Recent Events in Bolivia
Semana Santa, Holy Week, is celebrated in many Latin American Countries with
elaborate processions, reenactments of the crucifixion, songs and dancing. Bolivia
celebrates with traditions that were new to me. On Holy Thursday it is a custom to visit 7
churches. I am not sure of the significance of the number seven, but people spend the
evening walking in large groups from one church to another. On Good Friday, it is
common to eat a 12 course meal. The meal does not include meat, which is a challenge
for many Bolivians, but is composed of several tasty and typical dishes. Much more
appealing than the traditional North American Good Friday fast!

Potosi – The Famous Cerro Rico

I was fortunate to travel during Semana Santa to visit two cities, Potosi and Sucre, both
World Cultural Heritage Sites. Potosi, founded in 1545 by the Spaniards after they
discovered indigenous mine workings, is the highest city of its size in the world at over
4000 m.a.s.l. I’m happy to say that I have adapted well to the high altitude and only had a
slight headache. Potosi is located at the foot of the famous Cerro Rico; the massive
mountain famous for the vast quantity of silver extracted by the Spaniards. The legend
says that a campesino discovered the silver when he followed a lost llama up the
mountainside. Having to spend the night on the mountain, he lit a fire and soon
discovered a silver fluid running through the earth. By the early 17th Century, Potosi was
in the power of the Spaniards and the largest and most eminent city in the Americas. So
much silver flowed from the mines, that streets, buildings, coins and carriages were
adorned with this precious metal. The exploitation of this resource led to the deterioration
of silver reserves and over the next two centuries, Potosi became little more than a ghost
town. The famous Cerro Rico looms over the city like a metaphorical tombstone.
Although mining continues in the Cerro Rico – mainly tin, zinc, lead, antimony and
wolfram – the scarring history is manifest in poverty of the city.

Miners working at the Cerro Rico
The miners have a life expectancy of <35 years. They develop scoliosis, a lung disease, from
breathing the fumes inside the mines.

Miners working at the Cerro Rico

I had a chance to visit the mines during my stay in Potosi. At each mine entrance is a
statue of the Tío; the guardian of the mines. The mines are the devil’s territory. The
Pachamama (Mother Earth) or God, does not exist inside the mines. Inside the mines, the
miners worship the Tío, offering him coca leaves, alcohol, cigarettes and adorning him
with colourful ornaments. It is important to keep the Tío happy. If the Tío is not
satisfied, he will ‘eat’ the miners. Accidents and mining related deaths occur because the
Tío was not satiated. We visited the Tío and offered him some coca leaves and
cigarettes.

The Tio

From Potosi I traveled to Sucre, the White City and original capital city of Bolivia. Sucre
has passed a law to maintain the colonial beauty in the city’s downtown core. The
buildings are all painted white. The architecture is beautiful. The city is lined with
cathedrals, churches, museums, castles, theatres, parks and gardens.

Sucre – The White City

Seven kilometers outside of the city is a park called Cal Orcko. Cal Orcko is the
discovery site of three different types of dinosaurs’ tracks. If you look very, very, closely,
you may be able to make out the dinosaur tracks in the picture!

Various dinosaur tracks found in the Fancesa cement works

My favourite part of Sucre was enjoying the twelve course meal on Good Friday with
friends. We only made it to seven courses, but it was wonderful to try typical
Chuquisacan food (Sucre used to be named Chuquisaca) and spend the afternoon relaxing
and enjoying music with friends.

Enjoying relaxing in Sucre after a large meal

Next week, April 19-22, Cochabamba will host the First World Conference of the People
on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth. This international event, organized in
response to governments’ inability to reach an agreement at Copenhagen concerning the
imminent global warming crisis, will attract guest speakers from all over the world. The
ministry of education has requested that schools participate. My students will be
presenting a workshop on recycling and composting. They have brainstormed ways that
they, as children, can reduce the amount of garbage they create. They will chare their
ideas with the public, both Bolivians and foreigners.

I am surprised at how quickly the time is passing here in Bolivia. I have been living here
for almost a year. My Spanish has improved immensely and I each day I appreciate how
fortunate I am to be living and experiencing the joys and challenges of the Bolivian
culture.

