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Puerto Varas, Chile – I contend that you can get a feeling about a nation by walking around some of its cities over a period of several weeks.  Prior to our arrival here in this resort city near the Argentinean border, I have had the pleasure of visiting Chile’s capital city, Santiago; a small village, San Pedro del Atacama, in the northern desert region; the port city of Valparaiso, home of so many artists; then the jumping off point for Antarctica, Punta Arenas, in the far south; and finally, Puerto Montt, on the Pacific, but in a rainy region surrounded by lakes.  As one finds in most countries, there are profound, and interesting, differences from region to region.  In Chile, these differences are accentuated by the geography.  Those working in the copper mines in the desert north have little in common with the seafaring citizens in the fjords and stormy seas near the Magellan Straits where allegiances often seem more to the Patagonian region than to the central government in Santiago.  But there is one common thread holding the nation together:  the fanatical support for the Chilean national soccer team.
Here in Puerto Varas the mood seems lighter – maybe it was the sensational sunny days and mild evenings of the summer.  It’s nickname is La Ciudad de las Rosas (the city of the roses).  As you walk along many of the main streets, there are flower boxes of roses on both sides of the streets.  When we were here, all were in bloom – perhaps this is why we saw so many smiles??  Ironically, the dominant architecture is not Chilean or Spanish, but German, due to the scores of German immigrants who settled here along the western shores of Llanquihue Lake in the mid-1800’s.  In fact, this general region of eastern Chile and western Argentina has a long history of Germanic influence, both in architecture and in education.  Interestingly, the Chilean government, influenced by the Interior Minister, Antonio Varas (after whom the city is named), wanted immigrants to settle this region and designated the area as the Llanquihue Lake Colonization Territory. The result, now nearly 175 years later, is that many of the houses remind the visitor of being in Bavaria, rather than South America.  This unusual feature, and the beautiful scenery, draws tourists from all over South America, Europe and North America.
Because the weather was so pleasant, I decided to rent a kayak to paddle on Llanquihue Lake.  There were several vendors, and the fellow I chose fit me out with a life jacket, paddle, and a fine plastic kayak – all for the equivalent of five U.S. dollars.  He promised to sound a horn when my hour was up.  The lake is huge, but it was not rough.  My only disappointment was that there was cloud cover obscuring the top of Osomo Volcano on the eastern shore of the lake.  During our three days in Puerto Varas, the tops of both Osomo and Calbuco volcanoes remained obscured.  The locals told me that it was my fault, but I later learned that they are generally not visible.
One of those locals was a character named Guillermo who was selling hand-made jewelry on the sidewalk along the lake.  After patiently listening to my feeble attempts to haggle in Spanish over his prices, he responded in perfect English, “Bro, I lived in the the States for twenty years.”  It turned out that my new BFF had lived in California (mostly in LA), but had run into a few “issues” and was deported.   Perhaps because we shared nearly identical facial features at the time (long gray hair and scraggly beards), we bonded.  We laughed and joked for over 30 minutes.  Three local teenage girls came by and joined us for a selfie.  Guillermo told me that his issues in the States had been drugs –specifically, selling drugs, “An illegal has to get by, you know bro?”  I laughed and said, “Yeah, Guillermo, that sucks….but you’re looking good and obviously still have a knack for attracting chicks.  I want to buy one of your pieces of jewelry.”  He suggested one, I gave him 20 bucks, and we hugged adios.  

Of course, I have no way of knowing if anything Guillermo had told me was true, but it did not matter.  No matter where in the world you visit, there are times and places where truth becomes relative.
I spent my last night in Puerto Varas walking alone in the dark along a seawall of the lake.  It was peaceful, and the sound of the lake waters consistently lapping the shore below caused me to reflect on the stark contrast between the slowly changing world of nature over the past five billion years and us mortals who have come and gone throughout our extremely brief history on this planet.  I think that I smiled.
I thought you might like to know.
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