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Couchsurfer, hitchhiker, and rogue wanderer Jamie Maslin embarks on a couchsurfing
adventure to the homeland of “firebrand,” “populist,” “anti-American” president Hugo Chavez: the
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela. Alone in the crime capital of the world Maslin immediately
finds himself in trouble—arrested by knife-wielding police officers and inoculated with an
unwanted vaccination. After a terrifying start in Caracas, he soon leaves the teeming city and
travels to the places tourists never see, staying on the couches of people he befriended online
just days earlier, and meeting everyone from fervent social revolutionaries to the country’s
wealthy elite. He sets off in search of mile-high waterfalls, flat topped jungle plateaus, rolling
deserts, and the famous lightning that appears suddenly in the sky with no rain or thunder.
Visiting sprawling slums and opulent mansions, Maslin offers a fascinating and timely social,
cultural, and historical introduction to a country increasingly in the headlines.Often irreverent,
frequently informative, and habitually funny, this is the remarkable account of a young
adventurer’s journey through a breathtakingly beautiful and dynamic country where the politics
of oil and social revolution are never far from the surface.

About the AuthorJamie Maslin is a writer and traveler. He has hitchhiked from England to Iran
and couchsurfed all over Venezuela. He is the author of Iranian Rappers and Persian Porn and
Socialist Dreams and Beauty Queens. He lives in Australia.Review"A raw, uncut journey into the
wilds of Venezuela...offers a rare commentary on a country most readers know little about....A
complex portrait of Venezuela's people, poverty and promise." — Kirkus Reviews“An offbeat,
tantalizing look behind the scenes of Venezuela.?” —Oliver Stone“Jamie Maslin has put together
an exciting mix of progressive politics and adventurous travelogue. Making his way through
Venezuela, Maslin visits slums and country clubs, rainforests and Caribbean beaches, while
coping with anti-Chavistas and the country's ubiquitous criminals, and learning why Hugo
Chavez has so many loyal followers. A welcome antidote to the common mainstream media
distortions peddled against Venezuela.” —William Blum, author of Rogue State and Killing Hope
--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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certain names and minor details have been strategically altered in the text. (You know who you
are.)

Prologue“Venezuela is an extremely dangerous country. Don’t trust anyone. Including the police.”
We were preparing to board a flight to his hometown, Venezuela’s capital, Caracas. On hearing
that I spoke no Spanish and was not going there on business but vacation, he shook his head
and asked incredulously, “What do you want to go there for?” This was a reaction I was not
expecting.On the flight the man and his family kindly told me everything that was wrong with
their country—it had roughly fifteen thousand homicides a year with Caracas recently topping
the list of the world’s murder capitals,1 the national institutions were rife with corruption, it
suffered regular infuriating power cuts, most towns had an unofficial curfew after dark such were
the dangers, and the president was a “baboon.” His wife warned me that I’d have to be very
careful not to get mugged, kidnapped, or arrested before my stay was over. I thought of the two
grand I had hidden on me—stashed away in my shoes and socks, in different pockets, and in a
money belt around my waist—and, not for the first time, felt a twinge of concern.Venezuela might
not be renowned as a popular tourist destination, but it certainly held some attraction for me. It
boasted the longest Caribbean coastline of any country, the world’s highest waterfall, an
expansive savannah, Andean mountains, Ebook Topsian rainforest, and even a desert. Twenty
percent of the world’s known bird species call it home, and within its western regions was an
unexplained natural phenomenon I was determined to experience—lightning with no thunder.I
had first made up my mind to visit after casually flicking through a National Geographic
magazine in the dusty confines of my favorite secondhand bookstore in London, Keith Fawkes
Books, on Flask Lane in Hampstead. As I turned the page, a photograph gave me reason to
pause and sent my heart rate soaring—and I’m not referring to a tasteful topless shot of an
indigenous maiden. Rising from the page was the bizarre anvil-shaped plateau of an isolated
mountain, standing alone in a sea of Ebook Topsian mist that shrouded the forest below. This
was Mount Roraima. It looked like a sacred temple where the gods might dwell. If they did exist,
then they lived in Venezuela. Even before reading the article, I knew that one day I would have to
visit it.I’d experienced the National Geographic effect before. A casual flick of the page in a
doctor’s waiting room had sent me to a remote and obscure slot canyon in Western China,
twisting its way to the world’s highest natural archway, Shipton’s Arch; a nonchalant browse at a
dog-eared copy in a dentist’s office had taken me to a sacred Navajo rock formation, Naat’áanii
Nééz, off the beaten track in New Mexico. In the wrong hands National Geographic is a
dangerous magazine. So with Mount Roraima in my sights, I began to read up on Venezuela’s
other attractions. It looked like a place of staggering natural beauty, and in more ways than one.



In addition to its stunning landscapes, Venezuela supposedly possessed the most beautiful
women in the world—women who had won more international beauty pageant titles than any
other country. Reason enough for a visit, methinks.While the beauty queens merited occasional
mention in the Western press, more often than not it was the country’s president, Hugo Chávez,
that garnered journalists’ attention. From my experience, when the mainstream media routinely
place adjectives before the name of a country’s president—such as “populist,” “firebrand,”
“demagogue,” and “would-be dictator” in the case of Chávez—then it’s a sure sign of a nation
worth visiting. You never see those adjectives attributed to Western heads of state, as they're
reserved for that most despicable type of leader—one with large reserves of oil.From Chávez’s
theatrical speech at the United Nations, where he made the sign of the cross then clasped his
hands together in prayer to protect himself from the US president, or as he put it, “the devil,” to
his weekly national television broadcasts, which can last for up to eight hours, there is much to
write about Mr. Chávez. But if the main export of Venezuela were broccoli instead of oil, then it is
unlikely the president would regularly fill quite so many column inches here in the West. But oil it
has and aplenty.Venezuela is so awash with black gold that it has the cheapest pump prices on
the planet. Drive a gas-guzzling SUV there and the cost of gas is unlikely to bother you, as at six
cents a gallon you’ll be able to fill up for a solitary US dollar. It possesses the largest reserves of
conventional “light” oils in the Western Hemisphere, but when it comes to the “heavy” stuff, it’s in
a league of its own, possessing a staggering 90 percent of the earth’s entire extraheavy—that is,
tar oil—reserves.2 For years these heavy oil reserves would have been irrelevant, as it was too
costly to extract and process them, but thanks to new extracting technologies and a high oil
price, these reserves now take on far greater meaning. If the price of oil continues to remain high
enough to make the heavy oil extraction commercially viable, then Venezuela easily eclipses
Saudi Arabia as the world’s oil reserve supremo. Attaining this status has huge implications, one
of which is the control of OPEC. (Based in Vienna, the current Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries includes Algeria, Angola, Ecuador, Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Libya, Nigeria, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Venezuela.)Despite this tremendous national
wealth, the majority of the population live in barrios—shantytowns where millions scrape by,
often in appalling poverty. For many of them, I would soon discover, Chávez is a hero, a social
revolutionary determined to reshape the country along more equitable lines. For much of the
elite, he is anything but. Many see him as a megalomaniac heading a corrupt government bent
on replacing private enterprise with state-controlled socialist bureaucracy. Disparity of political
views often matches that of wealth. It is a country of mansions and shantytowns, of dreams and
despair, of social revolution and elite resistance, and a place, I hoped, with plenty of adventures
awaiting me—dangerous or not.My plan was to spend the next few months traveling all over
Venezuela in a big loop, visiting its main sites of interest, and staying with so-called
CouchSurfers along the way—a concept I had heard about just weeks before when trying to find
a place to stay in New York. I had put the feelers out with the limited friends I knew in the Big
Apple, but struggled to find a place to crash. It was then that one of my friends recommended I



try CouchSurfing.Like Facebook, CouchSurfing is a social networking website where users have
updatable profiles, with photos and friend lists; but where Facebookers predominantly post
random photos, funny links, status updates, or pointlessly “poke” each other, CouchSurfers offer
free accommodation, or extend offers to meet up and serve as a tour guide to other
CouchSurfers who plan to visit their hometown or city. This not only gives the visitor a free place
to stay, but, more importantly, provides a chance to see the destination through the eyes of a
local, and visit places and people inaccessible to a standard tourist. For those offering the
accommodation, it provides the opportunity to show a visitor their hometown in the best possible
light and to become acquainted with new and interesting people, often from cultures very
different from their own.Simply registering on the site and contacting a CouchSurfer is no
guarantee of finding a place to stay. Likewise, if you’re offering to host, there is no guarantee that
anyone will want to stay with you. The process is entirely consensual between both parties, and
details as to the length of stay are discussed prior to an actual meeting. And before you even get
a reply to a message from another CouchSurfer, you need to have a profile that they like the look
of, or at least are not disturbed by. If your profile picture makes you look like a dribbling psycho,
or if you have, heaven forbid, negative feedback from past CouchSurfers, then your chances of
getting a complete stranger to either visit you or welcome you into their home are about as good
as mine are of winning the next Nobel Prize in Literature.With this in mind, I hastily put together a
suitable profile, complete with happy innocuous pictures of me on past travels, and wrote a
suitably upbeat and inoffensive profile statement:I love to travel to places that challenge and
inspire me, and to meet people who do likewise. My big love is the great outdoors and anything
to do with the natural world. I teach wilderness survival skills in my spare time and am a bit of a
tree geek—having just qualified as a tree surgeon.I selected the “traveling at the moment” option
so as to avoid people mistakenly contacting me for a place to stay in my hometown, London,
then selected Caracas as my first destination and narrowed the search to those who could
speak English. I was now ready to meet some like-minded travelers. Or so I thought.First up on
the Caracas list was a girl of thirty, whose profile didn’t exactly match what I considered to be the
true spirit of the site which promotes “cross-cultural encounters” and has the slogan, “Participate
in Creating a Better World, One Couch at a Time.”Her profile stated that you could stay on her
couch:[I]f and only if . . . You are not backpacking across South America with no money in your
pocket. Transportation system here doesnt work and you have to take taxis, which are
expensive . . . You are not on a tight budget, going out to eat and party is expensive too and I live
large!She then went on to state that “you MUST bring me some present, something from your
country . . .” On her reference section she had written an endorsement of someone who had
stayed with her and why she liked him.Something we have in common: we dont like
backpacking. Poshpacking is our thing so i like him inmediately. I really admire Joost’s
endurance to travel so far so long. I thought i was a hard core traveller . . .Poshpacking—how
very hard-core, sweetie.I quickly decided she wasn’t my type of person and skipped to the next
profile. I ended up messaging a load of people saying that I would be coming to Venezuela soon



and wanted to meet locals wherever possible, so if they could put me up, then thank you very
much. These messages I tried to tweak slightly to reference something in their profile in order to
personalize them a bit. I was the lucky recipient of numerous replies, but unfortunately for me,
everyone I’d contacted was out of town on the dates I would be there, had relatives staying and
therefore no room, or was otherwise unavailable to put me up.I messaged a load more.This time
I got four offers. One from a pretty girl in her twenties called Penelope, who wanted to meet up
for a coffee and show me around, and three from people willing to put me up at their place. The
first was from a sixty-five-year-old British widower called Austin, who lived with twelve cats and
had spent the last thirty years in the country; the second from a young Venezuelan student
called Jonathann; and the third from a German in his early thirties called Hans, who was
currently living and working in Venezuela as a journalist. Hans signed off his message to me with
a slightly confusing disclaimer:And due to a weird experience I had two weeks ago I’d like to add
that I’m open minded and someone else’s sexual orientation is not my cup of tea but I’m not
interested in men.I commenced a gracious email exchange with all concerned and hoped to
spend a couple of nights with each of those offering accommodation. Austin, it turned out, was
going to be in neighboring Colombia on the day I would arrive, but was getting back the following
day, so I planned to stay with one of the other two first. Jonathann contacted me soon after
bearing bad news; due to unforeseen circumstances, he could no longer host me. So it looked
like it would have to be Hans.In the messages I received from both Austin and Hans, they
provided, without any prompting on my part, warnings on Caracas’s dangers. “I don’t want to
alarm you,” wrote Austin, “but Caracas is not a safe city so you have to be very street wise. You
need to get a confirmed place to stay for the first night and you must take one of the airport black
taxis.” He went on to write, “You should know that Venezuela has been very close to a civil
war . . .” Hans was likewise vocal on the dangers and implored me to take an official cab from the
airport, “Many robberies have been reported on the route to Caracas, so DONT go with pirate
taxis, please.”In addition to the dangers, I was also given advice on the difference between the
official exchange rate and the black market rate for the Venezuelan currency, the bolivar. This
was of great importance and turned out to be a huge help. The official exchange rate was 2.15
bolivars to every US dollar. However, the unofficial black market rate was roughly 6.5 bolivars to
the dollar. So unless you wanted to see your money disappear quicker than a politician’s
preelection promises, it was essential to exchange your cash on the black market. The downside
to this was twofold; not only did you have to deal with the shady characters doing the black
market transaction, but you had to carry a vast quantity of money on you, since any traveler’s
check, cash withdrawals, or credit cards transactions would charge you the official rate. The
fixed official exchange rate, along with a strict control on converting bolivars to dollars, is in place
to stabilize the currency’s value, encourage domestic investment, and prevent capital flight
abroad.3 As a foreigner, of course, using this rate makes the country ridiculously
expensive.4Thanks to this confusing practice, I had boarded the flight to Caracas, a city I had
repeatedly been warned was extremely unsafe, carrying over two thousand US dollars spread



about my person. Keeping this safe and changing it on the black market were not my only
concerns, for despite Austin’s instructions that I have a confirmed place to stay when I arrive, I
had yet to hear back from Hans, which meant I also didn’t have his address or phone number. I
had sent him a message three days before my departure with a request for these and to take
him up on his suggestion of sending a friend of his, who was a cabby, to pick me up, but by the
time I boarded my flight, I had still received no answer. If nobody materialized, I would resign
myself to catching a cab, of the official variety, to the center of town and booking into a cheap
place to stay.As my plane descended into Caracas, the sun had yet to break the horizon, but it
was already getting light, giving me a spectacular predawn glimpse of the area’s tropical
surroundings. The airport was located right up against the crashing waves of a sandy palm-
fronted Caribbean coast, and behind, rising up from the shoreline like a giant barricade against
the ocean, were towering green mountains, beyond which, I assumed, lay Caracas.After passing
through the monotony of customs, I was greeted with a most welcome sight. The wordsJAMIE
MASLINon a handwritten sign held up by a cheerful-looking man. Hans had come through after
all. I shook the hand of my driver, who introduced himself as Ricardo, and a second later we
were approached by a money changer, but Ricardo waved him off. In very broken English he
simply said, “Hans change money later.” That was fine by me.Ricardo walked me to his car,
graciously opening the door, and with a wide smile welcomed me to Venezuela.And so my
journey began.

Chapter 1Bloodsuckers, Boob Jobs, and Bizarre NamesDawn had just broken, and a lazy soft
pink light diffused across the landscape as we drove to the center of Caracas. I love this time of
day more than any other, and especially when traveling. Everything seems so still, but at the
same time there’s a tangible optimism in the air, like the moment before the curtain rises on a big
theater performance, and although it might not live up to your expectations, the anticipation at
the start is still the same. Minutes earlier I had been tired and lethargic from an uncomfortable
night on a plane, but now I felt energized and excited to the point of agitation to be here in a new
unexplored country, at the beginning of a long and no doubt fascinating adventure.Forested
peaks soon gave way to chaotic sprawling barrio shantytowns, which clung to the undulating
terrain like limpets to a rock, and rose up precariously on top of each other in the most
haphazard manner imaginable. Being so early in the morning, there was barely a soul about,
with the inhabitants tucked up in bed unseen behind their home’s ramshackle walls. Red-painted
slogans in support of Venezuela’s president, Hugo Chávez, adorned many of the dwellings.
Along the highway we passed several billboards with the image of Chávez striking optimistic and
magnanimous poses. We drove in near silence due to my lack of Spanish and Ricardo’s of
English. It was just what I needed to get my thoughts together and prepare for what I had been
led to believe would be an extremely challenging city.Caracas is situated in a valley dominated
by the towering Mount El Ávila, which rises 7,400 feet to the north of the city, isolating it from the
Caribbean coast beyond. This handy landmark serves as a useful navigation tool, as I would



soon discover. When closer to the center of the capital, the barrios yielded to monolithic
skyscrapers, gleaming like beacons in the low morning light. Freeways twisted every which way,
spreading out like tributaries of the Ebook Tops into Caracas’s myriad districts, housing the city’s
four million inhabitants. As it wasn’t yet five o’clock, few had roused themselves, imparting a
strange serene and peaceful atmosphere to the city, which I knew could be anything but. Was
this the calm before the storm? I wondered.We pulled into a centrally located run-of-the-mill
residential area, Bello Monte, comprising countless forgettable apartment blocks, and came to a
halt on a steep incline outside a weathered-looking six-story tower. By the time of our arrival, life
was just beginning to stir in the streets outside. Morning deliveries of crates of fruit, cartons of
milk, and crusty loaves of bread were off-loaded at local shops. A few early risers purchased
newspapers from a small kiosk across the road and nursed small cups of espresso coffees at a
welcoming café opposite, slowly bringing the area to life.A moment later, Hans came out to meet
us. In person he was smaller than I imagined, although there was a definite suggestion of
intensity about him as he greeted us with a smile—his profile picture had been lit from one side,
leaving half his image mostly dark.There are certain subjects that social norms in other parts of
the world might deem inappropriate to launch into after just meeting someone, but if Hans was
anything to go by, in Venezuela, politics wasn’t one of them. After retracting his palm from our
first handshake, he thrust into it a piece of paper he’d just acquired through his job as a
journalist, which, he said, was a list of government officials who had lost money obtained
through corruption that had been stashed away secretly in a recently collapsed foreign bank.
Alongside the individual’s names were the amounts each had apparently lost. Whether this was
a reliable list or not, I have no idea, and Hans freely admitted that he couldn’t verify it.“Corruption
is out of control in Venezuela,” he said.After squaring up the fare with Ricardo, Hans reached into
his pocket and handed me two hundred bolivars on loan, adding that he’d arrange for me to
exchange some money on the black market in the next few days and that I could pay him back
then. I thanked him. We headed into his block, which had an intricate security system—one key
for the front gate, one for the lobby, one to activate the lift, and two to open his front door. If you
chose to use the stairs, then you needed yet another key to access the given floor.Hans’s
apartment was a small dusty one-bedroom place with basic living and kitchen area. On the living
room wall hung a big map of the world. Wedged into a good-sized bookcase was a substantial
collection of books—comprising mainly of travel guides and hard-hitting political works with a
Venezuelan and anti-Chávez theme. By the window was a slightly droopy houseplant that had
clearly seen better days and in the sink resided a pile of dishes, now coated in a water-resistant
oily residue, whose precarious structure brought to mind a leaning tower. In the bedroom, two
unmade single beds had been pushed together to form a double. The bathroom, consisting of a
toilet and tiny shower cubicle, was accessible through the bedroom, making any nighttime call of
nature slightly awkward since I’d be sleeping in the living room. We dropped off my cumbersome
backpack before heading to the café opposite for a rousing caffeinated beverage and to get to
know each other.Hans had, like Austin, been in neighboring Colombia for the last few days and



only just got back. He had replied to my message to confirm I could stay, but had only sent this
after I’d boarded my flight. Over a strong aromatic espresso and a breakfast of flaky pastries
filled with ham and cheese, Hans told me about himself and his experiences in Venezuela. He
had grown up under communism in East Germany before the fall of the Berlin wall and had
come to Venezuela because of his interest in President Hugo Chávez’s socialist “Bolivarian
Revolution,” and to further his journalistic career. He was no fan of Chávez, however, and told
me, “Living in Venezuela is like living in Alice in Wonderland, it just doesn’t make any sense. The
country doesn’t function on any level, so how can Chávez talk of exporting his revolution abroad
when nothing works at home?”Like the family at the airport, he was keen to impress upon me
just how dangerous the city was and that I should be aware of my surroundings at all times. He,
too, mentioned the country’s horrific murder rate, the latest figures for which stand at sixteen
thousand per year. In Caracas it equated to roughly two hundred homicides a year for every one
hundred thousand citizens5—New York City by comparison has about six murders per one
hundred thousand.6“Law and order needs to be the government’s top priority,” he said. Then he
added, “Don’t ask the police for anything, and if you see them coming, cross the road to the
other side.” They were, he said, thoroughly corrupt and useless at fighting crime. However, more
worrying than their inefficiency at fighting crime was their actual involvement in it.“Our county’s
justice minister, Tarek El-Aissami, recently admitted that 20 percent of all crime in Venezuela
was committed by the police themselves!”Hans’s lack of faith in them was widespread. In a
recent survey, a massive 70 percent of those polled said “police and criminals are practically the
same.”7 In a fourteen-month period from January 2008 until March 2009, the Venezuelan police
were implicated in a staggering 755 murder cases. Not police killings in the line of duty, of which
there were far more, but actual homicides.8 The conversation now moved onto Chávez and what
Hans saw as his demagogue tendencies. He said he thought Chávez was creeping towards
becoming a dictator. While telling me this, he got concerned that the guy behind was listening in
on our conversation. In a hushed whisper, Hans told me that he was worried the guy was a
“Chavista,” as supporters of President Chávez are known, and that if he heard him criticizing
Chávez, then he might “launch into a prepared dialogue on the merits of the revolution.”Thus
briefed, Hans explained he had an amateur photography class to get to, handed me a map, and
said that under no circumstances should I look at it on the street, as to do so would be an
invitation to getting robbed. If I needed to look at it, then it was safest to do so in a café or
somewhere discreet where I wouldn’t be noticed.Bloody hell, I thought, how dangerous is this
place?He subtly pointed out areas on it that I must not venture into, recommended a public park
as my first stop, and told me to memorize the layout as best I could. We arranged a place to
meet up this afternoon, in an area circled on the map called Sabana Grande.Despite Hans
explaining how to catch a bus to the park, I was keen to stretch my legs after the flight. I set off
on foot into an increasingly hot morning.By the time I reached Caracas’s main thoroughfares, the
place was heaving. Commuters and students rushing to work and school packed into cars and
buses while others poured from metro stations onto the congested sidewalks. The city’s street



vendors were now fully up and running with the day’s trading, many of whom sold tasty-looking
Venezuelan culinary delights such as fried corn flour turnovers known as empanadas and the
ever-popular arepas, or cornmeal pancakes. There was no shortage of customers filling up with
breakfast on the go, and I joined them. I went for an assortment of empanadas—shredded beef,
a fishy paste of some sort, and a black bean and cheese combo. I watched the vendor drop the
empanadas into a big bronze frying pan filled with oil, and afterwards place them into a colander
lined with paper towel, which soon became saturated in its quest to reduce the fat content of
these artery-clogging delicacies.I passed a strange hodgepodge of architectural styles, of which
the color gray featured heavily, and none of which I could describe as being uplifting.
Characterless tower blocks and skyscrapers abounded. It was as if the city’s planners picked the
worst that the last four decades of building design had to offer, then arbitrarily threw them
together with a garnish of plastic-fronted fast-food outlets and tacky-looking beauty salons.I
suddenly came across an enthused group of men and women, ranging from those in their late
teens to others well into their forties, all of whom were wearing red T-shirts and baseball caps,
passionately giving a presentation to a small crowd seated in the shade under a small marquee.
It was immediately clear that those giving the talk were “Chavistas” involved in a community
presentation. I took a seat to check out what was going on. Despite the fact that I spoke no
Spanish, it was clear from the slide show that it was on the people’s constitutional rights, access
to education, and socialism in general. Social community actions like this are a common sight in
Venezuela, some of which are independent, others are sponsored by the government, the best
examples of the latter being the social programs known as missions. These provide services
and funds to poor communities and function as a sort of grassroots parallel government that
sidesteps official bureaucracy. There are many different types of missions, specializing in
programs ranging from education to health care, from housing to culture, whose main objectives
are to deliver tangible benefits to normal citizens. They are a demonstration of raw democracy in
action and serve to include those who until Chávez’s presidency were deemed inconsequential
in their own country—the poor.About half of those gathered seemed genuinely interested in the
presentation, and the other half more interested in the free bottled water being handed out. A
middle-aged Chavista lady approached me with a bottle of water and a form of some sort to
complete. This was a chance to try out one of the few Spanish phrases I had learnt and had
been repeating to myself since boarding my flight.“No hablo español,” I said, followed up with an
optimistic, “Habla inglés?” She shook her head and moved on to another person a few seats
down, who was better placed to read and fill out her form, handing him the bottle of water in the
process. It was blisteringly hot and I eyed the water enviously. It was clear I couldn’t fill in any of
the woman’s paperwork and was, in essence, just a sightseer, but I politely gestured to her for a
free bottle. She handed me one, and with it I ambled on up the street.I discreetly brought out my
map to locate the park, only partly following Han’s advice—deciding that purposefully going into
a café to look at it was wholly unnecessary, and even bordered on paranoia. After locating it on
the map, I discovered it was a twenty-minute stroll down the road.It was called Parque del Este



and was the capital’s premier park, with over two hundred acres, containing a range of
attractions that included rock gardens, lakes, an aviary, cactus gardens, a snake house, and a
spectacular collection of trees and plants. The park was a delightful oasis of calm away from the
crowded streets outside. People sat chatting, picnicking, reading books, exercising and
generally enjoying the brilliant morning sunshine. I reclined next to some vibrant red flowers,
where a humming bird hovered, darting from bloom to bloom. Savoring the last of my water, I
gazed high above at a large pair of birds of prey, circling upwards, riding on the rising thermals. I
tried to imagine what their view of the city was like and wondered what my Venezuela trip would
bring. Despite the warnings I had received so far about the country, and the pronouncements
from Hans that it “doesn’t work,” I felt optimistic.I ended up spending the best part of the day
browsing through the park, and before I knew it, it was time to go and meet Hans. He’d
recommended catching a subway to our rendezvous point, but after looking at the map, I
decided to walk it. The thought of working out the subway system at rush hour with no Spanish
seemed something of an unnecessary challenge on day one, so I went for the easier option, and
despite being told it would be safer not to walk, I set off again on foot.It was by now late
afternoon, and the light’s departure heralded the arrival of a storm. Lightning stretched its many
forking arms across a purple-tinged sky as thunder roared, echoing through the city streets and
around towering skyscrapers. I sheltered beneath the awning of a café as the rain created a
crescendo of tiny drumbeats above my head. I became a passive spectator, watching as the
world transformed into a reflective mosaic of water and shimmering light. Purposeful strides gave
way to outright urgent dashes from the city’s occupants, as they sped towards every available
shelter. The torrent lasted just a few minutes, the reverberations of the now-distant thunder far
longer.Thanks to the newly fresh air, it was a pleasant, if slightly long, walk to reach my
prearranged meeting place with Hans, which was a crowded subway station called Plaza
Venezuela, located in the thriving shopping district of Sabana Grande. Hans arrived, with typical
German efficiency, a minute before he was due.We headed for a drink together, and en route
Hans subtly pointed out an interesting attribute shared by many Venezuelan women—that is,
how ridiculously large their breasts are. Not just a little larger than average, mind you, but huge
inflated silicone balloons.I pretended not to have noticed, but in truth it was impossible not to as
I’d been walking past women all day with great big “Pamela Andersons” displayed prominently in
the skimpiest of tops. Many of those with the biggest boob jobs were slim and petite in all other
respects. “Look,” said Hans, as we passed a clothing store, “even the mannequins are big up
top!” and indeed they were.Beauty, and as a consequence cosmetic surgery, is big business in
Venezuela. In fact, it’s something of a national obsession. There are more beauty salons listed in
the Caracas yellow pages than pharmacies, and the city has one beauty salon for every two
cafés—and it has plenty of cafés. There are respected schools for aspiring beauty queens, and
Venezuela has an unparalleled record in international beauty pageants, having won five Miss
World titles, five Miss International titles, and six Miss Universe titles.Boob jobs are so popular
they are advertised on Venezuelan TV, and banks offer special lines of credit to fund them.



Amazingly, many girls receive implants for their fifteenth birthday as part of their traditional
quinceañera, or coming-of-age celebrations, something that President Chávez has spoken out
against. During a marathon TV address lasting a staggering eight hours, Chávez took to task
parents who might give their daughters such a present, stating, “Now some people think, ‘My
daughter’s turning fifteen, let’s give her breast enlargements.’ That’s horrible. It’s the ultimate
degeneration.” He went on to blame Western beauty icons such as Barbie dolls for the popularity
of the operations. Sadly, with cosmetic surgery being so popular, individuals unqualified to
perform the operations have set themselves up as surgeons, often with horrendous results.We
dropped in at a thriving café for a freshly squeezed pineapple juice and to catch up on each
other’s day. Despite waiting at a counter bar directly in front of a member of staff, we received no
acknowledgment that we existed. Hans shook his head in annoyance.“The service is terrible in
Venezuela, if you don’t yell at them, they ignore you.”Hans yelled.We got a juice each.Over
these, Hans told me of his encounters with Venezuelan women and that he’d been dismayed
that all too often they expected him to pay for everything.“If you are white in Venezuela, you are
automatically considered higher up the ladder than a nonwhite, but many people will simply be
after your money.”This, he said, was the case not just on dates but often when going out with
male and female friends too. In fact, he said that even male Venezuelan friends would often be
shy to dip into their pocket on a night out, and that often he wondered if people were after
something, or had an agenda when befriending him.I wondered whether he was paranoid.Next,
Hans told me something fantastic about the names that some Venezuelan parents give to their
rather unfortunate children. These, I would put into two categories: naively unfortunate and
downright dumber than dumb. Those that fell in the former category were the result of the
peculiar Venezuelan practice of combining the first names of the mother and father in order to
create a unique made-up baby name. The results were questionable. Take, for example, the
names Anna and Jesus (pronounced Hessus in Spanish), which combined gives you the rather
inappropriate, although not uncommon, Anus.Truly the name of an asshole if ever there was
one.But odder still were the names inspired by the most unlikely of arbitrary sources. These
included popular sports shoes, fast-food restaurants, infamous political figures, and
superheroes. Hans had previously written an article on this strange cultural phenomenon and,
as part of his research, had surreptitiously acquired lists of patients’ names from doctors and
dentists. These had included Superman, Ladi Diana, Max Donald, Stalin, Nick Carter Backstreet
Boyz, Genghis Khan, US Navy, and my favorite, Air Jordan.It must have made for some
interesting James Bond-esque introductions, “The name’s Gonzales, Nick Carter Backstreet
Boyz Gonzales.”After finishing our juices, we caught a bus back to Hans’s apartment. Here we
reclined on the sofa with a cup of sweet-smelling fruit tea. Just like this morning when Hans and I
had first met, he was keen to dispense with general chitchat and wanted to delve into that
emotive and divisive ground of hard politics, and in particular President Chávez. “What do you
think of Mr. Chávez?” he asked me, as if to test whether we were on the same page politically.
We weren’t. Having read about Chávez and Venezuelan politics for several years, we proceeded



to discuss him at length and generally disagreed on all but the basic outline facts of his rise to
power.Hugo Rafael Chávez Frías was born in a mud hut in 1954 near the small western
Venezuelan village of Sabaneta. He is of indigenous, African, and Spanish descent and, due to
the extremely poor conditions of his parent’s village, was raised by his paternal grandmother in
Sabaneta itself. At seventeen he joined the country’s oldest military academy, graduating as a
sublieutenant. The academy subsequently permitted him to do graduate studies at the Simón
Bolívar University in Caracas, where he studied political science. While there, he became highly
politicized and, along with his fellow students, developed a socialist political philosophy they
termed Bolivarianism—named after the venerated Venezuelan general Simón Bolívar, who
liberated the country and much of Latin America from Spanish colonial rule in the nineteenth
century. Bolivarianism draws on the ideas from several other high-ranking participants of the
fight for Venezuelan independence, as well as renowned socialist leaders, revolutionaries such
as Che Guevara, and even Jesus Christ, whom Chávez has called “the world’s greatest
socialist.”Chávez describes Bolivarianism’s central tenets as including economic and political
sovereignty, an equitable distribution of the nation’s oil revenues, anti-imperialism, economic self-
sufficiency, fostering an ethos of national civic service, and political participation of the populace
at a grassroots level. He often stresses this form of socialism as distinct from previous
manifestations, particularly that of the former Soviet Union, stating, “We must reclaim socialism
as a thesis, a project, and a path, but a new type of socialism, a humanist one, which puts
humans and not machines or the state ahead of everything.”While still developing his political
ideas at university, Chávez became a semiprofessional baseball player and in 1969 reached the
Venezuela National Baseball Championships. After university he joined the military, becoming a
paratrooper. He served for seventeen years, obtaining the rank of lieutenant colonel.In 1989 a
wave of protests and riots spread throughout Caracas, sparked by the then president Carlos
Andrés Peréz’s implementation of International Monetary Fund “free market” reforms that
included the privatization of state-owned companies, reduction of customs duties, tax reform,
and the removal of petroleum subsidies. The latter led to huge increases in the price at the pump
as well as the cost of public transport. In what became known as “Caracazo,” which roughly
translates as “the Caracas smash,” the security forces brutally crushed the protests, leading to
as many as three thousand deaths.9Chávez’s discontent at the government’s reforms and
brutality led him, in 1992, to launch an unsuccessful military coup against Peréz. The plan was
for army units under his control to seize key military, political, and communications sites, and to
put Peréz under arrest. Things didn’t go according to plan, and soon Chávez and his small group
of rebels were holed up in a museum unable to transmit orders to their supporters throughout
the country. When it was clear the coup was doomed to failure, Chávez decided to give himself
up but on the condition that he could appear on national television and address the nation. This
was granted. He used the broadcast to tell the Venezuelan people that he had only failed “for
now,” or in Spanish “por ahora.” The appearance served to catapult him from relative obscurity
into the spotlight, and for many of the county’s poor, he became a folk hero and figurehead in the



fight against the Peréz government’s rampant corruption—something present and widespread in
Venezuelan politics long before Chávez’s presidency.Chávez was sent to prison, but a year into
his sentence Peréz was impeached. The new president, Rafael Caldera, pardoned Chávez, who
served in total just two years behind bars. After his release, he launched a presidential campaign
and was successfully elected president of Venezuela in 1998, with 56 percent of the vote. Four
years later, Chávez was briefly removed from power by a Washington-sponsored coup, which
led to his kidnapping and imprisonment on an island off the Venezuelan mainland. The coup
lasted just forty-seven hours and was defeated thanks to a popular uprising. In total Chávez and
his supporters have won fourteen out of fifteen elections over the past twelve years,10 three of
them presidential, the results of which were verified by international observers from the Carter
Center and the Organization of American States.Despite his success in these elections, Hans
was quick to paint Chávez as almost bordering on a dictator, due to him winning a referendum
on changing the constitution to allow future presidents to run for office as many times as the
people were willing to elect them. This, Hans claimed, was a sure sign that Chávez and
Venezuela were heading towards a dictatorship, despite the people being given a democratic
vote on it.I had read the same argument numerous times before, by others in the mainstream
media keen to paint Chávez as such, and so was fully aware of similar systems that operated in
Western countries.“So would you consider Britain or indeed your home country Germany as
heading towards dictatorships?” I asked dryly.I received a confused look, so elaborated.“Neither
of those countries have limits on how many terms a prime minister or chancellor can serve. And
until recently the French president could likewise be reelected indefinitely, so does that mean
France was a dictatorship up until 2008 when the law was changed?”“You’ve come here like
many other leftist intellectuals, with misguided preconceived notions of Mr. Chávez!” he said with
disgust.I didn’t consider myself a leftist, or that I had preconceived notions, but quietly liked the
inference that I was an intellectual, so took it as something of a compliment. In a sense it was all
a bit awkward, as I’d only met the guy this morning but already he seemed genuinely annoyed at
me. Since I still hoped to stay here for a couple of nights, I decided it best to try and smooth
things over.“Well, let’s agree to disagree, mate.”It seemed to do the trick, and moments later we
were chatting about some friends of his who ran a center for street kids in the barrios. This, Hans
said, he could arrange for me to visit. I agreed.We spent the rest of the evening watching
Pathfinder, a peculiar and particularly bad movie on DVD, whose basic premise was that a group
of Vikings landed in pre-Columbus North America and decided to go on a bloody rampage
slaughtering all Native Americans in sight before being overcome themselves by one of their
own who had been raised by the natives years before. It was a strange film, to say the least, and
one in which the Vikings spoke in their native tongue, but the Native Americans conversed in
English. We endured about half of it before giving up and crashing out.Hans brought me a single
mattress from his bedroom and gave me a sheet—it was simply too hot for anything else. We
bade each other good night and I got into bed.Minutes later, it began.At first it was a just a mild
itch around the ankles. This didn’t last long. In a matter of minutes the irritation had crept over



every exposed area of my flesh and multiplied tenfold in intensity. Gentle rubbing gave way to
forceful clawing actions as the itching quickly progressed from a mild irritation to outright
torment.Some little bastards were biting me, and biting me good.

Chapter 1Bloodsuckers, Boob Jobs, and Bizarre NamesDawn had just broken, and a lazy soft
pink light diffused across the landscape as we drove to the center of Caracas. I love this time of
day more than any other, and especially when traveling. Everything seems so still, but at the
same time there’s a tangible optimism in the air, like the moment before the curtain rises on a big
theater performance, and although it might not live up to your expectations, the anticipation at
the start is still the same. Minutes earlier I had been tired and lethargic from an uncomfortable
night on a plane, but now I felt energized and excited to the point of agitation to be here in a new
unexplored country, at the beginning of a long and no doubt fascinating adventure.Forested
peaks soon gave way to chaotic sprawling barrio shantytowns, which clung to the undulating
terrain like limpets to a rock, and rose up precariously on top of each other in the most
haphazard manner imaginable. Being so early in the morning, there was barely a soul about,
with the inhabitants tucked up in bed unseen behind their home’s ramshackle walls. Red-painted
slogans in support of Venezuela’s president, Hugo Chávez, adorned many of the dwellings.
Along the highway we passed several billboards with the image of Chávez striking optimistic and
magnanimous poses. We drove in near silence due to my lack of Spanish and Ricardo’s of
English. It was just what I needed to get my thoughts together and prepare for what I had been
led to believe would be an extremely challenging city.Caracas is situated in a valley dominated
by the towering Mount El Ávila, which rises 7,400 feet to the north of the city, isolating it from the
Caribbean coast beyond. This handy landmark serves as a useful navigation tool, as I would
soon discover. When closer to the center of the capital, the barrios yielded to monolithic
skyscrapers, gleaming like beacons in the low morning light. Freeways twisted every which way,
spreading out like tributaries of the Ebook Tops into Caracas’s myriad districts, housing the city’s
four million inhabitants. As it wasn’t yet five o’clock, few had roused themselves, imparting a
strange serene and peaceful atmosphere to the city, which I knew could be anything but. Was
this the calm before the storm? I wondered.We pulled into a centrally located run-of-the-mill
residential area, Bello Monte, comprising countless forgettable apartment blocks, and came to a
halt on a steep incline outside a weathered-looking six-story tower. By the time of our arrival, life
was just beginning to stir in the streets outside. Morning deliveries of crates of fruit, cartons of
milk, and crusty loaves of bread were off-loaded at local shops. A few early risers purchased
newspapers from a small kiosk across the road and nursed small cups of espresso coffees at a
welcoming café opposite, slowly bringing the area to life.A moment later, Hans came out to meet
us. In person he was smaller than I imagined, although there was a definite suggestion of
intensity about him as he greeted us with a smile—his profile picture had been lit from one side,
leaving half his image mostly dark.There are certain subjects that social norms in other parts of
the world might deem inappropriate to launch into after just meeting someone, but if Hans was



anything to go by, in Venezuela, politics wasn’t one of them. After retracting his palm from our
first handshake, he thrust into it a piece of paper he’d just acquired through his job as a
journalist, which, he said, was a list of government officials who had lost money obtained
through corruption that had been stashed away secretly in a recently collapsed foreign bank.
Alongside the individual’s names were the amounts each had apparently lost. Whether this was
a reliable list or not, I have no idea, and Hans freely admitted that he couldn’t verify it.“Corruption
is out of control in Venezuela,” he said.After squaring up the fare with Ricardo, Hans reached into
his pocket and handed me two hundred bolivars on loan, adding that he’d arrange for me to
exchange some money on the black market in the next few days and that I could pay him back
then. I thanked him. We headed into his block, which had an intricate security system—one key
for the front gate, one for the lobby, one to activate the lift, and two to open his front door. If you
chose to use the stairs, then you needed yet another key to access the given floor.Hans’s
apartment was a small dusty one-bedroom place with basic living and kitchen area. On the living
room wall hung a big map of the world. Wedged into a good-sized bookcase was a substantial
collection of books—comprising mainly of travel guides and hard-hitting political works with a
Venezuelan and anti-Chávez theme. By the window was a slightly droopy houseplant that had
clearly seen better days and in the sink resided a pile of dishes, now coated in a water-resistant
oily residue, whose precarious structure brought to mind a leaning tower. In the bedroom, two
unmade single beds had been pushed together to form a double. The bathroom, consisting of a
toilet and tiny shower cubicle, was accessible through the bedroom, making any nighttime call of
nature slightly awkward since I’d be sleeping in the living room. We dropped off my cumbersome
backpack before heading to the café opposite for a rousing caffeinated beverage and to get to
know each other.Hans had, like Austin, been in neighboring Colombia for the last few days and
only just got back. He had replied to my message to confirm I could stay, but had only sent this
after I’d boarded my flight. Over a strong aromatic espresso and a breakfast of flaky pastries
filled with ham and cheese, Hans told me about himself and his experiences in Venezuela. He
had grown up under communism in East Germany before the fall of the Berlin wall and had
come to Venezuela because of his interest in President Hugo Chávez’s socialist “Bolivarian
Revolution,” and to further his journalistic career. He was no fan of Chávez, however, and told
me, “Living in Venezuela is like living in Alice in Wonderland, it just doesn’t make any sense. The
country doesn’t function on any level, so how can Chávez talk of exporting his revolution abroad
when nothing works at home?”Like the family at the airport, he was keen to impress upon me
just how dangerous the city was and that I should be aware of my surroundings at all times. He,
too, mentioned the country’s horrific murder rate, the latest figures for which stand at sixteen
thousand per year. In Caracas it equated to roughly two hundred homicides a year for every one
hundred thousand citizens5—New York City by comparison has about six murders per one
hundred thousand.6“Law and order needs to be the government’s top priority,” he said. Then he
added, “Don’t ask the police for anything, and if you see them coming, cross the road to the
other side.” They were, he said, thoroughly corrupt and useless at fighting crime. However, more



worrying than their inefficiency at fighting crime was their actual involvement in it.“Our county’s
justice minister, Tarek El-Aissami, recently admitted that 20 percent of all crime in Venezuela
was committed by the police themselves!”Hans’s lack of faith in them was widespread. In a
recent survey, a massive 70 percent of those polled said “police and criminals are practically the
same.”7 In a fourteen-month period from January 2008 until March 2009, the Venezuelan police
were implicated in a staggering 755 murder cases. Not police killings in the line of duty, of which
there were far more, but actual homicides.8 The conversation now moved onto Chávez and what
Hans saw as his demagogue tendencies. He said he thought Chávez was creeping towards
becoming a dictator. While telling me this, he got concerned that the guy behind was listening in
on our conversation. In a hushed whisper, Hans told me that he was worried the guy was a
“Chavista,” as supporters of President Chávez are known, and that if he heard him criticizing
Chávez, then he might “launch into a prepared dialogue on the merits of the revolution.”Thus
briefed, Hans explained he had an amateur photography class to get to, handed me a map, and
said that under no circumstances should I look at it on the street, as to do so would be an
invitation to getting robbed. If I needed to look at it, then it was safest to do so in a café or
somewhere discreet where I wouldn’t be noticed.Bloody hell, I thought, how dangerous is this
place?He subtly pointed out areas on it that I must not venture into, recommended a public park
as my first stop, and told me to memorize the layout as best I could. We arranged a place to
meet up this afternoon, in an area circled on the map called Sabana Grande.Despite Hans
explaining how to catch a bus to the park, I was keen to stretch my legs after the flight. I set off
on foot into an increasingly hot morning.By the time I reached Caracas’s main thoroughfares, the
place was heaving. Commuters and students rushing to work and school packed into cars and
buses while others poured from metro stations onto the congested sidewalks. The city’s street
vendors were now fully up and running with the day’s trading, many of whom sold tasty-looking
Venezuelan culinary delights such as fried corn flour turnovers known as empanadas and the
ever-popular arepas, or cornmeal pancakes. There was no shortage of customers filling up with
breakfast on the go, and I joined them. I went for an assortment of empanadas—shredded beef,
a fishy paste of some sort, and a black bean and cheese combo. I watched the vendor drop the
empanadas into a big bronze frying pan filled with oil, and afterwards place them into a colander
lined with paper towel, which soon became saturated in its quest to reduce the fat content of
these artery-clogging delicacies.I passed a strange hodgepodge of architectural styles, of which
the color gray featured heavily, and none of which I could describe as being uplifting.
Characterless tower blocks and skyscrapers abounded. It was as if the city’s planners picked the
worst that the last four decades of building design had to offer, then arbitrarily threw them
together with a garnish of plastic-fronted fast-food outlets and tacky-looking beauty salons.I
suddenly came across an enthused group of men and women, ranging from those in their late
teens to others well into their forties, all of whom were wearing red T-shirts and baseball caps,
passionately giving a presentation to a small crowd seated in the shade under a small marquee.
It was immediately clear that those giving the talk were “Chavistas” involved in a community



presentation. I took a seat to check out what was going on. Despite the fact that I spoke no
Spanish, it was clear from the slide show that it was on the people’s constitutional rights, access
to education, and socialism in general. Social community actions like this are a common sight in
Venezuela, some of which are independent, others are sponsored by the government, the best
examples of the latter being the social programs known as missions. These provide services
and funds to poor communities and function as a sort of grassroots parallel government that
sidesteps official bureaucracy. There are many different types of missions, specializing in
programs ranging from education to health care, from housing to culture, whose main objectives
are to deliver tangible benefits to normal citizens. They are a demonstration of raw democracy in
action and serve to include those who until Chávez’s presidency were deemed inconsequential
in their own country—the poor.About half of those gathered seemed genuinely interested in the
presentation, and the other half more interested in the free bottled water being handed out. A
middle-aged Chavista lady approached me with a bottle of water and a form of some sort to
complete. This was a chance to try out one of the few Spanish phrases I had learnt and had
been repeating to myself since boarding my flight.“No hablo español,” I said, followed up with an
optimistic, “Habla inglés?” She shook her head and moved on to another person a few seats
down, who was better placed to read and fill out her form, handing him the bottle of water in the
process. It was blisteringly hot and I eyed the water enviously. It was clear I couldn’t fill in any of
the woman’s paperwork and was, in essence, just a sightseer, but I politely gestured to her for a
free bottle. She handed me one, and with it I ambled on up the street.I discreetly brought out my
map to locate the park, only partly following Han’s advice—deciding that purposefully going into
a café to look at it was wholly unnecessary, and even bordered on paranoia. After locating it on
the map, I discovered it was a twenty-minute stroll down the road.It was called Parque del Este
and was the capital’s premier park, with over two hundred acres, containing a range of
attractions that included rock gardens, lakes, an aviary, cactus gardens, a snake house, and a
spectacular collection of trees and plants. The park was a delightful oasis of calm away from the
crowded streets outside. People sat chatting, picnicking, reading books, exercising and
generally enjoying the brilliant morning sunshine. I reclined next to some vibrant red flowers,
where a humming bird hovered, darting from bloom to bloom. Savoring the last of my water, I
gazed high above at a large pair of birds of prey, circling upwards, riding on the rising thermals. I
tried to imagine what their view of the city was like and wondered what my Venezuela trip would
bring. Despite the warnings I had received so far about the country, and the pronouncements
from Hans that it “doesn’t work,” I felt optimistic.I ended up spending the best part of the day
browsing through the park, and before I knew it, it was time to go and meet Hans. He’d
recommended catching a subway to our rendezvous point, but after looking at the map, I
decided to walk it. The thought of working out the subway system at rush hour with no Spanish
seemed something of an unnecessary challenge on day one, so I went for the easier option, and
despite being told it would be safer not to walk, I set off again on foot.It was by now late
afternoon, and the light’s departure heralded the arrival of a storm. Lightning stretched its many



forking arms across a purple-tinged sky as thunder roared, echoing through the city streets and
around towering skyscrapers. I sheltered beneath the awning of a café as the rain created a
crescendo of tiny drumbeats above my head. I became a passive spectator, watching as the
world transformed into a reflective mosaic of water and shimmering light. Purposeful strides gave
way to outright urgent dashes from the city’s occupants, as they sped towards every available
shelter. The torrent lasted just a few minutes, the reverberations of the now-distant thunder far
longer.Thanks to the newly fresh air, it was a pleasant, if slightly long, walk to reach my
prearranged meeting place with Hans, which was a crowded subway station called Plaza
Venezuela, located in the thriving shopping district of Sabana Grande. Hans arrived, with typical
German efficiency, a minute before he was due.We headed for a drink together, and en route
Hans subtly pointed out an interesting attribute shared by many Venezuelan women—that is,
how ridiculously large their breasts are. Not just a little larger than average, mind you, but huge
inflated silicone balloons.I pretended not to have noticed, but in truth it was impossible not to as
I’d been walking past women all day with great big “Pamela Andersons” displayed prominently in
the skimpiest of tops. Many of those with the biggest boob jobs were slim and petite in all other
respects. “Look,” said Hans, as we passed a clothing store, “even the mannequins are big up
top!” and indeed they were.Beauty, and as a consequence cosmetic surgery, is big business in
Venezuela. In fact, it’s something of a national obsession. There are more beauty salons listed in
the Caracas yellow pages than pharmacies, and the city has one beauty salon for every two
cafés—and it has plenty of cafés. There are respected schools for aspiring beauty queens, and
Venezuela has an unparalleled record in international beauty pageants, having won five Miss
World titles, five Miss International titles, and six Miss Universe titles.Boob jobs are so popular
they are advertised on Venezuelan TV, and banks offer special lines of credit to fund them.
Amazingly, many girls receive implants for their fifteenth birthday as part of their traditional
quinceañera, or coming-of-age celebrations, something that President Chávez has spoken out
against. During a marathon TV address lasting a staggering eight hours, Chávez took to task
parents who might give their daughters such a present, stating, “Now some people think, ‘My
daughter’s turning fifteen, let’s give her breast enlargements.’ That’s horrible. It’s the ultimate
degeneration.” He went on to blame Western beauty icons such as Barbie dolls for the popularity
of the operations. Sadly, with cosmetic surgery being so popular, individuals unqualified to
perform the operations have set themselves up as surgeons, often with horrendous results.We
dropped in at a thriving café for a freshly squeezed pineapple juice and to catch up on each
other’s day. Despite waiting at a counter bar directly in front of a member of staff, we received no
acknowledgment that we existed. Hans shook his head in annoyance.“The service is terrible in
Venezuela, if you don’t yell at them, they ignore you.”Hans yelled.We got a juice each.Over
these, Hans told me of his encounters with Venezuelan women and that he’d been dismayed
that all too often they expected him to pay for everything.“If you are white in Venezuela, you are
automatically considered higher up the ladder than a nonwhite, but many people will simply be
after your money.”This, he said, was the case not just on dates but often when going out with



male and female friends too. In fact, he said that even male Venezuelan friends would often be
shy to dip into their pocket on a night out, and that often he wondered if people were after
something, or had an agenda when befriending him.I wondered whether he was paranoid.Next,
Hans told me something fantastic about the names that some Venezuelan parents give to their
rather unfortunate children. These, I would put into two categories: naively unfortunate and
downright dumber than dumb. Those that fell in the former category were the result of the
peculiar Venezuelan practice of combining the first names of the mother and father in order to
create a unique made-up baby name. The results were questionable. Take, for example, the
names Anna and Jesus (pronounced Hessus in Spanish), which combined gives you the rather
inappropriate, although not uncommon, Anus.Truly the name of an asshole if ever there was
one.But odder still were the names inspired by the most unlikely of arbitrary sources. These
included popular sports shoes, fast-food restaurants, infamous political figures, and
superheroes. Hans had previously written an article on this strange cultural phenomenon and,
as part of his research, had surreptitiously acquired lists of patients’ names from doctors and
dentists. These had included Superman, Ladi Diana, Max Donald, Stalin, Nick Carter Backstreet
Boyz, Genghis Khan, US Navy, and my favorite, Air Jordan.It must have made for some
interesting James Bond-esque introductions, “The name’s Gonzales, Nick Carter Backstreet
Boyz Gonzales.”After finishing our juices, we caught a bus back to Hans’s apartment. Here we
reclined on the sofa with a cup of sweet-smelling fruit tea. Just like this morning when Hans and I
had first met, he was keen to dispense with general chitchat and wanted to delve into that
emotive and divisive ground of hard politics, and in particular President Chávez. “What do you
think of Mr. Chávez?” he asked me, as if to test whether we were on the same page politically.
We weren’t. Having read about Chávez and Venezuelan politics for several years, we proceeded
to discuss him at length and generally disagreed on all but the basic outline facts of his rise to
power.Hugo Rafael Chávez Frías was born in a mud hut in 1954 near the small western
Venezuelan village of Sabaneta. He is of indigenous, African, and Spanish descent and, due to
the extremely poor conditions of his parent’s village, was raised by his paternal grandmother in
Sabaneta itself. At seventeen he joined the country’s oldest military academy, graduating as a
sublieutenant. The academy subsequently permitted him to do graduate studies at the Simón
Bolívar University in Caracas, where he studied political science. While there, he became highly
politicized and, along with his fellow students, developed a socialist political philosophy they
termed Bolivarianism—named after the venerated Venezuelan general Simón Bolívar, who
liberated the country and much of Latin America from Spanish colonial rule in the nineteenth
century. Bolivarianism draws on the ideas from several other high-ranking participants of the
fight for Venezuelan independence, as well as renowned socialist leaders, revolutionaries such
as Che Guevara, and even Jesus Christ, whom Chávez has called “the world’s greatest
socialist.”Chávez describes Bolivarianism’s central tenets as including economic and political
sovereignty, an equitable distribution of the nation’s oil revenues, anti-imperialism, economic self-
sufficiency, fostering an ethos of national civic service, and political participation of the populace



at a grassroots level. He often stresses this form of socialism as distinct from previous
manifestations, particularly that of the former Soviet Union, stating, “We must reclaim socialism
as a thesis, a project, and a path, but a new type of socialism, a humanist one, which puts
humans and not machines or the state ahead of everything.”While still developing his political
ideas at university, Chávez became a semiprofessional baseball player and in 1969 reached the
Venezuela National Baseball Championships. After university he joined the military, becoming a
paratrooper. He served for seventeen years, obtaining the rank of lieutenant colonel.In 1989 a
wave of protests and riots spread throughout Caracas, sparked by the then president Carlos
Andrés Peréz’s implementation of International Monetary Fund “free market” reforms that
included the privatization of state-owned companies, reduction of customs duties, tax reform,
and the removal of petroleum subsidies. The latter led to huge increases in the price at the pump
as well as the cost of public transport. In what became known as “Caracazo,” which roughly
translates as “the Caracas smash,” the security forces brutally crushed the protests, leading to
as many as three thousand deaths.9Chávez’s discontent at the government’s reforms and
brutality led him, in 1992, to launch an unsuccessful military coup against Peréz. The plan was
for army units under his control to seize key military, political, and communications sites, and to
put Peréz under arrest. Things didn’t go according to plan, and soon Chávez and his small group
of rebels were holed up in a museum unable to transmit orders to their supporters throughout
the country. When it was clear the coup was doomed to failure, Chávez decided to give himself
up but on the condition that he could appear on national television and address the nation. This
was granted. He used the broadcast to tell the Venezuelan people that he had only failed “for
now,” or in Spanish “por ahora.” The appearance served to catapult him from relative obscurity
into the spotlight, and for many of the county’s poor, he became a folk hero and figurehead in the
fight against the Peréz government’s rampant corruption—something present and widespread in
Venezuelan politics long before Chávez’s presidency.Chávez was sent to prison, but a year into
his sentence Peréz was impeached. The new president, Rafael Caldera, pardoned Chávez, who
served in total just two years behind bars. After his release, he launched a presidential campaign
and was successfully elected president of Venezuela in 1998, with 56 percent of the vote. Four
years later, Chávez was briefly removed from power by a Washington-sponsored coup, which
led to his kidnapping and imprisonment on an island off the Venezuelan mainland. The coup
lasted just forty-seven hours and was defeated thanks to a popular uprising. In total Chávez and
his supporters have won fourteen out of fifteen elections over the past twelve years,10 three of
them presidential, the results of which were verified by international observers from the Carter
Center and the Organization of American States.Despite his success in these elections, Hans
was quick to paint Chávez as almost bordering on a dictator, due to him winning a referendum
on changing the constitution to allow future presidents to run for office as many times as the
people were willing to elect them. This, Hans claimed, was a sure sign that Chávez and
Venezuela were heading towards a dictatorship, despite the people being given a democratic
vote on it.I had read the same argument numerous times before, by others in the mainstream



media keen to paint Chávez as such, and so was fully aware of similar systems that operated in
Western countries.“So would you consider Britain or indeed your home country Germany as
heading towards dictatorships?” I asked dryly.I received a confused look, so elaborated.“Neither
of those countries have limits on how many terms a prime minister or chancellor can serve. And
until recently the French president could likewise be reelected indefinitely, so does that mean
France was a dictatorship up until 2008 when the law was changed?”“You’ve come here like
many other leftist intellectuals, with misguided preconceived notions of Mr. Chávez!” he said with
disgust.I didn’t consider myself a leftist, or that I had preconceived notions, but quietly liked the
inference that I was an intellectual, so took it as something of a compliment. In a sense it was all
a bit awkward, as I’d only met the guy this morning but already he seemed genuinely annoyed at
me. Since I still hoped to stay here for a couple of nights, I decided it best to try and smooth
things over.“Well, let’s agree to disagree, mate.”It seemed to do the trick, and moments later we
were chatting about some friends of his who ran a center for street kids in the barrios. This, Hans
said, he could arrange for me to visit. I agreed.We spent the rest of the evening watching
Pathfinder, a peculiar and particularly bad movie on DVD, whose basic premise was that a group
of Vikings landed in pre-Columbus North America and decided to go on a bloody rampage
slaughtering all Native Americans in sight before being overcome themselves by one of their
own who had been raised by the natives years before. It was a strange film, to say the least, and
one in which the Vikings spoke in their native tongue, but the Native Americans conversed in
English. We endured about half of it before giving up and crashing out.Hans brought me a single
mattress from his bedroom and gave me a sheet—it was simply too hot for anything else. We
bade each other good night and I got into bed.Minutes later, it began.At first it was a just a mild
itch around the ankles. This didn’t last long. In a matter of minutes the irritation had crept over
every exposed area of my flesh and multiplied tenfold in intensity. Gentle rubbing gave way to
forceful clawing actions as the itching quickly progressed from a mild irritation to outright
torment.Some little bastards were biting me, and biting me good.I got up and delved into my
backpack, retrieving some superstrength DEET insect repellent, which I applied all over,
including on my face. It had no discernable effect, and within seconds I was scratching wildly
again. My inability to ignore whatever it was that was eating me only made me more agitated. In
desperation I tried to enter into a sort of Zen-like meditative calm where I was unmoved and no
longer reacted to the pesky buggers. This was all very well in theory, but in practice the irritation
simply built up in me like a pressure cooker, until I exploded out of this superficially serene state
into a flurry of random frustrated scratching.I turned on the light to see if I could spot whatever it
was that was feasting on my blood, but could see nothing. In my guidebook I had read about tiny
infuriating Venezuelan sand flies, called puri-puri, which loved to feast on foreigners’ “exotic”
blood, and itched like hell. I wondered if it was them, or possibly bedbugs. Despite the
temperature, I put on a long-sleeved shirt, pants, and socks, then wrapped my hands up in a T-
shirt and tried to sleep with this protective layer in place. It was swelteringly hot, but after a while,
fatigue won out and I eventually succumbed to sleep.



Chapter 2"Papers, please!" (Without the Please)If there’s one person venerated in Venezuela
above all others, it’s the country’s liberator from Spanish colonial rule, Simón Bolívar. This
morning, Hans and I planned to visit his museum and birthplace in the historic part of
Caracas.Although small in size, the historic part of the city was delightful, being so very different
from the other areas of Caracas I had seen yesterday. Its main hub was a leafy square complete
with ornamental streetlamps, manicured shrubbery, and several fountains embellished with
shiny golden cherub statues. In the center was a majestic and towering metal statue of Bolívar,
rearing up triumphantly on horseback. The square conveyed a tranquil ambience, mottled by a
kaleidoscope of light filtering through the swaying leaves of several large specimen trees. It was
a lovely spot to relax, although we could hear the shouts and cheers of a large crowd
somewhere nearby. Little did I know that later in the day I would be arrested and put in jail—
however, that morning I was still oblivious to my impending misfortune.Around the perimeter was
a collection of colonial buildings painted in soft pastel colors, including one that had been a
former notorious prison, which was now used by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Despite the
area’s current atmosphere, Hans explained that for a while it had been a “no-go area” for anyone
opposing the government, as the square had become something of a focal point for Chávez
supporters.“They wouldn’t even let the elected mayor take up office here because he opposed
Chávez. And to diminish his power and prevent him using one of the area’s trophy buildings, the
government transferred much of his department to a different district!”Around the corner from
the square was the former residence of Simón Bolívar, and just a few paces farther was a
museum dedicated to him. Walking to the museum, we came upon a rollicking folk dance
festival. Many of those gathered were wearing the red T-shirts and caps of ardent Chávez
supporters. (Many people wear red every day to show they are proud to support Chávez and the
PSUV political party. The shirts are normally acquired by going to campaign headquarters or
providing support during a campaign, although any red shirt is generally considered a sign of a
Chávez supporter. As one of my Venezuelan friends recently remarked to me, “The wealthy don’t
wear much red these days.”)A makeshift stage was erected at the end of the street on which
competing couples danced. Those performing ranged from about seven years old up to
retirement age. All seemed to be having a great time as the crowd contributed enthusiastic
claps, cheers, and hollers. Traditional Venezuelan folk dances combine influences from Spain
and Africa, as well as indigenous dance moves and rituals, reflecting the three demographic
groups that make up the population.The dance on stage was known as the joropo, Hans
explained, a term which can also refer to an entire genre of music to which Venezuela’s unofficial
national anthem, “Alma Llanera,” belongs. It is customary to have a rendition of this to conclude
social gatherings and parties. To dance the joropo, males wear slightly modified cowboy gear
comprising of a “ten gallon” hat, jacket, boots, and dress pants, while females wear more
traditional Spanish flamenco-looking outfits with frilly hems and necklines.I may like to shake my
ass a bit on the dance floor from time to time, and in my more deluded moments like to think I’m
reasonably good at it, a flight of fancy generally liberated by several pints of inebriating liquid,



but, in truth, I’m hopelessly clumsy when it comes to dancing, and especially so when compared
to just about every able-bodied Venezuelan—and probably a few disabled ones too. It must be in
the blood or maybe the water, as even the youngest of them could move in perfect hypnotic
rhythm. In fact, out of all those competing, it was the youngsters whom I found the most
impressive to watch, such was their skill at so tender an age.Venezuelans learn to dance when
very young, the boys perhaps spurred on by their mother’s common rallying cry, warning them
that those who can’t dance will never get a girlfriend. It seems to do the trick as I never met a
Venezuelan who couldn’t dance, and well at that. The most popular are the Cuban salsa and a
Colombian folk dance called the cumbia, which originated as a courtship dance amongst slaves.
But for a lot of Venezuelan teenagers, it’s a bizarre, although strangely appealing, form of
dancing known as reggaeton, which is the dance of choice. I got my first encounter with this in
another section of the crowd when Hans and I moved on towards the outside of the house of
Simón Bolívar: A circle had formed around two individuals who were “dancing” to some fast-
paced modern Latino music supplied by a portable stereo. I say “dancing,” but a more accurate
description would be “having sex with your clothes on”—much to the crowd’s delight. The two
individuals partaking in this were not just getting up close and personal in what might be
considered a “dirty” dance but were actually a whisker shy from performing sex acts to music.
The male dancer fell to his knees while the girl gyrated her genitalia—in perfect rhythm I grant
you—in his face. I didn’t know quite what to make of that, but those gathered whooped and
hollered approvingly. We left for the relative quiet and civility of Simón Bolívar’s birthplace when
the guy started to mime taking his young dance partner from behind.Casa Natal de Bolívar was
the place where on July 24, 1783, Simón Bolívar, the great liberator of Venezuela from Spanish
colonial rule, was born. Although the original house had been destroyed by an earthquake, what
stood there today had been lovingly recreated. Despite it not being original, I found the place
quite atmospheric such was the legacy Bolívar left. His endeavors dramatically changed the
history of vast swathes of Latin America, liberating areas which comprise the modern countries:
Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Panama, Peru, and Venezuela.Simón Bolívar was born into a
wealthy Caracas family that arrived from Spain some two hundred years before. Orphaned from
a young age, he was raised by his uncle. At sixteen years old he left for Spain and France to
further his education. While in Europe, the young Bolívar studied the works of Rousseau and
Voltaire, two eminent political philosophers whose works influenced key players in the French
and American revolutions. He married a young Spanish girl, who accompanied him back to
Venezuela, only to die of yellow fever soon after. Despite having many female companions
throughout the rest of his life, he never remarried.After the death of his wife, Bolívar returned to
Europe where he lived for a while in Napoleonic France, during which time he met with leaders
of the French Revolution. From France he went to the United States to study the political
configuration of the country after the American Revolutionary War. He then returned to Caracas
in 1807, keen for a bit of revolutionary liberation for his homeland, and it wasn’t long before he
had made the acquaintance of several like-minded individuals.Bolívar believed that for people to



be free, they had to unite against all invaders, regardless of their disguise. He joined the military,
serving under Francisco de Miranda, who in 1806 began the independence struggle. Six years
into the campaign, Miranda was betrayed by some of his supposed comrades and arrested by
the Spanish, who shipped him off to Spain where he died in jail. With Miranda’s arrest, Bolívar
took control of the military and spearheaded the revolution. Following several failed endeavors to
defeat the Spanish in Venezuela, he fled first to Colombia, then Jamaica, and finally Haiti, before
returning to have another crack at the Spanish.Thanks to the Napoleonic Wars recently ending,
Bolívar managed to hire British mercenary veterans of the Napoleonic campaigns to join his
existing army. After an arduous march across the Andes, his army surprised and defeated the
Spanish at the Battle of Boyacá, and with it Colombia gained its independence. In total he led his
forces in thirty-five successful battles that ultimately liberated the whole of northwest South
America and part of Central America, which was unified under the name Gran Colombia. The
people of Venezuela paid the heaviest price for freedom, with their country seeing the majority of
the fighting and a quarter of the population dying as a result of the struggle.Although initially a
combined republic, it wasn’t long before the first cracks began to appear in the union due to
escalating sectarian tensions. In 1828 Bolívar took control of Gran Colombia as dictator, and
with it his popularity began to plummet. An assassination attempt followed, and soon after, in
extreme bad health, he resigned. He died shortly afterwards in 1830 in Santa Marta, Colombia,
deeply disillusioned, depressed, and penniless, at only forty-seven years old. Before his death
he remarked that “the three greatest fools of history have been Jesus, Don Quixote and me” and
noted that “[Latin] America is ungovernable; those who served the revolution have plowed the
sea.”On dying, Bolívar’s prediction came true, and the union of Gran Colombia began to
disintegrate. Venezuela became an independent nation, and despite being instrumental in the
country’s liberation from Spanish rule, the new leaders of the country decided to ban Bolívar’s
remains from returning to his homeland. It wasn’t until twelve years later that the authorities
rescinded, and his remains were brought from Colombia to Caracas. Today he is venerated, not
only in Venezuela but in much of Latin America.There wasn’t really a lot to look at in Bolívar’s
birthplace, save for some paintings by Tito Salas depicting a heroic Bolívar in battle as well as
during other momentous occasions in his life as a freedom fighter.As we exited the house this
time through a crowd of dancers of African descent, who were wearing big elongated hats and
had, for some reason, “blacked up” their faces further, we arrived at the Museo Bolivariano, or
Bolívar Museum. To get in, we had to not only write our name in an entry book but also give our
passport number to the member of staff stationed there.“Just make it up,” Hans told me quietly
and explained that you were required to give your passport number for all manner of pathetic
reasons in Venezuela, including just about any purchase over a few dollars in value.“I even had
to give my passport number when buying a pair of underpants! Can you believe that?”Hans
explained that he always made the number up as he didn’t like this encroachment on his civil
liberties. I couldn’t have agreed more and made up my mind to do so from now on. The claimed
reason for this obsession with ID is to prevent businesses from evading taxes. Forcing them to



attach an ID number to every sale makes it much harder to hide the price of goods sold, as they
have to present the purchaser’s info when filing tax returns.The museum was mildly interesting
and contained a number of personal artefacts of Bolívar’s as well as independence memorabilia.
These included handwritten letters, swords, muskets, shaving kits, and medals. Hans was
especially keen to show me one personal item in particular, namely, Bolívar’s boots—not
because of their design or material used, but because of their diminutive size, meaning that the
towering giant of Latin American history depicted in the colossal statue in the square was, in
reality, something of a shorty.“I do not admire Bolívar,” Hans stated under his breath. “In fact, you
could say he was a pedophile and a coward.”“Why?” I asked.“He deserted his men and was
presented with young girls as trophies when he won battles.”This was not an opinion it would
have been wise to advertise here amongst the crowds of ardent Bolívar fans, so I inquired no
more and headed to the museum’s first floor, where the coffin that carried his remains from
Colombia to Caracas was located. In addition to this was the funeral ark that transferred his
ashes to their current resting place at the Panteón Nacional, or National Pantheon of
Venezuela.After a good look around, we headed out through the hordes of dancers until we
reached some streets, which, although congested, were not nearly as impassable as those in
the historic part of town.Hans explained that his contact who could change my dollars on the
black market had offices nearby, but he was having some trouble contacting him. I must have
looked concerned as he responded, as if to reassure me, “Don’t worry, we’ll arrange something.”
I hoped so.“How do you know this guy?” I asked.“He’s a very wealthy man who owns several
Dali paintings, one of which a museum in Germany asked him to loan them. Because I’m
German, he contacted me to use some of my journalistic contacts back there to check out the
place’s credentials,” Hans said, following up with, “He always has a need for foreign cash.”
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