: restive, potent, at times placid and calm, in
moments tortured and twisted, like a mountain that shakes, crumbles, and slips to the sea.
Magic becomes the antidote to fear and uncertainty. Reality comes into focus through the
reassuring lens of the phantasmagoric. A god that has given so much to a nation, as
Colombians never fail to acknowledge, always gets his piece on the back end.Certainly there
was some kind of magic at work in the genesis of this new book, which celebrates the Río
Magdalena, Colombia’s river of life. In 2014, I was invited to Bogotá by Héctor Rincón and Ana
Cano, both acclaimed journalists from Medellín, to help promote the Ebook Tops volume of their
series Savia Botánica. With the backing of Grupo Argos, one of Colombia’s most prominent



corporate citizens, they had assembled teams of botanists, photographers, and journalists to
survey the five major regions of Colombia with the goal of producing an elegant illustrated book
on each—the Llanos, Ebook Topsas, Chocó, the Caribbean coast, and the Andean Cordilleras.
These Savia Botánica volumes were not to be sold, but gifted as complete sets to every library
in the country, all with the goal of sending a message to a new generation of young Colombians
that theirs was not a land of violence and drugs, but rather a place of unparalleled natural wealth
and beauty, home to, among many wonders, more species of birds than any other country in the
world.One day, as we wrapped up a discussion of the latest Savia Botánica volume, I casually
mentioned that, having focused on the Colombian landscape, perhaps it was time to pay
attention to the rivers. I proposed, half in jest, that we do a book on the Río Magdalena, the
Mississippi of Colombia, the vital artery of commerce and culture that runs a thousand miles
south to north, traversing the entire length of the nation. To my surprise and delight, my new
friends embraced the idea without hesitation, as indeed did Grupo Argos, which immediately
offered its unconditional support for the project. That whimsical remark turned out to be a
defining moment, for the research and writing of this book would in the end consume nearly five
years.Colombians think of the Magdalena as having three sections—Alto, Medio, and Bajo—
divisions with overlapping and even shifting boundaries that nevertheless reflect geographical,
historical, and cultural distinctions far more profound than the simple terms high, middle, and low
would imply. Thanks to the generosity of Grupo Argos, I was able to explore the Magdalena in all
its dimensions, from source to mouth, in all months of the year, with every shift of the seasons,
from the uplands of the Macizo Colombiano to the sand and stones of the Caribbean shore.
Altogether, I made five extended forays to the river: two with the Savia team, led by Héctor
Rincón and Ana Cano, surveys that covered the entire drainage, and two subsequent
explorations that concentrated on the Medio Magdalena and the musical traditions of the lower
river and the Caribbean coastal plain. The fifth brought me back to the Arhuaco mamos, old
friends from my time in the Sierra Nevada, as we returned to Bocas de Ceniza to make ritual
payments at the mouth of the river, even as the streets of Barranquilla erupted all around us with
the magic and joy of Carnaval.The Río Magdalena is not just the country’s main artery; it’s the
reason Colombia exists as a nation. It is the lifeline that allowed Colombians to settle a
mountainous land that geographically may well be the most challenging place on the planet.
Within the Magdalena drainage live four of every five Colombians. It is the source of 80 percent
of the nation’s economic wealth, the engine that drives the economy, the river that powers the
lights of the great cities. Like the Mississippi, its shadow to the north, the Magdalena is both a
corridor of commerce and a fountain of culture, the wellspring of Colombian music, literature,
poetry, and prayer. In dark times, it has served as the graveyard of the nation, a slurry of the
shapeless dead. And yet always, it returns as a river of life. Through all the years of the worst of
the violence, the Magdalena never abandoned the people. It always flowed. Perhaps, as this
book suggests, it may finally be time to give back to the river, allowing the Magdalena to be
cleansed of all that has soiled its waters. Colombia as a nation is the gift of the river. The



Magdalena is the story of Colombia.Bocas de CenizaThe mouth of the Río Magdalena is the
color of the earth. To the north, beyond a sea of golden clouds, the Caribbean sky fades to lapis
blue in the falling light. To the west, the sun sets upon the Atrato and the rain forests of Darién,
the Gulf of Urabá, and all the lost islands of Panama. To the east, the beaches and rocky shores
run away to Santa Marta and beyond, past the Ciénaga Grande, the vast wetland that shimmers
as a great mirror to the heavens, to the soaring flanks of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, the
highest coastal mountain range on earth, reaching finally to the sands of the Guajira, the desert
peninsula where Colombians reinvented grit, commerce, resilience, and passion.To the south,
upriver, the lights of Barranquilla glow as a distant halo over a city that from its inception has
inexplicably turned its back on the river that gave it life. Founded between 1627 and 1637, it
remained a small fishing village until the arrival of commercial steam vessels in 1824, but even
then, it could never decide whether to be a port on the river or a city on the sea. The building of a
railroad from Barranquilla 400 miles upriver to Salgar in 1872 opened the way for a great
maritime outlet to the world, and oceangoing vessels entered the river mouth for the first time,
struggling against a current that carried the weight and promise of an entire nation. Indeed, one
might say that the Magdalena carried the land itself. By 1883, its burden of sediments and silt
had once again buried the estuary, rendering the river mouth impassable.In 1893, the
construction of the world’s longest and most elaborate pier at Puerto Colombia, on the coast
twelve miles west of Barranquilla, redirected commerce for a decade, but by 1906, attention
returned to the potential of Bocas de Ceniza, the actual mouth of the river. With grand plans,
both to dredge the river channel and to construct a modern port at Barranquilla, the government
hired an American engineering firm in 1907, only to turn to the Germans in 1912, then a national
consortium in 1919, until finally, in 1924, with little accomplished, the flow of money was directed
once again to the Americans. Puerto Colombia was abandoned, its magnificent pier left to
crumble into fragments of concrete and iron. In 1943, in a move tainted by the scent of politics,
the use of any of the port facilities at Puerto Colombia was prohibited by law. Ultimately, all that
remained was destroyed by the sea.The river mouth, meanwhile, was reinforced with a long line
of breakers, parallel to the flow, intended to direct the Magdalena into a narrow channel,
concentrating its force that it might sweep all sediments to the sea. Unfortunately, the barriers,
built at considerable expense over nearly a decade, achieved quite the opposite effect, trapping
the sediments and clogging the estuary as never before. The global economic crisis of 1929
suspended work for several years, and it was not until 1936 that President Alfonso López
Pumarejo, crossing into the mouth of the Magdalena aboard a destroyer of the Colombian navy,
accompanied by an entourage of ministers, admirals, governors, and mayors, was able to
officially inaugurate the new canal and the proposed Maritime and Fluvial Terminal, facilities that
would not in fact be completed until 1939. “Barranquilla,” he declared, “is, from now on, a port of
the sea.” Regrettably, this proved to be wishful thinking.For a time, beginning in 1936, seagoing
freighters, vessels of serious draft, were able to make their way into the river and reach the city.
But they were fighting the power of a river born a thousand miles to the south in the Macizo



Colombiano, a rugged knot of mountains that soars over the continent, giving rise not just to the
Magdalena but to the Ríos Putumayo, Cauca, Caquetá, and Patía, not to mention the three great
branches of the Andes, which fan out in Colombia as immense cordilleras, running northward
toward the broad Caribbean coastal plain.In the body of Colombia, the Río Magdalena is the
main artery. A new river, as measured in geological time, with a drainage encompassing fully a
quarter of the nation, it flows from one end of the country to the other, through an astonishingly
diverse landscape of glaciers and snow-covered volcanoes, cloud forests and páramos
saturated by rain. Fed by lakes and countless mountain streams, it falls into a great lowland
depression once covered by rich tropical forests, mangroves darkened by caimans, and
waterways manicured by manatees. Scattered across the entire basin of the lower river are
literally thousands of shimmering wetlands, some the size of the sky. Indeed, the entire Bajo
Magdalena is a world of water, which ebbs and flows with the seasons, causing the river itself to
overflow its banks, reaching a width in places of as much as fifty miles, even as its estuary
expands to embrace and define both the geography and hydrology, not to mention the economy
and culture, of all coastal Colombia.Attempts over the years to transform Bocas de Ceniza,
focused narrowly on reconfiguring just the mouth of the river, invariably proved to be quixotic
gestures that defied nature and brought to mind King Canute’s famous failure to hold back the
ocean waves. Every year the Río Magdalena, despite its meanderings, carries 250 million tons
of silt to the sea, the equivalent of eighteen hundred large industrial truckloads of sediments
being dumped at the river delta every day. The engineers, despite their best efforts, never really
had a chance. The names of the enterprises charged with taming the river, building the
breakwaters, and dredging the channel changed by the decade, but none managed to achieve
the impossible. The river silted up in 1942 and 1945, and again in 1958 and 1963. Millions of
dollars had been invested, and no doubt many additional millions will be spent in the future on
new and perhaps improved plans to industrialize the river mouth, but in the end, the Río
Magdalena will always roll on, carrying all things to the sea, merging, as Shakira so gracefully
sings, the body of Colombia like a lover to the waters of all the world.—From the river settlement
of Las Flores, an old fishing village today engulfed by the outskirts of Barranquilla, a narrow-
gauge railway runs north along the Magdalena, past modest shipyards and repair shops,
restaurants and docks, rusted barges tethered to the shore. Reaching the coast where the wide
crescent beaches are covered with plastic refuse and kelp, it continues onto the original
breakwater built in the 1920s, a narrow jetty of tumbled riprap that stretches for several miles into
the sea. The rock foundations remain solid, but the track, twisted and dilapidated, with short
sections patched with wooden poles in place of iron, has clearly seen better days.The open-air
cars, with their coughing and sputtering engines, frequently derail, prompting a frenzy of
excitement as passengers unload and small crews of young men furiously lift the carriages back
onto the rails. When two cars going in opposite directions meet on the single track, the
passengers move from one to the other with quiet and polite efficiency—unless, of course,
music is heard, coming from a radio, perhaps an old cassette player; then everything is forgotten



as people mingle and invariably someone begins to dance. Vallenatos, stories of the soul sung
with an accordion’s plaintive cry, generally imply but a short delay. But if the rhythm is cumbia,
sensuous and seductive, and the long skirts of the women begin to twirl with each tight turn of
their feet, one best come up with new plans for the day.Bocas de Ceniza is a popular tourist
destination, mostly for Colombian families and students. The tracks reach half the length of the
spit to a narrow roundabout where, beneath the protective gaze of a white Madonna perched on
a cement pole, everyone gets off to wander. Small children, impeccably dressed, dart about like
butterflies. Teenage girls, in tight jeans and tank tops sparkling with rhinestones, defy gravity as
they delicately make their way on high heels further down the jetty, tiptoeing among the stones
and twisted remnants of the rail tracks. Older women search in vain for shade, settling for a cold
drink, perhaps a raspado, a cone of shaved ice drenched in syrup.The jetty is lined on both sides
by small wooden shacks, home to the men and women who live on the rocks, fishing by night,
sleeping by day. In the bright sun, their absence is felt; the place feels lifeless and deserted. The
spit of stones is in no place more than thirty feet across. On one side is the sea, dark and
brooding, with waves pounding the rocks and surging onto the jetty itself. On the other side flows
the Magdalena, brown with silt, too toxic to drink, contaminated by human and industrial waste,
which flows into it from every town and city in a drainage that is home to forty million
Colombians. The fishermen use the river to wash their clothes and to bathe, but not even the
hardiest among them would dare drink the water. Some with their recollection of darker days,
when bodies regularly floated by and the river served as the graveyard of the nation, hesitate
even to eat the fish.Theirs seems a precarious existence, perched on the edge of a narrow jetty,
living in shacks tacked together from old boards bleached grey by the sun. Exposed as they are,
a single wave could sweep away their lives. And yet, as if in conscious defiance of despair,
rejecting any overtures of pity, all of them have painted their homes with poetry, simple
declarations of faith and contentment, all signed by the authors. “I am happy to live at Bocas de
Ceniza,” declares Wilfrido de Ávila Barrios. “Thanks to the fish, I raised my sons and sustained
my family and for that reason I never want to leave this place, that’s my wish and that of my
family.” The shingle hanging over the door of Gilberto Hernández’s home reads, “What I like
about this place is the peace that I breathe only here, the fish and the sounds I hear in the
crashing of the waves.” Written across the entire façade of one dwelling, owned by a handsome
young man of twenty, single and with no interest in marriage, are the simple lines: “Here lives
Beethoven. Here one breathes peace, love, and tranquillity.”Only as the light fades, and the
happy if overheated tourists trudge back to the carriages that carry them home to the city, does
the small community of fishermen come alive. Men and women emerge from their homes and
gather around open fires, drinking tintos, small shots of coffee, and getting ready for the night.
They work only in the dark, making their way to the very end of the jetty, where a strong north
wind always blows. They fish with kites, crafted of plastic and small bits of wood, that rise in the
wind and carry their long lines, rigged with perhaps a dozen hooks, along with plastic bottles as
floats, far out into the darkness. Illuminated by the glow of their headlamps, they clamber over



the rocks, working their lines, even as the waves crash upon the rocks, sending great cascades
of spindrift and salt water across the jetty. Silhouetted against the night sky, they appear truly
heroic—defiant, independent, and free.This is the entire spirit of the place, its reason to be.
Among the most respected and venerable of all the fishermen is Andrés de la Ossa. He is a
slight man with a soft face and the rough hands of one who has worked with fish and the sea all
of his life. Born in Cartagena, Andrés arrived at Bocas de Ceniza in 1962. The jetty has been his
home for more than fifty years, a span that corresponds to the duration of the conflict that has
long tormented Colombia. In a wild and ragged country, the jetty has always been safe. “Nothing
happens here,” he explains as he pulls in his line to rebait the hooks. “Everything is normal—
people come and deal with one and they see everything as it has always been. Simple and true.
There are times when the fishing is good and times when it is bad. But the water is always there,
and there will always be fish in the sea.”Asked about the Río Magdalena, the other side of the
jetty, he speaks as if the river is a completely different world, one of darkness and strife. Nets get
caught in the rocks on the river side. The water can’t be drunk. Those living on the jetty have to
haul potable water from the city. Just the previous Sunday, on the day of the Lord, Andrés had
fished two bodies out of the river, a man and a woman wrapped together in a carpet. During the
worst of the violence, he added, the flow of corpses was constant. Most were headless, but you
could sometimes identify the FARC guerrillas from their rubber boots, the same as those that he
had used as a child working a small patch of land owned by his uncle.In the early hours of a new
day, invited to stay, I rested on a wooden bunk in the room of a man I had just met, grateful and
impressed as ever by the generosity and kindness of ordinary Colombians who have little to
give. With the sound of ocean waves pounding against the rocks on one side of the shack and
the slow surge of a river too tainted to drink flowing by on the other, I thought of how people
everywhere take water for granted, fouling our rivers and lakes, forgetting that fresh water is
among the rarest and most precious of commodities. If all the water on earth could be stored in a
gallon container, what is actually available for us to drink would scarcely fill a teaspoon.We
spend billions sending probes into space to seek evidence of water on Mars or ice on the moons
of Jupiter even as we squander the wealth of nations on industrial schemes that compromise the
limited supply of fresh water on our own blue planet. In Christian faith, we equate water with
spiritual purity, baptizing infants with holy water dripped in the form of a cross upon their brows
or by immersing them completely in sacred basins, from which they emerge graced with the
promise of salvation. And yet even as we bless our children with this precious essence drawn
from living bodies of water, we think nothing of defiling those very rivers with raw human waste
on a scale, and in a manner, that can only be described as shameful.We live on a water planet.
Two atoms of hydrogen bonded to an atom of oxygen, multiplied by the miracle of physics and
chemistry, are transformed into clouds, rivers, and rain. A droplet in the palm of a hand rolls
about, fortified by surface tension, a wall of oxygen atoms. Spilled to the ground, it changes
shape to match whatever it touches, yet adheres and bonds to nothing save itself. The unique
physical properties of water alone allow tears to roll down the skin, perspiration to bead on the



nape of the neck, blood to flow. Breath condenses, soft as mist. Rainwater runs as rivulets
through cracks in the clay. Streams slip away. Rivers of ice harden and flow.Water can shift
states, becoming gas, solid, or liquid, but its essence can be neither created nor destroyed. The
amount of moisture on the planet does not change through time. The water that slaked the thirst
of dinosaurs is the same as that which tumbles to the sea today, the same fluid that has nurtured
all sentient life since the dawn of creation. The sweat from your brow, the urine from your
bladder, the very blood in your body will ultimately seep into the ground to become part of the
hydrological cycle, the endless and infinite process of evaporation, condensation, and
precipitation that makes possible all of biological existence. Water has no beginning and no end.
To slip one’s hand into a river is to return to the point of origins, to connect across the eons to
that primordial moment, impossibly distant in time, when celestial bodies, perhaps frozen
comets, collided with the Earth and brought the elixir of life to a lonely, barren planet spinning in
the velvet void of space.—In the morning, the small community on the jetty reveals yet another of
its many moods. All the fishermen are also merchants, masters of their destinies, sharing the
same entrepreneurial spirit that allows millions of Colombians to survive and even thrive in
economic circumstances that could well cause a more despairing people to abandon hope. It’s
not for nothing that Colombia has been described as la tienda de la esquina, the shop on the
corner. The fishermen of Bocas de Ceniza live always with uncertainty, their fortunes shifting
each and every night. Some return with baskets of fish, silver sábalo and corvina, róbalo, lisa,
and burel, and happily make their way to the markets of Barranquilla. Others, having worked the
same waters, inexplicably come home with nothing to show for their hours of patient labor. A
night or two of misfortune may slip by, but empty results over days invariably provoke talk of
mystical beings, such as El Mohán, the master of fish and lover of water who, from his
underground palace of gold, punishes any fisherman who violates nature.The one person on the
jetty who never fails to return with fish lives alone in what was once the home of the harbor pilots,
a gutted concrete ruin decorated with graffiti of flying angels and a blond mermaid with a tail
featuring all the colors of the rainbow. The man is said to be touched, and his constant success
is believed by the other fishermen to be God’s way of compensating for his misfortune. A young
woman was explaining this when a giant freighter came into view, moving silently downriver, just
the other side of the jetty, dwarfing in scale the wooden shacks, what remained of the pilots’
house, and the towering cement Madonna. Here was industry and commerce writ large. An
oceangoing vessel at the mouth of the Río Magdalena, flying another nation’s flag, carrying the
wealth of Colombia to the world, just as foreign ships have done for five hundred years, ever
since the Spaniards arrived and first made their way along the mysterious Caribbean
shores.Under orders from the Spanish Crown, Rodrigo de Bastidas reached the coast of South
America in 1501. Sailing westward from the Guajira, his eye drawn to the snowcapped
mountains that soared higher than any in the known world, he met the Tairona, the most
elaborate civilization encountered by the Spaniards up to that time. Dazzled by their gold work,
which was among the most beautiful ever produced in the Americas, he called for the



establishment of a series of trading posts and then pushed on, continuing his explorations of the
northern shoulder of the continent. On the first of April, he came upon a river of such power, fury,
and violence that it disgorged fresh water, brown and laden with silt, miles into the sea. Bastidas
described its estuary as the bocas de ceniza, even as he christened the river Río Grande de la
Magdalena, in recognition of the date of his discovery, which was the day of conversion of the
saint María Magdalena. As he noted in his log, the river was “very grand indeed.”There were, of
course, already many names for the river—Yuma, Guaca-Hayo, Karakalí, Kariguaña, and others
—all of which spoke of the great cultures and chieftains that thrived along its length, across
lands that remained for the moment beyond reach of the Spaniards. Their attention was focused
on consolidating their hold on Santa Marta and pacifying the Tairona, the first act of the Spanish
conquest. In a war as savage and cruel as any subsequent campaign in Mexico or distant Peru,
the invaders set fire to farms and homes, destroyed temples and sanctuaries, shattered or
burned all sacred objects. Captives were crucified or left to die hung from metal hooks stuck
through their ribs. Priests were drawn and quartered, their severed heads placed in iron cages to
rot. In obscene public spectacles, Spanish friars, known to the Tairona as “black robes,” let
fighting dogs loose to disembowel all those accused of having sex as the Tairona had always
done, in the open, in full daylight. Children conceived in the dark, they believed, were at risk of
being born blind. Those Tairona who escaped death fled the coast, retreating high into the
forests and hidden valleys of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, a mountain redoubt that came
to be known to them as the Heart of the World. Avoiding sustained contact with outsiders for
nearly three hundred years, the survivors and their descendants embraced the good fortune of
their salvation, even as they transformed their civilization into a devotional culture of peace.To
this day, the peoples of the Sierra Nevada—the Kogi, Wiwa, and Arhuaco—remain true to their
ancient laws, the moral ecological and divine dictates of the Great Mother, the Madre Creadora,
and they are still led and inspired by a ritual priesthood known as the mamos. In their cosmic
scheme people are vital, for it is only through the human heart and imagination that the Madre
Creadora may become manifest. For the people of the Sierra Nevada, humans are not the
problem but the solution. They call themselves the Elder Brothers. We who threaten the Earth
through our ignorance of the sacred law are dismissed as the Younger Brothers. They believe
and acknowledge explicitly that they are the guardians of the world, that their prayers and rituals
literally maintain the cosmic and ecological balance of the planet. For generations, they have
watched in horror as outsiders have violated the Madre Creadora, tearing down the forests that
are the skin and fabric of her body and poisoning the rivers, the actual veins and arteries of her
life.Though the mouth of the Río Magdalena lies well beyond the Black Line, which marks the
extent of their traditional lands, the peoples of the Sierra Nevada nevertheless take responsibility
for the river, recognizing as they do that all things are connected. When it is necessary and
spiritually auspicious, they embark on pilgrimages to Bocas de Ceniza to make offerings, ritual
pagamentos, and prayers. As Jaison Pérez Villafaña, a close Arhuaco friend, explained when I
once accompanied him and a party of twenty or more men and women from the mountains to



the sea, “We do not call the Sierra Nevada the Heart of the World simply because it occurs to us,
but because the rivers that come from the mountains join with all the different rivers to bring cold
to the sea. Every animal that lives in the forest, on the mountain, on the earth also lives because
of the sea. One feeds on the other, and that balance is the one we know and respect. Everything
in balance. The air becomes wind, the wind condenses into clouds, the rain falls from the clouds
and runs over the earth through the rivers to the sea, where it arises again, carried by the
wind.”Ice is formed that it may cool the sea, which in the absence of fresh water would become
too hot. Yet if the sea becomes too cold, Jaison said, it won’t be able to yield its energy to give
light and life to the world. When a river meets the sea, these two energies merge, just as coca,
the sacred hayo leaves, brings together the poporo, a gourd from the mountains, with lime,
derived from shells found in the sea. Rivers are like people. When they are small, they must be
cared for. When they grow and come together with other streams, they must learn to socialize
and get along; and as they increase in strength, they must give to the greater community,
yielding some but not all of their water. As they age, reaching their final years as they enter the
oceans of the world, they are seeking a return to the Madre Creadora, for the sea is the uterus of
all origins. “We know,” Jaison concluded, “so much more about life than the Younger Brothers.
We never destroy a river, for to do so would be to destroy ourselves.”The Arhuaco make no
distinction between the water found within the human body and what exists outside it. “Our blood
that flows through our veins,” a young woman once told me, “is no different from the water that
flows through the arteries of life, the rivers of the land.” They see a direct relationship between
urine, blood, saliva, tears, and the water of a river, a lake, a wetland, a lagoon. And in this, they
are undoubtedly correct. Humans are born of water, a cocoon of comfort in a mother’s womb. As
infants, our bodies are almost exclusively liquid. Even as adults, only a third of our being has
solidity. Compress our bones, ligaments, muscles, and sinew, extract the platelets and cells from
our blood, and the rest of us, nearly two-thirds of our weight, stripped clean and rinsed, would
flow as easily as a river to the sea.From Jaison, I was astonished to learn that traditionally
Arhuaco mamos made pilgrimages not just to the mouth of the Río Magdalena but to its very
source. Traveling more than a thousand miles upriver, they conducted ceremonies and made
offerings, singing to the water, assessing its health and well-being at every point along its flow. It
was their way not only of caring for the river but of ascertaining how other indigenous nations
measured up as cosmic stewards. Rivers, the Arhuaco maintain, are a direct reflection of the
spiritual state of a people, an infallible indicator of the level of consciousness a community
possesses. Rivers, simply put, are the soul of any land through which they flow.As the mamos
made their way to the source of the Magdalena, over the many weeks and months of the journey,
the first thing they did upon arrival in any settlement was to offer prayers to the river, gauging its
condition, singing songs in its honor. Thus, from their perspective it follows, as the mamos say,
that for Colombia today to free itself of violence, to cleanse and liberate its soul, it must also
return life and purity to a long-suffering river that has given so much to the nation. When I shared
with Jaison my own plans to visit the headwaters of the Magdalena, he said very simply, “To



clean ourselves, we must clean the river; to clean the river we must clean ourselves.”When I left
Bocas de Ceniza, ultimately heading south to Cauca and the first phase of an intermittent
journey the length of the Magdalena, the wisdom of the mamos stayed with me, as it always
does. Whatever weight one gives to their words, however one chooses to recognize, celebrate,
or even dismiss their contributions to the patrimony of the nation, one thing is indisputably true:
Imbuing water with a sense of the sacred as they do is not contrary to science but, rather, an
acknowledgment of the complexity and wonder of ecological and biological systems that
science alone has illuminated.ALTO MAGDALENAIn life and death, by night and day, the
Magdalena flows, destined for all eternity to fade away at Bocas de Ceniza only to be reborn in
the distant heights of the Macizo.—GERMÁN FERROFountain of the WorldFrom the south, the
journey to the source of the Río Magdalena begins in Popayán, a timeless university town with
cobblestoned streets and old colonial buildings, white and dazzling against the soft green
hillsides of the upper Cauca Valley. The route follows the highway south toward Pasto before
turning east at Rosas, where the road climbs slowly through rich plantings of maíz and frijoles,
tomate de árbol, patata dulce, cucurbits, aguacate, and guava that yield, as elevation is gained,
to a patchwork of wheat and barley fields spread amidst the remnants of elfin cloud forests. It is
wild, solitary land, remote and inhospitable.The few towns along the way—Los Robles, Río
Blanco, Barbillas—are lonely by Colombian standards, their streets abandoned at midmorning,
hardly a soul in sight. In Río Blanco, a few boys were playing basketball, and the sound of their
ball against the backboard ricocheted like a gunshot around the empty plaza. The church was
shuttered. The forlorn figure of a saint stared down at the street from a crumbling niche. Right
beside the church, the entire wall of a house had been freshly painted with a colorful mural
celebrating the life of a political leader, recently killed. An old woman, alone on a park bench,
explained that it had been a robbery, just a fortnight ago. The man had foolishly neglected to
bring along security when he picked up a payroll. The quote on the mural suggested other
possibilities: “For those of us searching for new ways to lead; giving a voice and value to the
people is our only hope in a nation ruled by oligarchs willing to kill out of greed.”Beyond Río
Blanco, as the road climbs into the Macizo Colombiano, the rugged knot of mountains that
dominates much of southern Colombia, the scale of the land changes with each passing mile.
Homesteads are widely scattered, simple adobe houses nestled low to the ground, their tin
roofs glittering in the sun. The small farms cling to the sides of impossibly steep slopes, families
connected to distant neighbors by narrow tracks that run along the ridgelines of mountain spurs
and zigzag up the face of ancient landslides, all covered in verdant vegetation. Small puffs of
smoke rise from the fields, signs of the constant struggle to keep the monte, the forest and the
wild, at bay.Gradually, the road leaves behind all signs of human life as clouds roll in and the
land disappears in a veil of mist. Water seeps from every seam of the cut bank, pools in potholes
in the gravel, and then runs impartially down the grade until tumbling off the side of the road;
small spouts come together as rivulets, fall as cascades, become streams and raging cataracts
that ultimately coalesce to give rise to rivers. Visibility drops to nil, forcing the driver to slow to a



crawl, a torment for any Colombian. Then, quite unexpectedly, a gust of wind clears the mist to
reveal the first signs of the páramo, a vast treeless expanse of vegetation that is one of
Colombia’s great natural wonders.Perhaps because the country is home to over half of the
world’s páramos, many Colombians fail to appreciate the rarity of these exotic and mysterious
ecological formations and, indeed, their importance to the hydrological cycle. Farther south in
Peru and Bolivia, the plateaus and valleys above eleven thousand feet are arid, barren,
windswept, and cold—a highland desert, or puna, useful only for the grazing of alpacas and
vicuñas. Nearer the equator, the same elevation is equally forbidding, only it is constantly wet.
The result is an otherworldly landscape that seems on first impression eerily like an English
moor grafted onto the spine of the Andes. In the mist and blowing rain, there are only the
espeletias, tall and whimsical relatives of the daisy, spreading in waves to remind you that you
are still in South America. With bright yellow flowers that burst from a rosette crown of long, furry,
silver leaves, espeletias look like plants that belong in a children’s book. The common name in
Spanish is frailejón, the friar, because seen from a distance the plants can be mistaken for the
silhouette of a man, a wandering monk lost in the swirling clouds and fog.A Colombian who
surely does appreciate the wonder of the páramos is my good friend and companion on this leg
of the journey, William Vargas, a botanist trained at the Universidad de Caldas. Born the son of a
fisherman in the small community of La Jagua, on the banks of the Magdalena in the
department of Huila, William is a story that has no rational explanation, despite a long history
and precedent in the annals of Colombian science. Just as a young lad from Aracataca,
responding only to the rhythms of his heart and his passion for a river, rose to the highest realms
of literature and culture, so too have certain boys and girls, enchanted from birth by the sheer
beauty of their country and the wealth of its botanical legacy, been singled out to become truly
gifted naturalists. Like Gabriel García Márquez, they too succeeded in the face of impossible
odds, as if summoned to science by a higher calling, a mystic force of destiny transcending
class, poverty, logic, and even fate.One such scholar was the revolutionary hero Francisco José
de Caldas. A self-taught naturalist, inventor, mathematician, and geographer, Caldas rose to
become an official member of the Royal Botanical Expedition to Nueva Granada, led by José
Celestino Mutis. In 1801 he accompanied Alexander von Humboldt as the great German
naturalist and geographer traveled the length of the nation to Quito. In the eclectic spirit of
science at the time, Caldas studied plant taxonomy with Humboldt’s companion Aimé Bonpland,
a noted botanist, even as he taught Humboldt a method of his own invention for measuring
altitude by recording the boiling point of water. He also shared his sketches of the cartography of
the upper Magdalena, which allowed Humboldt to produce the first complete map of the river,
later published in Paris with full credit given to Caldas. Humboldt, destined to be recognized as
the most famous and learned man in Europe, was astonished that a young Colombian, born and
raised in the small provincial town of Popayán, could know so much, possess a mind honed to
such scientific precision.Together, as they traversed the Andes, Humboldt and Caldas studied
not just the flora and fauna but the geography, meteorology, and geology. It was a glorious age of



science and knowledge. Minds were wide open, and scholars had yet to be obliged to narrow
their focus and embrace specialties, unlike the academics and scientists of today, condemned
always to know more and more about less and less. In a move emblematic of this broad
embrace of scholarship, in 1805 the botanist Mutis appointed the naturalist Caldas to a position
as astronomer, director of the Astronomic Observatory in Bogotá. These were all men of the
Enlightenment whose imaginations embraced the full sweep of existence, scholars living in a
land where virtually everything was new, including the quest for freedom. Alas, captured by
Spanish royalists in 1816, Caldas was summarily executed by orders of Pablo Morillo, Count of
Cartagena, who notoriously dismissed pleas for clemency with the infamous phrase “Spain does
not need savants.” Perhaps not, but Colombia did, then, and certainly today, more than ever.—
As a small boy too poor to own shoes, William looked to Caldas as a hero, in part because the
scholar had lived for a time in La Jagua, in a modest house on the waterfront, right next door to
the Vargas family home. William did so well in school that by the time he entered grade three, he
was known to his friends and teachers as “El Sabio Caldas.” He was already obsessed with
plants, especially orchids, which he collected and propagated, making detailed drawings before
bringing new generations back to the wild to enhance the natural populations. When he
discovered Darwin and The Origin of Species, he was warned by the town carpenter, a man of
some local influence, that the blasphemous book would warp his mind, a possibility that only
piqued William’s interest.Formal schooling in La Jagua ended at fifth grade, and William’s family
lacked the resources to send him away to study in the nearby town of Garzón. Fortunately, his
mother was close to Father Francisco Cadena, a kindly and learned mentor who saw her son as
destined for the clergy. Thus, with the church fronting the costs of transport, William found
himself leaving La Jagua every morning well before light, only to return each afternoon in time to
gather firewood, which he sold to his neighbors in order to repay the village priest and buy food
for his family. As the best source of wood was the remnant forest on the far side of the
Magdalena, William’s small negocio implied a daily adventure, one that continued for several
years. With a machete hanging from his neck, he would swim across the river, eyes alert for
water snakes and jaguarundí. On his return, he would bundle the wood, securing it with rope to
make a small raft, which he rested upon while going home, floating across the river with the
current, peacefully watching the nighthawks and parrots as they darted across the evening
sky.School in Garzón was an inspiration, especially the classes of Professor Rengifo, who taught
history, geography, and mathematics and dazzled William with his ability to speak five
languages. Graduation, however, presented a crisis, for Garzón, but thirty minutes down the
road, was the farthest William had ever traveled from La Jagua. Neiva was unknown to him,
Bogotá and Medellín as distant as Oz. Still, his goal, indeed his dream, was to become the first
of his family to attend university.Curious yet uncertain, feeling that he had to know something of
his country and the world before pursuing further studies, William joined the army in 1985. This
brought him finally to Neiva, where he was based for three months before being assigned to a
remote outpost in the department of Caquetá. There, by chance, he ran into a disheveled gringo,



an eccentric botanist who had been placed under the protection of the battalion by authorities in
Bogotá who knew they could not keep the man away from the forest, despite the obvious
dangers. The wayward scientist turned out to be Al Gentry, a highly regarded plant explorer
known for both his odd personal habits and for having collected more specimens in more remote
places than anyone in the history of South American botany. Gentry was one of a very small
handful of scholars who could identify any Ebook Topsian or Andean plant merely by holding a
blossom to the light. Inspired by the encounter, William began to collect everything of interest he
could find—plants, insects, even birds—much to the consternation of his fellow soldiers, who
constantly chastised him while on patrol to keep his eyes focused straight ahead, where the
enemy would be, and to stop looking at the ground or high into the trees.For reasons that remain
unclear, upon leaving the army, William immediately tried to enlist in the navy. Fortunately, on the
day of his physical, he shoved his foot into a shoe and was badly bitten by a scorpion, which left
him momentarily disabled, ending his naval prospects and sending him back to La Jagua to
convalesce. An opportunity arose to study in Manizales. But as he traveled to the university,
disaster struck. A fellow passenger offered to share some cookies. William accepted gratefully
and ate three. Within thirty minutes, a strange blue veil descended over his vision. Later, the last
thing he could recall were the lights of a passing truck dissolving into serpents before his eyes.
This happened on a Sunday, and he did not come back to consciousness until the following
Thursday. Four days had passed, and William had no memory of anything. Everything he owned
had been stolen, even as the thieves had left him to stagger and drift on the side of the road in a
sea of psychotic delirium.Travelers in Colombia revel in rumors of any number of bizarre
possibilities; it is part of the allure of the land. But in fifty years, I had never met anyone, local or
foreigner, who had suffered William’s fate. As it turned out, he had been dosed by a knockout
drug derived from various species of tree daturas, all in the genus Brugmansia, shamanic plants
known throughout the Andes as borrachero, the drunken one, or, more ominously, the jaguar’s
intoxicant. Members of the Solanaceae, the botanical family that also includes potatoes,
tomatoes, tobacco, and all the hexing herbs of European witchcraft, daturas have long been a
drug of choice for dark magicians throughout the world. The very name is derived from the name
of bands of thugs and thieves in ancient India who used the drug to stun and disorient their
victims.All daturas contain in their seeds and flowers, leaves, stems, and roots powerful tropane
alkaloids, atropine and scopolamine, drugs that in high dosages induce a state of psychotic
delirium, with visions of hellfire, a sensation of flight, total amnesia, and a burning thirst. People
exposed to the drugs often die, drowning as they try desperately to slake their thirst in shallow
puddles of water. Curiously, all species of Brugmansia, the tree daturas, are always found
growing near people, in hedgerows and fields, beside houses, often in graveyards, never in the
wild. Shamans and curanderos throughout the Andes turn to borracheros when everything else
fails, with the idea that by just touching the realm of madness unleashed by the plant they might
acquire knowledge and illumination.For William, it was not an auspicious start to a university
career. Once before he had nearly died, at the age of six in La Jagua when he was run over by a



tractor. But this was different, a total psychic assault on the mind and soul; an experience that
would haunt him for several months, delaying the start of his studies. All of this ultimately worked
to his advantage, as it led to his meeting Mélida Restrepo, a superb field botanist who would
completely inspire his life as a scientist and collector. His thesis, a study of the flora of Quindío,
grew into his first book, which became something of a sensation for a botanical text, attracting
even the attention of the vendedores ambulantes of Medellín, who, with mixed results, hawked it
at traffic lights to unsuspecting morning commuters not quite ready for an 814-page guide to the
plants of the central Andes.With all of his botanical wanderings, William had become an
authority on the páramos, attracted not just by their rare flora but by an entire universe to be
discovered in their ecology, their geological history as revealed by their soils, the diversity of
insects and birds. In the field, he often wore a red headband, hoping to attract hummingbirds, all
the winged dancers drawn to the long tubular corollas of his favorite genera: purple lobelias and
red fuchsias, magenta iochromas, crimson gesneriads, the bright orange blossoms of the
climbing bomareas.All day during our ascent from the crossroads at Rosa on the Pasto highway,
he had been in and out of the truck like a jackrabbit, making collections of clusias and
tibouchinas, blue and red salvias, yellow calceolarias and wild mustards, passionflowers and
Andean rhododendrons, delicate and rare. With his black beard and thick head of hair, intense
dark eyes, and arms, legs, and torso with the strength of roots, William doesn’t exactly look like a
botanist. I tease him that if his life had led to the guerrillas instead of the army, his nom du guerre
would surely have been Rasputin. His charm lies in his humility and humor, his passion for
plants, and, above all, in the way his eyes ignite in the presence of a novel idea, be it from the
realm of science, literature, philosophy, history, or politics.As a field botanist, William is a
national treasure, truly worthy of his childhood nickname El Sabio Caldas, a tropical specialist
who knows the flora so well that if a plant is unknown to him, it is almost certainly new to science.
I had watched only that morning as he stormed up a cut bank to retrieve the leaves and flowers
of an epiphyte, which he immediately recognized as a new species of Anthurium, a genus that
includes some of our most common houseplants. It was hard to know what was more
impressive, the precision of William’s taxonomic eye or the wonder of a country blessed with
such botanical diversity, with so much still waiting to be discovered, that one could stumble upon
a large and conspicuous plant growing along a simple roadside, only to find that it was new to
science. In Europe, the discovery of a single new species would be the highlight of a botanist’s
career. In Colombia, for plant collectors like William, it is almost a daily occurrence. Already he
has discovered more than a hundred, and his career as a plant explorer has just begun.—After
six hours, close to dark, we finally reached the Finca Los Milagros, owned by a generous
couple, Gulbert Papamija and Ana Lía Anacona, who also run a small posada, or inn, catering to
the traders and tourists who travel the Camino Nacional, the remnants of the old colonial road
between Cauca and Huila. A narrow track, accessible only to horses and travelers on foot, it
follows ancient indigenous pathways, up and over the Macizo, passing by the Laguna de la
Magdalena, the actual source of the river, before falling away over two days to the valley of the



Río Quinchana and the approaches to San Agustín, the site of the most extensive and
mysterious pre-Columbian remains in all of northern South America.At ten thousand feet, the air
was damp and cold. We laid out our bedrolls, then gathered on the open veranda for great
steaming bowls of sancocho as Gulbert’s brother Parménides, a park ranger, briefed us on plans
for the morning. Our route would take us across Puracé, one of Colombia’s oldest national parks,
where the magic of the Macizo Colombiano, which covers some 13,000 square miles, is
compressed into just 320 square miles. Small by the standards of Colombia’s national parks,
Puracé is nevertheless a place of superlatives, with 362 lakes and lagoons and more than a
dozen dramatic páramos, all with names that could only have been coined by campesinos: El
Apio, El Buey, Las Papas—celery, ox, and potatoes. Rising over the páramos, forming the
backbone of the park, are seven snow-clad volcanoes 14,000 feet or higher, with Puracé itself
reaching to 15,030 feet. Within the park, Parménides added, arise some of the great rivers of
Colombia, the Caquetá and the Cauca but also the Patía and the Magdalena, born of the same
body of water, La Laguna de la Magdalena. The biological bounty includes more than two
hundred species of orchids, rare populations of wax palms and Andean oaks, mountain tapirs,
cougars, and spectacled bears, as well as some 160 species of birds, including carunculated
caracaras, sunbeam hummingbirds, and Colombia’s national bird, the symbol of its patrimony,
the Andean condor.Joining Parménides on the trek would be his colleague Carlos Guerra, also a
park official, along with two arrieros, Arnulfo Males and Jimmy Marín, who would wrangle the
horses and look after the mules. I took an immediate liking to all four men and was especially
impressed by the pride Parménides and Carlos had in their work. Puracé had been a major zone
of conflict, the redoubt of an active FARC front, off-limits to visitors for years. Altogether,
throughout the nation, some forty-five park guardians lost their lives in the violence, caught, like
most rural Colombians, between the three sides: forced at gunpoint to service the guerrillas with
fuel, food, or transport, only to be accused of collaboration by the army, a crime certain to
provoke savage retribution from the paramilitaries. Throughout the country, small towns became
mute, for the only option was silence. People turned their backs on the madness and went about
their business, eyes half-shut, heads down, gaze averted, hoping only not to be noticed.In the
half-light of dawn, I could just make out the horses, tethered to the fence rails, and, off to one
side of the yard, the silhouette of William staring up into the branches of a dense shrub or small
tree that rose above the hedgerow. When we met for breakfast, the table was covered by his
collections: the bright red blossoms of flor de quinde, Iochroma fuchsioides, the hummingbird’s
flower, and the dramatic flowers of a tree datura. The creamy white lobes, together with the
distinct yellowish striations running parallel along the length of the salmon-colored corolla,
identified it as Brugmansia sanguinea, perhaps the most beautiful of all these shamanic plants,
and one of the possible sources of the very drugs that had caused William such trauma as a
young aspiring student. I knew it well, for my professor and mentor, Richard Evans Schultes, the
legendary botanical explorer, had found a new and rare subspecies on the northern slopes of
Puracé, three days before the volcano blew in 1946. He had named it vulcanicola, in memory of



the eruption that nearly took his life.Schultes had been drawn to the Macizo Colombiano, as it
was the one region in all of the Andes, north of Peru and south of the Caribbean coast, where
coca was still used and revered by indigenous people. Today, half a century later, the coca plant
has been demonized throughout Colombia as the source of the drug singularly responsible for
the country’s agonies, the fuel of the fire of war without which the conflict would have fizzled out
decades ago.But coca is not cocaine, any more than potatoes are the equivalent of vodka. In the
1970s the Botanical Museum at Harvard, under the leadership of Professor Schultes, secured
support from the U.S. Department of Agriculture to conduct the first comprehensive and modern
scientific study of the botany, ethnobotany, and nutritional value of all cultivated species and
varieties of coca. The results showed that the leaves, as consumed by indigenous people, serve
as a mild and benign stimulant that is both beneficial to their health and highly nutritious, with no
evidence whatsoever of toxicity or addiction. Nutritional assays revealed that coca leaves
contain a host of vitamins, more calcium than any other cultivated plant—especially useful for
Andean communities that traditionally lacked dairy products—and enzymes that enhance the
body’s ability to digest carbohydrates at high altitude, an ideal complement for a potato-based
diet. Indeed, three and a half ounces of the leaves, the typical daily consumption in the Andes,
more than satisfies the recommended dietary allowance for calcium, phosphorus, iron, vitamins
A and E, as well as riboflavin. Coca facilitates well-being, eases digestion, and demonstrably
relieves the symptoms of altitude sickness, or soroche. As a plant stimulant, coca—or hayo, as it
is known in Colombia—is without doubt more useful and less irritating than coffee, chocolate, or
black tea.
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Jehoshephat, “a model of its kind and a keeper. This is a really wonderful book, mixing social
history, natural history and the author's own long, rich personal experiences on the river.
Happily, the author is an observer as much as a participant, and doesn't make himself the hero
of the story or stories, for there are lots of them -- about Colombia, about the river, about the
people who live on its banks. His writing is always vivid and clear, as are the maps. Last week I
happened to have the book in my hand when, on a downtown street in DC, I ran across a man
originally from Colombia who noticed it. He was terrifically excited about the book, showed me
on the map where he's been born and raised, and was delighted to see that a "gringo" (a word
he used laughing) was reading it.  The book is a real page-turner, and a joy.”

Denver Native, “It is, in fact, a love story. I like reading about places I’ve never been and about
things of which I don’t know much. In this case, the Rio Magdalena was completely unknown to
me, and its role in the history of Colombia serves as a soulful leitmotif allowing Wade to tell us
his story of the country, born of his enormous time and energy spent there. This book will give
you a nice framework for understanding that nation, and, in that regard, it’s very refreshing.As
Wade has been heralded as a serious academic, it’s worth noting that here Wade comes off less
an anthropologist and more as a journalist or writer telling you the story that he wants to tell you
about this country. And, to be fair, It’s pretty clear that that’s what you’re going to get when you
pick up the book, most obviously evidenced by it’s “River of Dreams” subtitle, and even the font
that is written in. It’s not an objective study.I can tell that, to some extent, he romanticizes the
native, or “indigenous peoples,” of Colombia in a way I don’t imagine him also doing for Western
populations, and certainly not the US, for which he does not seem to have an affinity. That’s fine.
But there is a certain type of person who almost instinctively romanticizes “The Other,” and
Wade here seems like that kind of guy, in particular with the “indigenous peoples” and all of their
(quite possibly) wonderful cultural universes. It becomes apparent he’s doing so when he
speaks about the US and its citizens (would he also refer to them as “peoples?” ((...”the
suburban peoples of southeast Florida”... why do I think not)), and gives none of them the
generosity of intentions or sense of cultural preciousness he automatically allots native cultures
or even the nation of Colombia itself.It’s something you often see as well in writing about Native
American populations & histories and it always smacks of immaturity and sentimentality.
Ironically, a line he includes in the book, referring to those who don't accept the enshrining of
native cultures into the modern Colombian social fabric, could be a reflection of his own mind
and relationship with the Western societies from which he is descendant:“Those who remain
dismissive, as if shamed by the faces of their own nation, are often among the unfortunate few,
who, perhaps driven by insecurity, seek approbation by mimicking always what lies outside of
Colombia, rather than finding identity, strength, and inspiration in the riches of their own
homeland.”I’ve previously heard Wade state something to the effect that at all cultures have



good and bad elements to them, that they’re simply made up of people. To that point, I would
appreciate his story more and feel like I got more out of certain aspects of it if he was applying
the same mildly distanced narrative tone across all cultures and “peoples.” But he’s not. So know
that you’re going to read this book and it’s not an academic history, it’s a personal love letter, and
it’s a new and good one which opens a very interesting vein for someone looking to learn about
Colombia.”

Sean A. Higgins, “Wade Davis is My Hero. Okay, so this isn’t my review, these are some initial
reactions I sent to people via text, WhatsApp or email.Caveat: I am in year 9 living in Colombia,
having divided the bulk of my time between Colombia’s 3d largest city, Cali,and a place on
Colombia’s NW Pacific Coast, where I have organized a cooperative dedicated to the cultivation
of cacao and vanilla in lieu of coca.I read it slowly, taking breaks, to fully savor Davis’ travels in
this year of lockdown.One of my first messages, sent to my sister:“Okay, please allow me to
make a strong recommendation for a book.The following is by one of my favorite writers. I saw
the documentary about his travels as he researched, interviewed and traveled with people in
preparation for this. I found it very emotional, in some ways for personal reasons and in other
ways for just basic human reasons. His arrival at a discussion of the name Magdalena at the end
had me in tears...Even the “acknowledgements” and “Bibliographical Essay” at the end had me
riveted and wanting to get more “inside info.”Another:“Por fin acabé de leer “Magdalena.”Yo
estaba leyéndolo en trozos, como una barra de chocolate de la más fina, no queriendo llegar a
un final, como la experiencia yo tenía leyendo “One River” (traducido como “El río”).Muy
emocionante.”I’ll submit a formal review once I home down, and have been able to more fully
“process” this book.”

Brian D. Rudert, “Colombia's Special Culture, History, and Nature.. I had the pleasure of living in
Colombia from 2006 to 2010 and was able to visit many of the places along the Magdalena
described by the author. He is able to weave in history, culture, and biology in a very special way
that makes it such an informative read. Most of the places he describes are relatively hard to get
to and most visitors to Colombia rarely get far from Bogota, Medellin, or Cartagena. I highly
recommend that visitors should try and get to Mompox which is a UNESCO World Heritage site.
Just getting there will let you experience the riverine culture, economy, and nature that hasn't
changed that much over the years. It still fascinates me that the Magdalena was not accessible
from the sea and they had to dig by hand a canal from Cartagena to open up commerce along it.”

A, “Take a journey of a lifetime along the Magdalena River. A wonderful narration of a journey of
a lifetime along the Magdalena. The author lets the river and the people that live near it speak for
themselves. He is very respectful of the Colombian history and culture. His research is good. He
takes pauses along the journey to explain the whys and who's . He does a fabulous job melding
geography,history, culture and music. Don't miss reading the biographical essay and looking at



the pictures in the appendix.A must read for all the persons who plan to visit Colombia and for all
Colombians who live there and abroad.”

Jules, “Loved it. I love armchair travel and this book really transported me to the people and
places the author describes.He gets right under the skin of the country’s culture and vividly
brings things to life so well I sometimes stopped reading and was surprised to find myself at
home.A fabulously rich read.Loved it.”

KNBD, “A kaleidoscopic wide-ranging journey through Colombia. Beautifully written with a rather
poetic and wistful take on botany and the passage of Colombia through a turbulent 20th century
this is a good read for anyone with an interest in travel or the evolution of the environment in
South America since the Spanish conquest. It is dotted with lovely stories from the sides of the
Magdalena river and from its beautiful and much put-upon people who recount how the pristine
enviroment has changed so much in 70 years.”

John Eric Pollabauer, “Wade Davis has created yet another Masterpiece in telling the story of a
country, its people and the majestic river that. The story told by Wade Davis in his latest book,
“Magdalena: River of Dreams”, is one which should be made mandatory reading for school
students every where. The content covers everything a person could ever experience in their
human lifetime, and than some. I plan on re-reading this book many many times, simply because
there is just so much wisdom to extract from Wade Davis that one reading won’t do justice to his
masterpiece. One of the best books I have ever read and highly recommend it to everyone.”

Pete V, “Davis knows Colombia. Great read on one of my favorite countries. It's sad a small
percentage of it's population ruined it for some of the friendliest people in the most beautiful
country on the planet. Davis tells the good with the bad, a man who's seen more of it than most
Colombians.”

The book by Wade Davis has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 380 people have provided feedback.
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