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Abra mining is proud to introduce this 
enlightening material to the community, 
which aims to showcase part of the live 
cultural heritage of the Antofagasta Region 
and its importance to the country.

The cultural heritage is not only composed 
by monuments or objects in museums, but 
also by alive expressions, inherited by our 
ancestors, such as their oral traditions, their 
celebrations, knowledge and practices in 
various fields of daily life.

This book, precisely, seeks to rescue the 
experiences and legacy of women of the Alto 
Loa, those who have dedicated part of their 
lives to be fabriqueras or churchwardens, 
farmers, livestock grazers or artisans, just 
to mention some trades. Thus, we can 
rely today on an everlasting testimony of 
their manifestations, the way of living and 
cohabitation with their surroundings.

Aligned with Freeport-Mc-MoRan 
policies, in Abra we know and work closely 

with the communities near our sites. At the 
same time, we seek to protect, preserve and 
value the cultural, archeological, geological 
and anthropological heritage.

Since more than 20 years, as a company, 
we have been in contact with the Alto Loa 
communities and all this time we have 
become committed neighbours, being an 
active party of the recent history of the 
province. Today we are motivated to be 
primary actors and allies to contribute to a 
better future for the zone.

We are constantly looking to contribute 
to the development of our people and the 
communities we are in contact with. We 
are driven by the creation of value to make 
these goals a reality, that is why we are 
constantly adapting and innovating, to face 
the operational, social, economic and market 
changes.

We are convinced that collaborating with 
projects such as this book contributes to a 
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better future for the country and its people, 
and help us to build trust and solid bonds. 
We expect to continue moving forward 
with different initiatives and programs 
which directly connect with sustainable 
development matters, education and sense 
of belonging of the Alto Loa.

Mike Kridel
President of  Abra Mining
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For Mainstream is an honor to collaborate 
in this project which recognizes and 
highlights the presence of women of the 
Loa, who by centuries have been bearers of 
culture. In this sense, we seek that this book 
becomes a legacy to the region communities 
and internal organizations, which may value 
and recognize the presence of women in the 
andean world with their special cosmovision, 
counting with a record that will be part of 
their history.

Thanks to the in-depth and rigorous work of 
the investigator, Carlos González Riffo, who, 
through on-site visits, conversations, and 
interviews from an intimist and biographical 
outlook of each person, enables to immerse 
ourselves in their stories, memories, ways of 
life and the role in the community. Through 
these pages we will learn about their trades 
as shepherds, weavers, potters, herb growers 
(yerbateros) and harvesters are custodians of 
the local heritage, as well as the way they 
have related with the geographical and 
cultural surroundings.

 The role of women in the Loa desert as 
carriers and transmitters of customs and 
traditions needs to be treasured and recorded 
for the future generations.

From Mainstream we invite you to discover 
and learn about these women who are a truly 
“living heritage” of the zone.

Mainstream Renewable Power Chile.

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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The presence of women in the andean world 
plays a primary role due to the opposed 
and dual conception of its cosmovision. 
Within the andean pantheon the earth 
called PACHAMAMA emerges, whose 
worship was very important for most of 
the population dedicated to agriculture, in 
a region rather adverse to produce the fruits 
of the earth.

The Pachamama was the maternal principle 
on which their lives, fertility, women, mother 
earth. Hence, it is like a mother feeding their 
children with fruits, it gives the sustenance 
and life.

Pacha means space-time and Mama 
means mother, Mother nature, cosmos 
that surrounds us; that is how Félix Layme 
Pairumani defines it in his Aymara Bilingual 
Dictionary. Pachamama, is the mother earth 
that feeds us.

In the growing sites, before starting with 
farming activities, they collect the best 

coca leaves and deliver them, the same 
happens with beverages; they  are sprayed 
on the Pachamama right before drinking it. 
Therefore, all farming activities depend on 
the generosity of the Mother Earth which 
provides all the fruits, giving wellness and 
life to their children.

It is an earth-life-women-mother universal 
principle.

Among the andean peoples of The Loa 
Province, we find many women who have 
remained linked to their labours as wives, 
mothers, workers, transmitters of traditions 
and customs, artesians, innovators, potters, 
farmers, etc. They are an essential link When 
it comes to life in the desert. 

FOREWORD
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INTRODUCTION

When this huge desert starts to know about 
the presence of men and women, around 
eleven thousand years ago, certainly, it had 
a different landscape because the earth we 
inhabited has not always been the same as 
we see it today.

There were plenty of  flora and fauna from 
which men picked and hunted, that is the 
beginning of the human presence, prehistory, 
in the most arid desert in the world. The 
evidence described by the archaeology and 
anthropology is plenty and have lead to 
studies and knowledge which deepened in 
those ancient times in this desert which we 
still inhabit.

Passing through several phases of 
domestication and development, this 
harsh habitat, little by little, began to be 
dominated by men, who had to adapt to 
these life conditions. Thus, the nomads that 
moved through these latitudes to catch 
their prey, were preceded by potters and 
farmers, becoming sedentary and builders 

of small human settlements dedicated to a 
more familiar life, they built more habitable 
spaces, they also sewed, harvested, knew 
about the cycles of nature, domesticated and 
bred animals, made leather tanning, also 
developed the first techniques of pottering,  
made containers to keep water, grains and 
food.

Men start to mold the earth, make volumes, 
create, learn to spin wool, search for new 
colors in the green nature, make their own 
clothes and without knowing, they begin 
the most ancient artistic manifestations of 
humanity such as pottering and textile. The 
first to wrap up and the second to storage 
their food, both needs will reveal, through 
time, stratifications within the same human 
societies which later will become more and 
more complex.

Later on, the lordship appeared, like the 
Atacama one. The domination and influences  
of  foreign cultures such as the Tiawanaco, 
the Inca and finally the european, from 
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which several testimonies of the Loa 
Province are revealed, given that men did not 
move alone, but accompanied by beliefs, the 
way they relate with others and nature, their 
objects, capacities, experiences, etc. So, there 
are a lot of objects and evidence that silently 
have kept the millenary history of surviving 
and domination in this part of the world. 
The village mapping, cultivation terraces, 
shamanic rituals, ancient payment to the 
earth, woollen techniques, the sculpting of 
an image, etc. Everything evokes presence 
and evolution.

However, the most known and showcased 
in the history of all South America is the 
period of the european presence, which made 
its entrance far back in the XVI century, not 
only coercing but also imposing a different 
heritage from the american, which tried 
by all means to demolish the cultural 
heritage of the South Cone and therefore, 
ours, in the desert, as the ancient prophet 
said “mana leche y miel” (a land of milk and 
honey) referring to the “promised land”. In 

this case, the mineral, cultural, geographical, 
human and historical wealth of the territory 
we occupy.

The respect for earth (Pachamama), 
principle and female deity, and for those 
lives of women that remain in the andean 
villages silently and effortly, attached to 
their identity and close to the patrimony 
that surround them, are the subject of study 
of this work as a recognition of being part 
of the large chain of domestication and 
conservation of the material and non-
material heritage. 

Currently,  the presence of the Atacama 
population is the last link in this large chain 
of constructing a unique way of being, living 
and rooting deeply in this social construct. 
Present societies must know the aspects on 
which its identity is erected and value the 
surrounding heritage, thereby, they can join 
the millenary history from which the Alto 
Loa is its heir.

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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Villages such as Chiu Chiu, Lasana, Ayquina, 
Toconce, Cupo, Ollagüe, among others, give 
us the opportunity to know and get close to 
the live heritage crystalized by the presence 
of  many women who have transmitted their 
knowledge, work and crafts generation to
generation. 

If we value this, we can achieve actual 
projects that contribute to the wellbeing and 
preservation of this heritage.

Education world, private companies, 
municipalities, regional and ministerial 
services of government, etc., may 
substantially collaborate in the care, 
knowledge and preservation of the heritage 
that surround us. 

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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This historical village is located at 2.535 
meters above sea level on the East riverside 
of the Loa, it is an oasis that rises about 3 
kilometers before the Loa and Salado rivers 
meet, precisely where the name comes from. 
In its fruitful lands, there is a significant 
farming activity, mostly carrots, beets, chard, 
garlic, alfalfa, among other vegetables that 
are sprayed with water of the Loa river. 
Endless and sacred source of life in the 
whole desert. Land of history, myths and 
legends.

The Pukara of Chiu Chiu gives testimony of 
the ancient human activity at this location, 
their organization systems and their 
attached consciousness to the geographical 
space, as well as the effort to keep their own 
identity.

The frequently visited Inca Coya Lagoon, 
a big oval-shaped lagoon of blue water, 
gives rise to stories from the Inca times that 
have enriched the traditions and mysteries 
about its origin. Within an environment 

of contrasts between heaven, golden lands 
of the desert and water colors, sometimes 
turquoise, blue, green and silver, birds of the 
local wildlife have found their habitat.

This Lagoon located in the middle of the 
desert has been defined as a water eye. “It is 
very beautiful”  O. Plath mentioned in 1973, 
“of blue and deep waters”. It is been said 
that has no bottom and anyone that bathes 
in it is soaked up by its mysterious depths. 
Other versions state that in the Chiu Chiu 
Lagoon a strong wind blows, pushing people 
into its water. The wind is like the devil and 
anyone that is taken by it will never come 
back again.

All these popular stories gives this lagoon a 
touch of mystery and supernatural features 
that result in tales and traditions. “Once 
upon a time, the Inca Atahualpa falls in love 
with a girl from Chiu Chiu, named Inca 
Colla, and asked for her hand in marriage.
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Atahualpa headed up to Cusco and 
promised to send a caravan to find her, but 
this never happened because he fell in love 
with another girl from Lasana village and 
completely forgot about Inca Colla and the 
little child they have conceived. This way, 
the Inca Colla holding Atahualpa’s child 
in her arms, full of pain, threw herself into 
the Chiu Chiu lagoon. Therefore, it is said 
that in this place you can hear a chant and 
mourning of a woman who believed in love.

Another myth  is the one about the Carroza 
(float), O. Plath says that “in the highlands 
of the north, in Chiu Chiu near the square 
of the village, a very decorated float appears 
and moves through the streets looking for 
the dying”.

Other interesting stories emerge from the 
relation between the devil and the dark 
world of the mining, these aspects are very 
present in the desert of the great north. Also, 
many bridges are traced by its presence and 
can only be walked through during the day, 

because a person in black with a big golden 
tooth comes at night. This is the case of 
the Puente del Diablo, at the banks of the 
Loa River, in Chiu Chiu, which no one is 
supposed to cross after midnight, because 
the “Malulo” or bad guy emerges from its 
water, with a knife in its mouth, inviting 
everyone that is passing through, to come 
along with him, Plath points out.

This village, under the spanish domain, 
such The Baja Atacama was an obligatory 
passing point to supply all those who went 
to the south and the coast, which makes 
it an important center for development of 
the Atacama culture. The trading caravans 
linked the pacific with the rainforest, mainly 
in the Tiahuanaco period. Afterwards, 
the Incas and the spanish accepted the 
commercial importance of the valley and its 
products, such as the wool, quinoa, chañar, 
textile, ceramics, basketry, bone utensils, 
jewellery, and other various products placed 
on the market from the desert to the sea, 
bringing the products of the coast not found 
in the highlands.

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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In this place, significant farming and 
livestock activities were developed, at the 
time when the river stream was plenty 
enough and the water brought life to these 
basic activities. Pedro de Valdivia was 
here, also Francisco Pizarro and Inés de 
Suárez, popular characters of our history, 
who initiated a strong spanish influence 
in the XVI century, this can be noticed  
in the mapping of the straight streets and 
the square layout, and the most important 
icone of Chiu Chiu, its church, a National 
Monument and the most ancient church in 
Chile.

These structures have contributed to the 
unique and valuable patrimony. The church 

is a cruise-shaped structure, with a european 
design and indigenous labour force, it has 
been erected for more than 5 centuries of 
civic-religious Chilean history, in this desert, 
the most arid in the world, that keeps in 
silence a real testimony of the human, social, 
cultural and religious development of their 
habitants.

In the XVI century, The Baja Atacama was 
dependant on the Jurisdiction of Lipes in 
the Alto Perú, leading to the curato in the 
year 1611, that is to say, adopted a canonical 
status of the temple and the indian doctrine 
that formerly existed. In accordance with 
parish books appears that in 1611, this was 
already an ancient filial church, under the 
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advocacy of San Francisco of Asis, and from 
which the annexes of San Juan Bautista of 
Calama, Nuestra Señora of Guadalupe or 
Copacabana of Ayquina and Santa María 
Magdalena of Cobija depended on. Said 
annexes had chapels, and around the middle 
XVIII century, Cobija was considered as 
a vice-filial church of Chiu Chiu, as José 
María Casassas indicated. The priest was 
responsible for the religious service and 
the administration of the sacraments to an 
extensive demarcation, besides the atacama 
and andean annexes, which increased due to 
Lasana, Toconce and Conchi. The priest was 
in charge, along with Cobija, to attend small 
groups of the chango indians disseminated 
by the Pacific coastline from the mouth of 
the Loa river to the south, by Mejillones, 
Morro, The Chimba and other places where 

flowing waters allowed them to survive, 
especially practicing fishing. Those indians 
spoke another language, as we will mention 
further in this book. This way, from the desert 
to the coast, the action was exercised by 
missionaries, using the old route of Cobija, 
walked by men since prehistoric times.

When the colonial period in Chile begins, 
all the governorship territories were 
ecclessialy  under the Jurisdiction of the 
Cusco Bishopric, founded in 1538. When 
the Baptist Julio III, in the year 1552, in the 
ancient lands of the Charcas, created the 
Bishopric of La Plata, brunch of the Cusco 
Bishopric, to which the Chilean church was 
subjected to until the Bishopric of Santiago, 
created in 1561, it had authority over all 
territories of colonial Chile, being the first 
bishop Rodrigo González Marmolejo.



17

WOMEN OF THE DESERT

In the report of 1683 of the chief magistrate 
Alfonso Espejo, who visited the Province, 
and whose document is analyzed by Jorge 
Hidalgo Lahuedé in the book Historia 
Chilena Andina, indicates that the 
“corregimiento” (district) of Atacama, located 
in the desert region of the same name, 
has centers settled in the oasis, valleys and 
high ravines with the exception of Cobija, 
“port” of the Pacific, habited as of today by 
fishermen who spoke a different language 
than the Atacama, the language that some 
academics of recent times have called Cunza, 
term that is translated as “ours”.

It is interesting to determine that the 
evidence of the Atacama Lordship had 
its own language. During all colonial 
centuries an attractive story of ecological 
complementarity and  taxation in species, 
later on in money, has been developed. This 
was creating little by little the Chiu Chiu 
essence.
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“Mr. Fermín Berna Tacone taught me the art of pottering”

She was born on August 12, 1950, in Cerro León, near Inacaliri, in a unique landscape of valleys 
and hills. Daughter of Jacinto Bautista Ayavire and Francisca Gutierrez Galleguillos, sister of seven 
brothers that she remembers nostalgically and fondly: Miguel, Sonia, Patricio, Alicia, Leonilda y 
Julio. With them, she went through the magical landscapes that surrounded her as a child, several 
times helping her father to collect yareta, which at that time served as fuel in Chuquicamata, 

68 years old, Potter

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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so many people, even foreigners, work on this 
activity.

Until she was 14 years lived in the village 
of San Pedro station along with her parents 
and brothers, with whom she went to Chiu 
Chiu. At the age of 18 she gets married and  
conceives 3 sons: Juan Carlos, María Angélica 
y Francisco Javier, whom she raised 
and educated alone, with a lot of effort and 
work, by then her marriage was terminated.
 
“I learned the work of the land, to sow corn 
and plant carrots, I worked with P. Eloy Parra 
and P. Ubaldo who helped me much to go on 
with my children, I kneaded quintals of flour 
to bake bread and sell it every day, this work 
was bread and butter to my children”.

Mr. Fermín Berna from Tocona village taught 
her the art of pottering, she rapidly dominated 
the techniques of working with clay, which 
was brought from Cupo area. Very sociable 
and with a restless spirit, she creates an 
artisan workshop and opened it the second 

of December, 1994, in Chiu Chiu. Later she 
puts in her own house, a pottering workshop 
reaching expertise and interacting with other 
potters and students who have the insight 
to discover this artistic way of working the 
clay. This initiative makes that her economy 
increased a little more, since her crafts were 
sold to tourists visiting the village.

This whole activity, makes her participate in 
the first international artisan exhibition of 
Chile and Peru in the city of Antofagasta, June 
1993, starting to be recognized by her beautiful 
labour as a potter. “Doris, as everybody knows 
her, has created hundreds of pottering pieces  
from which outstanding the following shapes: 
shoes, llamos, fishes, pans, spoons, keychains, 
carrots, quirquinchos, flowerpots, queros, cups, 
and escuderas among others. 

Outgoing and sociable, generous and caring, 
since she was a child and  thanks to her aunt 
Simona, who lived in the close vicinity of  
Colana, she learned how to knit. “I was 10 years 
old when my aunt taught me how to knit, first 

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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with some nails and then she fabricated sticks 
made of wire, and later I learned using cactus 
spines”. She has knitted plenty of useful pieces 
such as huts, panties, which she also sold as a 
support for domestic needs.

She also knows and masters farming activities, 
“I cleaned my paddock with axes, I cultivated 
carrots, beets, corn…” Until 2007 she 
participated in the Fair of the Loa Province 
(FEPLOA, in spanish) which is held every year 
on the occasion of the Calama city anniversary, 

where she exhibited and sold her crafts. A 
woman of the desert, a mother, and worker, 
being the churchwarden for many years, she 
custodies the religious patrimony of the local 
parochial temple.

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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“The desert surprises me everyday, giving me joy and sadness”

She was born in Chiu Chiu on January 27th, 1950, daughter of Quintín Pérez Galleguillos and 
Virginia Armella Caucota. Her father passed away before she was born and her uncle Gerardo 
Galleguillos Cruz was like her father, from who she received protection and love.
She attended her first years of study to the San Francisco school in Chiu Chiu, she remembers 
her teacher Gustavo Rios with much gratitude and affection, he was a life model, and he taught 

68 years old, traditional cooking
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his students “from saying hello to having good 
manners, he was like a father, an educator…” 
She learned to read using El Ojo, a syllabus, 
even his wife Inés was part of educating the 
children, she taught us “how to embroider, the 
crochet technique, to knead, make breakfast, 
and plants in the school garden”.

She nostalgically remembers her home village 
Chiu Chiu, “my village was very beautiful, we 
all were like a family, we share a lot and we 
always were worried about each other. With 
some “borrowed forces” we helped to sow, they 
gave us lunch and at night there were meetings 
where we drink navegados (hot wine) and 
other beverages”. 
All lands were sowed, they were fruitful, there 
was grass, wheat, and small gardens where 
vegetables were planted such as asparagus, 
artichokes, carrots, big red-leaf lettuces, 
Brussels sprouts, cotton and flowers like roses, 
carnations and  flabelinas, always alive…”

In the village there was a district judge, the 
remembered Mr. Quirino Pérez Galleguillos, 

he was the authority who applied law and 
order. “If an outsider came, had to have its 
identification at hand, had to inform about 
the motivation of the visit, how many time he/
she was going to stay and where he/she would 
spend the night”. There were times of exchange 
and visitors but everything was under control 
and in order…”

She continued her studies in Calama, first 
in the “Escuela Vocacional” where they taught 
crafts and then she continues her studies in 
the President Balmaceda school, in the school 
group No. 2, No. 1 was for children, here she 
studied until the 8th grade of middle school. 
Later, she started a long journey of work in 
Carlos Cisterna Hospital of Calama, at the 
beginning she worked in the laundry room 
and finished in the maternity area.

In May 28th, 1974, she married to Mario 
Alberto Araya and had two sons, Claudia and 
Eduardo. “Love is like a horse, who tries to 
catch it is a dunkey, this is what happened to 
me, the same as my mother phrased once...” 
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She lived few years in Arica and when her 
first child was born she returned to Calama, 
but when her mother died she returned to 
Chiu Chiu, her home village. Since June 
19th, 2000, she opens the Muley Restaurant 
which in cunza language means “lunar or solar 
eclipse”. She put a lot of effort and work to this 
entrepreneurship, wishing to move forward, 
and slowly became a referent for the local 

cooking, which she masters and custodies as 
a patrimony, since she keeps the learnings and 
ideas of older people about the products and 
their preparation. “ We use corn, quinoa, local 
vegetables, corn grains and jams from Lasana, 
apples, tuna fruits, caspana, garlic, we cook with 
llama, lamb, guanaco, pork, hen meats, and also 
river trouts…”
Popular is the chañar mousse which Erica 

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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prepares, to the point that after so many 
years, she still cannot take it out from the 
dessert menu. The patasca, a ceremonial and 
traditional dish is very filling and demanded, 
always in her menu. The exquisite trouts, very 
popular among visitors, were introduced in 
1950 by Mr. Haller in the Lasana valley, also 
the salmon and rainbow trout, which he taught 
us to fish with fishing rods in the lagoons, 
rivers, and wells. These fishes are served baked, 
fried, steamed and with soaps. The stew and 
omelette of chards, beet and carrot salads, corn 
grains and the various lamb meat preparations 
are part of what her beloved Muley restaurant 
offers. 

“The desert has been a beautiful experience 
to me, everyday it surprises me, it teaches us 
about joy and sadness, the strong sunlight and 
starry nights. Strength is needed to live here, 
although it gives us quietness and a very nice 
fulfillness…” 

She says to the new generations: “always 
love your village, preserve your customs, 
celebrations and traditions. Ask old people 
how true customs are. This way we will not lose 
our identity and it will be a real and traditional 
village…”
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70 years old, traditional cooking

“The desert has been my world, I would never go away to another place”

She was born on July 24th, 1948, in Chiu Chiu, the Huyana Atacama. Daughter of José Raúl 
Hrepic Calderón and Francisca Cocina Chávez Carrazana. 

Her roots come from the ex Yugoslavia, when her grandfather ran away from the second world 
war, he arrives to Chile and manages to stay in the port of Antofagasta. Sooner he moves to Chiu 

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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Chiu to work on the transportation of the 
yareta, which was the fuel of Chuquicamata. 
He married to Elena Calderón, originally 
from San Pedro Station, who worked in her 
mother's restaurant. With her, he formed a big 
family of 12 sons; one of them was José Raúl, 
Cristina’s father.

In this village, she was born, grew and started 
her first years of school until 4th grade, later 
she continued studying in the Guadalupe of 
Ayquina School in Calama, where she finishes 
school. She also lived in Iquique, because of her 
father’s work, who works for the Abaroa family 
in the delivery of meat. She lived for one year 
in Chuquicamata; at that time the President 
Salvador Allende had been elected, and due to 
the events that occurred, she returned to Chiu 
Chiu, where her mother had lands to work and 
a house to live in.

Cristina took care of their parents with 
abnegation until they passed away. Her brother 
José Antonio had formed a family. 
During 15 years she worked in the rural health 

center of the village as a paramedic assistant 
and in 2000 she started an entrepreneurship 
of local cooking, right after the Conchi gates 
overflowed, which was a disaster, “the water 
took all of our premises, the strong downstream 
dragged horses, cattle, trees, part of the houses, 
etc.

It was Ash Wednesday, in the month of 
February, carnaval time...My brother helped 
on this, to re build the only wall that has been 
left…”  She called her restaurant La Banda 
because it is located by the other side of the river, 
which until today offers exquisite products she 
prepares with dedication and expertise, such 
as the salteñas empanadas made of chicken, 
empanadas with meat and cheese, picarones, 
sopaipillas, hot dogs with kneaded bread, corn 
pies, humitas, carrot cakes and sandwiches. 
Here she attends everyday from 2:00 PM, it is 
a quiet, clean and well-maintained place.

She carries an active life and she is always at the 
service of the community, being churchwarden 
of the temple in 1974, when the Prelacy 

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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of Calama was attended by Mr. Orozimbo 
Fuenzalida. She is part of the Older Adult 
group and Neighbourhood Council.
Besides, she knits in the Suyislicau (women 
hands) group where she has been specializing 
in the weaving technique. 

She asks the new generations to “keep their 
customs and traditions because in that way we 
will not lose our identity, Chiu Chiu is being 
a mining village with contractors, tracks and 
associated services. We are full of workers, a 
new configuration of the village is being formed 
and I believe it has become less traditional…, 
the syncretism is not only religious anymore, 
where pagan and religious customs interact, 
now this is social, cultural and occupational…” 

“The desert has been my world; I would never 
go away to another place”

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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“I was raised alone and I always dedicated myself to work the land for living”

She was born on December 6, 1930, in Calama and was raised by some uncles in the Caspana 
village since her mother Petronila Panire died the moment she gave birth to Nicolasa.

“I was raised alone and I always dedicated myself to work the land for living, the land I have now 
was inherited to me by Mr. Alejandro Caucota, I worked with him and later the National Assets 

88 years old, farmer
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department regularized my papers”. In the 
year 1947, she arrived to Chiu Chiu.
She also has been a shepherd, taking good care 
of her lambs and getting good grass for them, 
with a spontaneous smile she says: “I have 
around 30 years more left here…”

She did not learn to read because she has 
dedicated her life to work until today, mostly 
in the lands where, along with her sons, she 
plants carrots, beets, corn, onions, potatoes, 
beans, alfalfa, chards and asparagus. The 
harvest is sold in Calama and the products 
have arrived to Antofagasta and Arica as well. 

NIcolasa gave birth to 11 children of which 3 
passed away. As a great mother, she remembers 
their names with a lot of tenderness: Catalino 
Panire, Santos Pérez Panire, Tomasa Panire, 
José Ferrer Panire, Isnelia Panire, Marco Ferre 
Panire, Elvira Ferrer Panire, and Patricia 
Panire. 
Alfredo Ferrer Panire, Lorenzo Panire and 
Roberto deceased. 

She has 25 grandchildren whom she always 
sees and from whom she receives care and 
affection.

Easy-going and chatty, smiley, has participated 
in the Female Farmer Group of Chiu Chiu, 
where she has been awarded and recognized 
by her great dedication and labour to the 
land work. She also participated in the 
neighbourhood council and in the Catholic 
Association where she always showed her 
caring spirit with the rest of the people. The 
INDAP also knows about her, since it has 
sponsored some projects for her farming work.

Her daughter, Elvira Ferrer Panire, told us 
almost spontaneously “I love and treasure my 
mother for the life lesson she gave us, because 
she was able to forgive Esteban Ferrer (my 
father), to receive him in her house after having 
abandoned her. He got a brain tumour which 
quickly grew, ending up as paraplegic and 
taking him to the death. She demonstrated us 
the value of forgiveness through concrete facts; 
her heart is very generous, she raised other kids 
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as well and helped a lot the homeless people…”

Of an active life, she daily goes to her land 
plot to work in different labours. Her sons 
and daughters are always on the alert to look 
out for her. Finally she said “I like to live here. 
Work the land, which has given me enough to 
educate and raise my sons and daughters”. 
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95 years old, farmer

“Houses were all made of mud and stones, with tar roofs”

She was born in Ascotán, daughter of Esteban Mamani Salazar and Mercedes Domínguez Gaspar, 
she has three sisters; Justina, Elena, and Francisca, all of them were raised since they were children 
in Lasana village, dedicated at short age to the farming activities to provide the family livelihood, 
by sowing corn, wheat and onions. Every year they participated in the Eastern, San Francisco and 
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the Purisima celebrations in ChiuChiu. Her 
parents were responsible of inheriting this 
spiritual patrimony to their daughters. 

She keeps several memories of her native 
Ascotán, “we lived of the yareta and sulphur, 
the sulphur factory and the the camp were 
in Polape, the landscape was beautiful, there 
was water, a lot of it, great lagoons, ducks, 
parinas (andean flamingo), taguas (white-
lipped peccary), there were plenty of all. Many 
guanacos, vicuñas and llamas as well…”

At the age of 14, Abelina left her father’s home 
in Lasana and she moved to Chuquicamata to 
work in a cooking place for some pensioners, 
where she went to the Pulperia number 3, 
because number 1 was for the ‘gringos’, she says. 
Here she stayed two years. Later she worked 

taking care of children until she came back to 
Lasana and started helping her mother selling 
vegetables produced in the family land, which 
they delivered to the fair of Chuquicamata, 
“We went on horses, every Friday at dawn...” 
I never went to school, the worries were 
different: we had to work to live, otherwise “we 
did not have anything to eat”
And that is how her life in the desert carried on, 
with much effort, a lot of work and sacrifice to 
provide daily sustenance to her beloved ones.

At the age of 19, she meets Liberto Galleguillos 
Galleguillos, whom she married in Calama in a 
civil ceremony, and later after, in the church in 
Chiu Chiu, here she stays until today. She had 
14 sons, of which 7 are alive, the other ones 
died young. Her sons are Mario Heriberto, 
Raúl, Camilo, Lidia, Ana y Guillermina, this 
last one is constantly by her side.
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“Chiu Chiu, in those times had a street named 
Esmeralda, everything else was paddock, 
there were no lights or water, the river was the 
source of life, houses were all made of mud and 
stones with tar roofs. There was a church and 
old houses that belong to the spanish, where 
the school is located now.”

The old families were the Carranzas’, 
Galleguillos’, Salvatierra, Caucota’s and 
Mondaca’s. The Ferrer’s, Cavour’s, Hrepic 
and Armella’s were mostly from Bolivia and 
Argentina.

Nowadays she continues dedicating her life to 
farming and she is concerned, “today it poorly 
rains, there is very little water and they have 
taken it to Chuqui...”

Young people don’t want to work in farming, 
they go to study to look for a better life and 
they rarely come back. This affects in the low 
participation of religious and community 
activities, so traditions are being vanished.

Finally she gives us some words that are worth 
thinking about. “I have had a quiet life, in 
silence. In the desert I have suffered from the 
cold and the heat…”
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This fruitful valley, sprayed with the Loa River located in a great quebrada or canyon, makes it the 
most productive villages in the Alto Loa. Corn, carrots, potatoes, onions, beets, chards, lettuces, 
green beans and alfalfa, are some of the vegetables they cultivate here.

Lasana belongs to an ancient ayllu of the atacama peoples, with a prehistoric past, early recording 
the human presence.

Here we can find the famous Pukará of Lasana, built by the Atacama indian or atacameños as a 
self-defensive system used for the fights with groups of invaders when they broke out and later 
against the expansionism of the Inca empire. It is part of the protection network created by the 
atacameños to defend the settlements of Chiu Chiu, Lasana, Turi, Quitor towards Atacama the 
Great.
It was built around 400 A.C., it has over 350 rooms distributed in three levels, using as a main 
component a native natural stone, with a mortar and clay from the Loa river.

Another interesting feature of Lasana is the petroglyphs spreaded around the quebrada, showing 
us pottering life scenes. Domesticated llamas guided by herders, masked men with rituals attitude 
and geometric shapes, these are only a few of the designs traced on the stones in this area. They 
are witnesses of the human groups that passed through this place, following a route that allows 
them to exchange products with different communities at the beginning of a basic economy in 
the desert, which we know as caravan routes today.

The petroglyphs of Lasana date from year 3000 B.C. and as the majority of the cave 
paintings have lasted until the spanish colonization.

Indigenous community
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“My canal is named Los Perales, we all work to clean it and we also look for a special meal”

She was born on June 14, 1939, daughter of Cenón Pérez and Casimira Salvatierra, she had 4 
brothers.
She passed her earliest years in the Andean hills such as Pan de Azúcar, León and the San Pedro 
and San Pablo volcano. She remembers that in those years “it rained a lot, the landscape was green 
and the ranches changed in order to take the animals to places where the grass was better. A lot of 

78 years old, farmer
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people lived around there and transportation 
were donkeys, mules and horses. The abundant 
rain made San Pedro River go downstream 
with plenty of water, there was no problem to 
get the animals for drinking…”

When her grandfather José Pérez died, they 
took her to Chuquicamata, where she attended 
the Escuela 4 and receives her first studies. She 
remained in the settlement until the age of 
16. She was also working in Santiago and due 
to the death of her mother; she comes back 

to Calama and had to take care of her sister 
Emilia.
She worked in the San Pedro station as well 
during the boom of the yareta and sulphur, 
therefore a lot of commercial activities took 
place.

She got married to Saturnino Capa and gave 
birth to 4 sons: Miguel, Alex, Alejandra and 
Isaías. “My three male sons passed away 
tragically, it makes me very sad to remember 
that…”
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Little time ago she still worked in farming 
activities, sowing in her garden corn from 
different types such as chutucuro, pisangalla, 
of various colors, yellow, white, red, black and 
purple. 

With yellow ones they prepared capias, 
chuchoca, roasted and peeled corn for the 
patascas. She also sowed wheat and alfalfa for 
her animals. “Carrots started to be planted 
in Lasana around 1952 and 1953, since then 
everybody planted them. I was the pioneer of 
baking the carrot cake in the village…”

Very outgoing and happy, she tells us that she 
likes to participate in the carnivals of February, 
in the canal cleaning of August, where people 

work in community, although they are not 
as they were in the past, “My canal is named 
Los Perales, everybody works and prepares a 
special meal, with an entrance, cazuela, second 
dish and empanadas. They eat picarones and 
desserts, all these with a lot of wine and the 
table is decorated with pasanguilla so it looks 
more cheerful…”

Her house is located next to the popular Pucará 
of Lasana, which by Supreme Decree No. 36 
of January 7, 1982, is declared as Historical 
Monument. It is about a fortress village placed 
at 10 kilometres of Chiu Chiu and built around 
the XII century. Today, remaining pieces are 
kept of what it was this spectacular fortress of 
250 meters in length with more than 100 inner 
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structures that served as pieces for housing, 
stacking places and stone halls. 
“ I respect this very much because people lived 
here, the ancestors. My parents did not let us 
go to the Pucará, nor we walked by and put feet 
on a bone because they said you could get your 
leg or even a hand pumped, but something 
happened…”

She summarizes her life experience as follows: 
“Living in the desert is of much sacrifice and 
work, but at the same time is joyful, quiet, 
there is no violence and we are all in piece…”
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“From my mother I learned how to cook, knit and organize all my duties”

She was born in 1964 in the Chiu Chiu village, daughter of Narciso Bautista Ayavire and Martina 
Copa. They were 10 brothers.
She lived with her brother during her childhood, in house located in front of the San Pedro temple. 
In its school she learned how to read and write.
“We went by cart to Lasana everyday, to the lands which my mother planted and have bought 

54 years old, traditional cooking
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to my grandmother Lucía Salvatierra”. As 
in all the villages in the desert, farming and 
livestock activities were the main works which 
people lived from, this way Benita passed her 
adolescence in Lasana cattling lambs she took 
to “Kichira”, where there were meadows with 
plenty of water and grass for the animals.
At the age of 14 she met Wilson Emilio 
Galleguillos and fell in love with him, they 
lived together for 25 years, they got civil 
married. They had 4 sons; Ingrid, Romy, 
Abrahám y Jonathan. Until today they have 40 

years of a happily marriage. “We also raised 2 
nieces, daughters of my sister Cecilia who died 
in 2004, they are Jasmin and Isabel”.
From her mother she learned to discover the 
commercial activity, “she sold picante de conejo 
(spicy rabbit stow) she reared herself, baked 
bread and empanadas, knitted fabrics, corn and 
wheat flour which she grinded in the zone 
called “El Mono”, where the old stone windmill 
was”. She learned from her all these things.
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During 10 years she was a taxi driver in 
Calama, city where she moved to continue 
giving studies to her sons, until year 1998 when 
she had to come back to Lasana definitely and 
stayed in the lands she inherited from her 
mother.
In 2003 started to work in the restaurant of 
the community, where she learned a lot about 
cooking along with the other women she 
worked with. Her first entrepreneurship was a 
cafe where she served food during tea time, its 
name was Café Rupestre and was supported by 
Abra Mining to install it.

In 2008 she opens her restaurant Pukará, 
where she offers lunch every day, counting with 
a camping zone where there is a pool, a great 

garden and accommodations for 35 people.

Among other labours she learned how to knit, 
to twist, and thread, but her strength was the 
cooking.

She has an active life and is a great entrepreneur. 
Benita also sets time aside to participate in the 
Indigenous Community Directive of Lasana, 
activity she performs since 2003 with a great 
service spirit. Here she has performed several 
duties and today she is the president.

. Community center.

. A center for young people

. Old adult center

. Likantatay’s Women Center
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. Resting center for the bereaved of   
 the deceased
. Communitarian Tambo (Restaurant)
. Church
. School
. Health center
. Agro-industry
. Cemetery
. Museum
. Pukará

She invites all new generations to “care 
about traditions and costumes, be careful of 
preserving the Atacama culture. Respect for 
the elderly, because they have left us all the 
things we enjoy today. 
Do not change anything that we have done 
over the years… “
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SAN PEDRO STATION
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San Pedro
Statiom
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SAN PEDRO STATION

This village reached a great activity mostly due to its railway station, which allowed an increase 
in the population that was dedicated to railway tasks, but also to minor farming, animal rearing, 
and the extraction of yareta and sulphur from the surroundings of Cabana and Tatio, two biggest 
sulphur factories in the zone. They also worked collecting pumice stone and commercializing 
products to supply all foreign and local workers, counting with three warehouses. Also, there was 
the stationary presence of plenty of muleteers that made possible the bartering of donkey’s yerky 
for sugar, salt, flour and preserves.

Its surroundings landscape is defined by the presence of the twin volcanoes, San Pedro and San 
Pablo, although the older villagers remember with special interest the so called “Ojos de San 
Pedro”, two big and beautiful lagoons where hundreds of ducks lived which eggs were collected 
and sold in the village and offered to those who were passing by train. The parinas or andean 
flamingos were plenty so it was an attractive destination for strolling and going out with the 
family.

The remainings of the rural Mixed School of San Pedro Station, which gave basic education 
until pre high school, are still visually noticeable, the same as the old Station and the house that 
belongs to the man in charge of supplying the drinking water.

The attachment to their religious traditions still allows plenty of people to come back to this place 
for the Patron Saint Antonio celebration, every June 13.This feast breaks the ancient silence with 
celebrations in their old stone and mud houses, with the music of bands and religious dancing, 
including as well, the traditional “marriage”, which comes along with plenty of food and drinks 
for everyone.
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“After that, I used wormwood and rosemary for my baths”

She was born in Calcha, department of Potosí, Bolivia, in 1945. Daughter of Andrés Quispe and 
Nieves Salinas.

In 1957 she emigrated to Bolivia to the Cebollar site, her father worked in the yareta extraction 
and in the llama rearing. After that, she moved to Apacheta and Colana where she lived with her 

73 years old, farmer

WOMEN OF THE DESERT



51

brothers. “The hills were full of yareta, a lot of 
people came from Bolivia to work, the yareta 
was accumulated in the San Pedro Station and 
then it was transported by train to Chuqui, 
where it served as fuel to melt copper…”

From kilometer 20, she came to the San Pedro 
Station where she studied in its school and 
learned to read and write, after, when she 
starts working at Cebollar having 14 years 
old, her boss, Miss Adela, the administrator's 
wife, taught her subjects in her spare time. “ 
The administrator, Mr. Lanch was very nice to 
me…”

Further, she nationalized in Calama and 
changed her name from Florentina to Emiliana, 

“the surnames could be also changed…” and 
today all people know her as Mrs. Lola.

When she was living in Cebollar, she met 
Damián Vilca Vilca, who was a worker of 
the station and performed his activities in the 
railway. She married him on July 25, 1968, by 
the church in the Toconce village, during the 
celebration of the Patron Saint Santiago. She 
gave birth to 6 sons, two men and four women. 
“They were born in the house; my husband 
helped me to give birth. I was in quarantine, 
after that I used wormwood and rosemary for 
my baths…”
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The activity in San Pedro Station required of 
some associated services to attend so many 
people.
“When workers came I washed and iron their 
clothes, I baked bread and I sold it, this way I 
supported my children and my home…” 

There was constant activity in the village, on 
Saturdays a car with passengers passed to 
Bolivia, without load, and the locals waited 
this moment to offer their products such as 
empanadas, bread, trout, “There were a lot and 
big ones… Everybody earned some money.”

The surrounding landscape was composed by 
hills, volcanoes and quebradas, from the desert 
of the Alto Loa, the Panire Redonda, Carcanal, 
Poruña, Colana, Apachata, León, Polape, 
Caracilla hills, and the San Pedro y San Pablo 
volcanoes, “In the past, a lot of water went 
downstream, this allowed us to rear lambs, 
goats and llamos, in the kilometer 11, they 
sowed corn, wheat, beans, and potatoes. The 
families Gype and Carales were native of this 
place and had lived here for ages. Mr. Fabián 
Berna sowed in the Chorro area together with 
Mr. Ignacio Bartolo, they reared donkeys and 

transported yareta as well… In 1968 the river 
started to dry out and we could not take the 
animals for drinking anymore, people started 
to emigrate…”

In this zone, there was an abundant and 
beautiful landscape, based on the testimonies 
of their habitants; Los Ojos de San Pedro was a 
big lagoon with taguas, ducks, parinas and a lot 
of eggs. People came to collect them and then 
they eat them fried or boiled. Some people 
also lived there, it was all beautiful…”

Currently, Mrs. Lola continues living alone in 
the San Pedro Station and doing her labours 
at home everyday, besides cultivating beans, 
carrots, beets, lettuces, tomatoes, Brussel 
sprouts and peas in the quebrada by the river. In 
this zone we find apple, quince, pomegranate, 
tangerine trees. This was possible “because in 
2001 Codelco gave us water thanks to the 
community initiatives...”

“I think the desert is beautiful, I get up everyday 
and see the hills and volcanoes, and at night I 
see the starry sky and the moon lightening…”
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Atacama community



This village of prehispanic origins has 
consolidated through history as a mining 
district. From the first Atacama population, 
and after with the presence of the Incas 
and finally the spanish until present times, 
its main activity has been the extraction of 
metals, such as silver, copper and gold. 

When the population increased, grazing 
activities arose, especially camelids which 
were part of the food base.

Its main building was undoubtedly the 
temple dedicated to the Virgen Del Carmen 
festivity that takes place every July 16, with 
big celebrations as the ancient traditions, 
customs and the cult involved.

Its contraction based on the Potosí influence, 
it is noticed in the main altarpiece made 
of three levels and aisles held by solomonic 
pillars and which capitals are crowned with 
palm-shaped leaves. 

The similarities with the popular church 
of Señor de Manquiri, which is a baroque-
mestizo style from the XVIII century, has 
turned this village and this temple into an 
architecture meeting point between Potosí 
and the Atacama desert.
Built between 1840 and 1950 over a stone 
base that holds its high mud-coated walls, 
it was declared a national monument by 
Decree number 274 of May 14, 1996. 

In the XIX century, due to the extension of 
the railway from Antofagasta- Bolivia, in 
1884 a railway bridge was constructed by 
the chilean engineer Joaquín Nicanor Pinto 
Munizaga, who designed the layout along 
with the engineer Josías Harding. Deserving 
the title of being the highest of Chile, with 
an altitude of 104 meters over the river level, 
with 244 meters length, located at 3048 
meters over sea level.
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It is also typical of the surrounding areas, 
the Conchi dam and the great lagoon of 
blue waters, which are a consequence of the 
river restraint and the installation of Abra 
mining, which sets the current history of the 
village.
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“My aunt Luz and my father Zenón taught me the traditions that are kept until today”

She was born in Alpahuasi, placed near Conchi, in the banks of the Loa River. Daughter of Zenón 
Galleguillos Bautista and María Vargas Cruz, they were 12 brothers, of which 8 are still alive. They 
are an outstanding family with history and tradition. She was raised in her house in Alpahuasi with 
her mother and brothers. “My father worked in the railroad and had to go to different places. He 
also worked in Cebollar, in the Borax extraction, in the San Pedro station, where we studied, in the 

65 years old, churchwarden
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Escuela 14. He also worked at Colarada mine 
and in the Ojo de Gallo. In 1967 my mother 
passed away, I was 13 and had to take care 
of my brothers. Her absence was a very deep 
sorrow…”
She passed her young years in San Pedro 
station and Conchi Viejo. She remembers 
that Christmas was very humble, her mother 
prepared hot chocolate, and there was no 
Christmas tree, if it was possible some modest 
present, but even so they were healthy and 
happy children.

Josefina is a mother of three sons, Yanina, 
Antonio y Carolina and grandmother of 
three grandchildren. For many years she was 
a churchwarden of the Conchi Viejo temple 
which its patron saint is the Virgen Del 
Carmen, “I started as an assistant helping 
my aunt Luz Galleguillos Pérez and my dad 
Zenón who were the only two churchwardens 
attending the festivities in Conchi”. From 
them she learned the customs that are kept 
until today such as: 

. The payment to the mother earth   
 (Pachamama)
. The payment to the souls (In honour   
 to the ancestors)
. All Souls Vigil (Eve of November 1st)
. La Salida de Ceras (Wax-tapers Exit)   
 “the tapers are put on a table, as a sign  
 of light, on one side and the other   
 flowers, sign of devotion to the Virgin,
 in the center two jars to do the
  payments, they carry water, chuya   
 made of corn and quinoa, coca leaves 
 and wine which is given to the earth;  
 the major churchwarden is in charge   
 of this moment”.

In the year 1984, her father Zenón Galleguillos 
passed away, so her uncle Sinforoso Galleguillos 
convocated several families to take upon the 
churchwarden labour and take care of the 
festivities.

Mr. Julián Galleguillos (deceased) became 
a major churchwarden and Josefina was his 
assistant, not prior taking an oath asked by Mr. 
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Sinforoso, action that stayed in a book, (loose 
pages).
The main devotional festivities of Conchi Viejo 
village are: Via Crucis in the Easter week , San 
Antonio in July 24, San Juan, Nuestra Señora 
del Carmen in July 16 and in December El 
Jesús de Praga.

From ancient dates, the church of Conchi 
Viejo has been the most important building; it 
keeps history and traditions, and has been the 
cause of union and disunion, and there it is, in 
the top of the hills, watching the majestic San 
Pedro and San Pablo volcanoes, at the eastern 
sun.
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“My father told us that in the Pacific War they 
told the people that the Chilean troops were 
going to come through and people left, staying 
the most elders who protect and save the image 
of the Virgin in the “Quebrada of Cherejara”, 4 
hours by foot from Conchi Viejo. When the 
troops arrived at the church, they occupied it 
and burned the books”. (Story of Mr. Zenón 
Galleguillos Bautista transmitted to his sons).

“The desert has given me peace, calm, it helps 
me to strengthen my faith, I expect that young 
people will never forget their village, and 
can follow the customs and traditions, and 
celebrate the festivities and dance to the saints. 
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“Being churchwarden is to continue with the legacy inherited by our ancestors”

She was born In Pampa Unión, daughter of José Galleguillos Galleguillos and Elena Mamani 
Domínguez. 
During her childhood she lived in San Pedro station where she began her school life at the Escuela 
14, “my teacher, Mr. Bustos, taught me how to read and write. I have the nicest memories of 

61 years old, churchwarden
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that time. Years later she moved with her 
family to Lequena, where her father worked, 
directing the sanitary installation 2. They were 
9 brothers.

She also lived in the Conchi bank, where her 
mother had a kiosk that supplied its workers 
with beverages, cookies, cleaning utensils and 
cigarettes; in this village she finished her 6th 
grade.

At the age of 16 she came back to San Pedro 
station where she worked in the school, where 
she learned her first words. Here she prepared 
the meals for the children together with Mrs. 
Juana Vilca. “We also took care of children 
that came far away, because they sleep in the 
school, I remember Graciela and Zenobia 
daughters of Mrs. Turbina from Cupo…”

She spent summer holidays with her 
grandmother Luz Galleguillos Pérez who 
lived in Las Papas hill, at La Bajada area. Here 
she worked selling fruits and beverages to the 
workers of the Ojo de Gallo mine (currently San 

José del Abra), most of them were Bolivian, who 
lived in the settlement which was provided by 
the owner, Mr. Horacio Rojas Munizaga, who 
also owned the mine.

Years later, together with her family, she stayed 
in Conchi Viejo where her grandmother Luz 
worked breeding chinchillas. The skin was 
exported and its meat was meant to feed the 
workers. There was a very big farm, which 
began with some german people, and then 
it passed into the hands of other company 
owners, and remained active until 1973. 

The Lequena area is also in her memories 
because her father worked there until he retired 
“there were 30 years of work and sacrifice in 
charge of the “BocaToma” of Lequena, He 
was the warden. Around here, also lived the 
brothers: Mr. Nicolás and Ms. Clementina 
Aymani.
Natividad and Dionisio were also brothers 
and Mrs. Emeteria as well. Pedro and María 
Aymani, among others, were villagers of 
Chituhua, Chala and Vega Chela. The families 
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went to my father’s house to stuck up with 
provisions, which were traded by cheese, 
knitted fabrics, vegetables and flowers.”

In 1995 she got married in the church of 
Conchi Viejo, where her ancestors are buried 
in the chamber entrance, with Luis Mura 
Torres, native from the Valle del Elqui. They 
had 2 sons, Minerva and Iván, of whom she 
has 3 grandchildren, Minelí, Iván Felipe and 
Aynara Pascal.
After her grandmother Luz passed away, she 
is officially named in the Calvario de los Santos 
Patronos as a churchwarden by Mr. Sinforoso 
Galleguillos Copa, who was the president of 
Conchi Viejo Administration committee, this 
by the year 1986.

“Being churchwarden is to continue with the 
legacy inherited by our ancestors, as my aunt 
and grandmother who custodied the church, 
the images and ensured the compliance of the 
traditions and customs such as.”

. The Huaquis: offerings to the   
 Pachamama and the ancestors.

. Entrance of  Wax-tapers: For All   
 Saints’  eve.

. Guidance to the ensigners.

. Beware and respect the order of the   
 images at the great feast of July   
 16, keeping the tradition.
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First comes along San Antonio and San Pedro, 
after, the Niño Jesús de Praga, then the Virgen 
Del Carmen, accompanied by the Ensigners 
and Noventantes. The Ceremony continues to 
the Calvario entrance, pause and veneration to 
the religious dances. Finally, the “marriages”. 
All this ritual is presided by the percussion of 
the guatana drum (Bombo con la guatana)”.

Currently, Rosa promotes the Santa Cruz 
religious festival, located in “La Isla” area, every 
May 3, where a chapel was built. Her father, 
Mr. José Galleguillos, a great devout of this 
festival, went further and brought it to La Isla.

Active in her Christian commitment, she 
is a catechist, an exceptional minister of 
communion, who also visits the ill at the 
hospital.

“The young must follow these traditions, which 
are already part of our local identity”

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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TAIRA

Located in the vicinity area of Conchi 
Nuevo, this prehispanic place settled in 
the deep canyon of the upper Loa River, 
where its waters changed the colors of its 
landscape. The grass in the upper part of the 
canyon became greener, food for cattle of 
sheep and llama.

Taira is known for its archaeological wealth, 
indeed, when going up the crags we can find 
petroglyphs and pictographs, which reveal 
human presence of the earliest inhabitants 
of the place, sample of the richness that is 
the chilean rupestrian art.

Styling human figures, animals, and zig zag 
lines, which ichnographically represented 
the water, are engraved in the enormous 
stones that make this place unique. A place 
with few inhabitants today. 

This symbolic designs engraved in rock, were 
made wearing down the superficial layer, 
and constitutes a very valuable symbolic 
precedent that came before the appearance 

of written text, since the majority of them 
are from the Neolithic period (8.000 - 3.000 
B.C.).
In those stones and painted strokes, they 
register the ancestrally and immortal 
features that had significance for (to) men.

In its majority, the petroglyphs represent 
styling animals, especially lamas, which 
make us remember the importance of this 
content in the Andean men and as the 
basis of the economy. These animals were 
the first that men could tame. Its presence 
is noticeable in every village of the Alto 
Loa, being a part of ancestral traditions, for 
example, the flowering that take place every 
year, as a marking system. 
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“A lot herdsmen came here for grazing their animals”

She was born in Taira in the Puntilla area. Daughter of Antonin Huanuco Vilca and Carolina 
Galleguillos, they were 5 brothers.
Her great-grandparents were Mr. Simón Galleguillos Mondaca from Conchi Viejo and Cruz 
Pérez Ramírez form Lasana. She went to school in San Pedro station for 1 month and she did not 
learn how to read until she was 17, thanks to her uncle Alcario Galleguillos, “He made me repeat 

70 years old, shepherd
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the letters and gave me newspaper cuttings for 
it…” In the year 1972 she got married, a union 
that lasted 31 years and of which 5 daughters 
were born.
From the seventies she has been churchwarden 
of the Conchi Viejo church, which warden 
is Virgen del Carmen, so she has witnessed 
for more than 40 years the events that have 
occurred in the temple, which also has a very 
interesting colonial imaginary.

During her life she has performed several 
labours suchs as shepherd, farmer, cooker, and 
custodian of the great pictoglyph heritage of 
eave of  Taira and La Posta area.
She knows very well the paths and quebradas 
that takes you to this place full of evidence of the 
ancient hunters that passed by and inhabited 
with their llamas herd in the quebrada de Taira. 

This rocky eave is found in the upper stream of 
the Loa river, it has abundant cave paintings, 
noteworthy for the adult llamas represented by 
their shapes or with their four legs, some of 
them along with their babies and others in the 
birth process.

This amazing patrimony dates approximately 
between 800-400 B.C. There are several 
representations that can be observed, there 
we find “pumas, ostriches, flamingos, some 
human shapes (achachis), El Señor de los Báculos, 
bees, plenty of llamas, spiders, guanacos and 
vicuñas”, located in  the areas of El Alero, El 
Amillar, Garrimuerto, La Cueva, Vizcachin, 
La Puntilla, Rincón de la Tabla, La Posta  and 
Calina river.

Luisa believes that “all these representations 
were a sort of prediction for the future, since 
until today we see these species, the ones that 
may be later will not exist, the same as the Loa 
and Calina waters…”

All this patrimony internationally known, 
sadly it has not been well protected, “ I 
remember that during the flood of 2001, the 
authorities were not aware that here existed a 
human settlement…”

Taira is known for its grass, before the Pacific 
War there was a lot of it and plenty of water; 

WOMEN OF THE DESERT



71

the flamingos, huallatas, ducks, lambs, goats 
and donkeys “A lot herdsmen came here for 
grazing their animals”, my grandfather Pascual 
Galleguillos told me, who was born and raised 
in Taira, pallador and muleteer until his death 
in July 14, 1982, with more than 90 years”.
As many women of the desert, Luisa sees with 
concern the future of the hydric resources 
obtained from the Loa river, and in her long 
afternoons contemplating the landscape that 
surrounds her, the narrow valley flanked by 
stone walls, she wrote a poem to the Loa river 
that wanted to share with us.
“When I was born you were there, with your 
big rays and clear waters.
Today I am sad seeing what is left of you and 
your water.

The thrush is signing melancholy, high on a 
brunch which shakes because it lacks water.
Also die our vegas and bofedales and with 
them our flora and fauna.”

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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It is the most known settlement of the Alto Loa for being a sanctuary village and a center 
of peregrination in the Loa Province. The devotion cult to the Virgen Guadalupe of Ayquina  
emerges after the Pacific War, with the tradition of the appearance of the Virgin to a shepherd 
child named Casimiro Saire in the meadows of Turi.

Located in the upper part of the quebrada that goes down to Salado River, which riverbed is at 
100 meters in depth, from the surface of the andean puna, from 82 kilometers of Calama.
       
The housing location has a lineal-stepped pattern which is composed by lines of houses following 
the curve of the slope. Many houses preserve the old materials the same way as the atacama 
structures were made:stone-made, native woods, the mud and paja brava of the roofs, these ones 
are usually flat or with one side incline.

The inhabitants of the village were dedicated to the minor farming and animal breeding. The 
crops were in the lower part of the quebrada, on the north side of the river, using a system of  
farming platforms or terraces, similar to the ones from the Incas, being able to use 5 hectares 
approximately, where they produce beans, quinoa, carrots and other vegetables for the family 
consume.

The ancient data of the ayllu of atacama is revealed by the gentilar located in the upper part.
Human life encountered a perfect place due to the abundance of the river water and the natural 
shelter of the winds.
Turi and Ayquina composed a sort of territorial unit since long time ago animals were taken to 
a more fruitful grassland found in Turi, which allowed an excellent scenario for the local cattling 
development.

It is an organized community that keeps its traditions and customs, enabling the continuity of 
its ancestral identity.

AYQUINA
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“My grandmother taught me how to knit and used to tell me the story about the Achachi”

She was born in Turi, daughter of Félix Panire and María Berna Salvatierra, she grew up in this 
popular vegas near her 4 brothers María, Antonio, Erasmo and Virginia.

At the age of 7 she travelled to Calama to study at the Escuela Eleuterio Ramírez (D-32)
and then she continues studying in the Escuela 29, the current Colegio Calama until 8th  grade.

53 years old, textile artisan
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 “I remember my school life with some fear, my 
teacher was very strict and he gave us lessons 
with a stick…”

She had a lonely childhood, her father worked 
in the railway by Cerritos Bayos in Cochrane, 
and her mother in Turi, where she bred 
animals, and cultivated vegetables, products 
she sold and traded by clothes for her children.

At that time she lived in Calama with her 
brothers and was taken care of by her older 
sister, María.
“We were raised with a lot of discipline, we had 
to take care of the house daily duties and our 
assignments from school. My parents made us 
embrace the values of responsibilities, honesty 
and solidarity. Until today we help each other 
in the field and in the sheep breeding.”

at the age of 8 she goes to Santiago to work 
with her cousin, after that she was in Algarrobo 
taking care of an elderly couple.

This was for her a valuable experience, she 
get to know other places, other people,other 
experiences, so distant from the desert life.
In 1996 she started a family with René Sáires 
Vasquez, native of Ayquina, they are parents of 
three sons, two twins of 15 years or and the older 
one is 26. Her skills for the textile art started 
early, “When I was around 5 my grandmother 
taught me how to knit and also used to tell me 
about the story of the Achachi, that lived in 
the hills and looked for the children who did 
not know how to do anything...that is how I 
learned how to knit and sew, because of my 
fear of the Achachi.
My grandmother Gerónima taught me the 
textile art…”

She knows how to weave in a four stake loom 
with natural products extracted from sheep 
and llamas.
The wools she obtains are stained with plants; 
this how she gets the colors she looks for:
with the tar she gets a dark avocado green, 
with the chilca and the alfafa lighter green 
colors and with the chaca-chaca, brown colors. 

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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She always inclines over the natural materials 
and her brown colors variety.
She remembers that at the beginning she knit 
five cactus spines, making socks and  caps, and 
in the loom she made bedroom rugs.
since 2011 she started specializing in spinning 
with a wheel pedal or electric. Before she used 
to do it with a spindle which made the duty 
much longer.
Currently, she makes several types of yarns 
such as: 

.  Twisted yarns for warp clothes 

.  Weft yarn  (bed covering and rugs)

. Twisted normal yarn (caps, sweaters,   
 and clothes in general)
. Twisted fine yarn (chuspas, ponchos,   
 and for loom-woven clothes)
. Arqueological yarns.
. Unbristle fine yarns 

She offers her work to the market with her 
start up “Silar”, made  exclusively with natural 
wools.
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Finally, she leaves a message to young people 
“do not forget where we come from and what 
our ancestors did. Seize the opportunities to 
learn this ancestral crafting and keep them 
alive."

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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“To me working with clay is like a therapy”

She was born in Calama, daughter of Fernando Lucas Salvatierra and Erika Berna Panire. 
She has two brothers, Milton and Alcides. She studied in Calama.
She started in the pottering art when she was invited by the Women's Association of Ayquina, 
“Pamillacau hayti” to workshops. “I started to attend them to see if I had the skills to create these 
crafts and I discovered I could do them…”

34 years old, potter
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First you have to look for mud, she says that 
the one in The Rio Grande is quite good as it is 
more fine and soft, after the right preparation, 
you start working on the shape “ But many 
times is the same clay which guides you to get 
the shapes you want…”

In this work, creativity is essential in order 
to produce new shapes that besides being for 
useful practices it also captures the interest of 
the public.
Each created piece is unique because these are 
handcrafted “I made a lot of small jars, each 
one different from the other."
Small objects are more decorative and are the 
ones that tourists prefer the most because 
“they like to take a souvenir from the zone 

they visit, that is why my work is in this 
line of production trying to sell them fast in 
exhibitions and fairs."

Among the types of clay objects are: little pots, 
small jars, quero-type cups with animal heads, 
containers for spices, ashtrays, candlesticks, 
sugar pots, deep and large plates.

Within the difficulties she faced during her 
labour as a potter is the baking process of the 
pieces, doing this in the electric oven is not 
cheap, so she must do this on the traditional 
way, with log fire which makes baking slower 
and with major risks of bristles if this technique 
is not well dominated.

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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For me “working with clay is like a therapy, 
each time I start shaping a piece time goes 
faster I forget about the daily issues because 
my mind is focused in my work…”
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Ancestral
Trade
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Knitting life
ANDEAN TEXTILES
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Textiles recalls us about our amerindian roots, the majority of the pre-columbian cultures 
developed it with amazing skills and technology, reflecting the beauty of their wools stained with 
natural elements, and the way they relate with the stellar Gods, with the seasons and domestic 
life. The textile arts reached a tremendous development in the south part of our continent, 
particularly in Peru. We received its influence when the Inca empire occupied a significant part 
of our territory, marking presence in the desert that we inhabit.

In the Inca capital, the so called “Obrajes”,  were installed, which where big artesian workshops 
established by the spanish for the manufacturing of fabrics and clothes. 
Along with the ceramics they are the most ancient arts invented by men to survive, to protect 
themselves from tough climate or to simple serve as container for food. The faith of believing 
in life after death influenced some american ancient cultures to put objects of great value on 
bundles; such as big fabrics, mantels, ropes, turbans, chuspas; and also ceramic pieces with bottle-
shapes, containers, jewellery, corn and wool balls, among others.

In the Loa desert, the textiles that also manage to develop but in a minor scale, were the ones that 
had domestic use, made with auquénidos and sheep wool as raw material, both breaded ancestrally 
for these purposes and feeding. In the staining process, earth colors are often the most used, such 
as brown, orangey, and natural colors that predominate in the vertical and horizontal strips.

ANDEAN TEXTILES
Knitting life
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From mud to shape
POTTERING
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With the so called neolithic revolution, human communities become sedentary, establishing in 
regions which gave the proper conditions to benefit from, hunting, fishing, collecting of wildlife 
species, and an incipient agriculture begin to be the sustain of family groups scattered around 
vast territories. From this time, ceramic production integrates to this human activity. 

Man and its world, in a way, were reflected in the mud, satisfying primary needs of transporting, 
cooking, serving and keeping food. Nonetheless, his desire of projecting himself from the world 
of ideas to a palpable universe encourages him to draw and shape his figure in this plastic 
matter. Clay welcomes him in its moist essence and allows his projection in time. There is no 
official record that reveals exactly where and when the pottery technique begins, but it has 
been established that towards the 4000 B.C., some borderly villages in the Equator fabricated 
ceramics known afterwards by the name of ‘’Alfarería Valdivia’’ , that among the Monsu de Puerto 
Hormiga de Colombia, are the oldest evidence of this craft work in the american continent. This 
pre columbian art is in its essence a symbolic language, full of signs and codes que evoques and 
celebrates nature in all its expressions.

In the huge and small Atacama, ceramic was also developed, though in a lower scale, 
monochromatic at the beginning and slowly going forward to anthropomorphic manifestations. 
Currently, lots of women preserve these techniques and keep alive this plastic expression. 

POTTERING
From mud to shape
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Sacred grain
CORN
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In the eighth book of the Comentarios Reales de los Incas, chapter IX, appears the title “Del maíz 
y lo que llaman arroz.” “Y otras semillas”, where chronicler Garcilaso de la Vega contributes with a 
valuable source of this grain, which marked the life of the Inca Empire.

At first it indicates that the corn, in Perú, existed before the spanish arrival and that it was 
considered a fruit that grew up on the land so called "zara’" It was like the daily bread. There were 
2 types, one that was hard which was called muruchu and a second one that was tender, which 
was called capia.

They eat it as bread, toasted or cooked simply in water. For the solemn sacrifices, the Incas made 
a corn bread they called  “zancu”, and for a more extraordinary en delicious taste, they made 
“humita” with the same bread. These breads had different names and different uses, but it was the 
same bread. They prepared one for sacrifices and the other for daily use.

Women made the flour using a wide block or slabs where they put the grains and another one 
above that has a half-moon shape, not a circle shape but long around three fingers edge. With 
such difficulty they milled the grain and anything that needed to be grinded.
The flour is separated from the bran and put on a clean cotton fabric with the hands. Flour is 
delicate and sometimes it sticks on it, while the bran which is thicker, it is separated and removed 
easily. In that way they eat the flour because they were not familiar with the strain system.

The Inca, Garcilaso de la Vega indicates that “I saw with my eyes. I sustained myself until age of 
9 or 10 with the zara, which is the corn. The bread made of it has three names: zancu, they use it 
for the sacrifices, humita for their feasts and tanta which was the daily bread. They called camcha 
to the toasted zara, which it means “toasted corn”. The cooked zara were called “muti”, and the 
spanish called it mote which means cooked corn.”

CORN
Sacred grain
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The Incas used the cane to prepare vinegar 
and honey because they are sweet. When 
they are dried they use it to feed their 
animals. They also use the cobs and mastelillo 
leaves to make very light and transportable 
statues.

Maybe the most common and particular 
use of the corn for the Incas was the chicha 
(purple corn), in fact they soak the zara in 
water and leave it until the roots grown, then 
they grind it and cook it in the same water, 
with other things.  Once they strain it,  they 
storage before spicing it. Garcilaso says that 
“it is a strong beverage which makes you 
get drunk quickly called uiñapu, in another 
language is "sora” The same Incas forbade it 

because of its strength.”
The corn was also used for medical purposes 
as a drink and as compresses, so the sacred 
grain and plant was seized in its full.

In our zone, where calameño corn is popular, 
there are several farmers who cultivate 
it until today in a harsh weather and the 
decreased hydric resources. The important 
farmer of the zone Chinchuri Ruffino 
Segundo Barbosa Mamani, tells us about 
the corn crop.

The corn seeds are very ancient in the 
Province of Loa, the spanish found them, 
especially the type of  “morocho amarillo rey” 
(a dark royal yellow corn), which its cain 
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could measure 3 meters and give from 8 
to 11 corns. This is the most precious good 
because of its production.
The corns are divided into three groups:

Capias: soft and big grains of different 
colors: red, yellow, black and white, they can 
measure 1 ½ centimeters.

Morochos: there white, red, yellow and black 
grains. the white one is the best for food, 
they are used to prepared patascas, chancao 
and flours, and the yellow one is used for 
the chicha and anche (a dessert that they eat 
with honey).

Pisangalla: it is a small grain that is 
cultivated as seeding to avoid it grows more 
than the normal. Their grains as the corn 
ones, are popular because they use them to 
prepare the famous “palomitas” (popcorn) 
they serve in weddings, rituals, and for the 
Pachamama, on August the first and in the 
religious festivities.
There are yellow seeds, but there were dark 
purple and white seeds as well.

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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CORN CROPPING CYCLE 

The months of May, June and July are left for 
the land to rest, in this season it is cleaned, 
composted and loosen for the weed to dry, 
being left fallow.

 August the first, is the longest day of the 
equinox, here and then the Pachamama, 
Mother Earth, starts to be fertile, “to get 
warm” and the seeds can be planted. First, 
the strong and cold-resistant seeds are 
planted, such as the morocho, although at 
some other places with less wind and cold 
temperatures, the capia can be cultivated. 
When the seeds grow faster than normal, 
they soaked them in water and in guano, this 
way they can even accelerate the production 
up to 50 days.

September is by excellence the month of 
sowing, activities such as weeding and 
hilling are done, in October any type of seed 
can be planted, specially the capias, while in 
November the pisangallas.

In this season, the cropping done in August 
grow and anticipate how the fruit will be.

The temporary sowing allows the species 
not to be pollinated with each other and can 
keep the purity of their origin, besides, this 
fosters the commercial benefits effects due 
to the extension of the time for selling.

In December, the irrigation tasks and 
plantation cares continue, while in the 
months of January, February, March and 
April is the  time for the harvest and 
commercialization.

The desert, by centuries, has allowed the 
sowing of different species. Currently many 
farmers, men and women, keep working 
the land, the fertile Pachamama to produce 
fruits. Although, the lack of water affects 
the crops, the earth gets tired and sick.
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CUPO

This village is located at 8 kilometers from 
Ayquina, of pre hispanic origins, is found 
at the foot of the Panire volcano, at 3600 
meters above sea level, near the Tapín ruins, 
an old Pucará in the zone.

Despite of a harsh and hostile weather, 
because of the highlands wind, many families 
live there, they have kept the traditions 
such as the canals cleaning in the month of 
August. Working together as a community, 
they maintain the drain and the water supply 
for the alfalfa and corn cropping; they use 
terrace systems and irrigation canals. They 
are also dedicated to the rearing of llamas 
and sheep, very common in all the villages 
of the Alto Loa.

The intangible patrimony is kept thanks 
to the festivity of the patron saint of this 
place, San José, which every March 19 
is celebrated according to the highlands 
customs; the reason why the old people and 
new generations are gathered to celebrate. In 

the chapel they celebrate the San Antonio 
festival, in November 30 of each year, 
embracing the andean rituals and cyclical 
cults.

Both festivities are witnesses of the 
persistence of the three colonial centuries, 
where these devotions were introduced and 
transferred deeply to the andean world. This 
way, in all their settlements, there are patron 
saints, which are part of their patrimonial, 
cultural, and identity values, as well as the 
hills and volcanoes that anciently occupy the 
earth, being protectors of the community.
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“In August we have the best payments because the earth opens”

Daughter of Carlos Cruz and Felisa Ramos, she was born in the Quebrada de Cupo and is the 
oldest sister of 6 brothers: Evaristo, Nicannor, Doroteo, Leonardo and Tomasa. During a time of 
her childhood she moved with her family to San pedro de Atacama. Married to Máximo Miranda 
from Bolivia. She married in the church San Andrés de Cupo and celebrated her golden anniversary 
there as well. Mother of 9 sons and from a large offspring.

85 years old, traditional medicine
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Active and sociable, devoted to the Virgen 
de Ayquina, she participated in the Baile 
Gitano (Gypsy dance) and in the festivity of 
September 8.

She is dedicated to the ancestral medicine, 
expert in plants and herbs of the valleys and 
hills of the Alto Loa and Cupo. She knows 
about the effects and uses, and the secrets for 
the curing of various illnesses.
She may prescribe copa-copa, rica-rica, 
chuquicanlla, quinoa skin for bronquitis and 
coba for sahumerios and yareta for diabetes. 
She prepares ointments with “tustuca” llamo 
grease, which she washes in 12 waters and 
adds an herb called pacha. She has cured many 
people who suffered from the evils of earth or 

Pachamama which occur on the skin. “ I cured 
a skin cancer, from Mrs. María, wife of Mr. 
Críspulo, with ointments that I prepared… and 
I also cured a vagina tumor using tustuca…”

She also manages the textile art, the use and 
preparation of wools for different works, she 
knows how to spin and knit bags, sacks, slings, 
bed clothes, ponchos and aguayos among others. 
She finds her raw material in the llamas, 
lambs, alpacas and even in the duck feathers 
with which she has also worked. “My mother 
taught me how to weave in loom and with the 
bone (vichuña), she rap me on the hands if I 
could not learn…”

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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She works the land and cultivates beans, corn, 
potatoes, cumin, green peas, lettuce, carrots, 
tunas, peaches, apples; products she sold for 
many years in San Pedro and for the family 
consumption. She reared a lot of goats and 
produced cheese which she sold “when the 
train and tracks with sulphur came”.

She knows how to do the “payments to the 
earth”, using wine, coca, sahumerios with coba, 
quinoa flour and corn grains. To the earth 
you should ask for forgiveness because “she is 
sacred and the payments you offer are for the 
abundance of the land… In August we have 
the best payments because the earth opens for 
the canal cleanings, and the water flows more.

She sorries that only some people nowadays 
care about the Pachamama, we are what we 
need from it to live, “now people immigrate to 
the city, contaminate the Pachamama and we 
increasingly have less water…”

Mrs. Saturnina or Santuca as all know her, 
continues participating in different local and 
regional artisan fairs. Her stand of herbal and 
textile products is always in the FEPLOA, in 
March of every year.
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This highland village is located at 3600 
meters above sea level, at the upper side of 
the southern quebrada of the Toconce river, 
which is a branch of the Salado river, which, 
in turn, is a branch of the Loa. Its landscape 
is traced by the prominent Toconce hill 
with 5435 meters of height. It is composed 
of lines of houses that follow the curve of 
the slope looking at the valley and the 
beautiful ancient cropping terraces, where 
its inhabitants sow and harvest vegetable 
products.

The origins of this village are pre columbian, 
which later was an old and ethnic quechua 
ayllu of the inhabitants of the Salado river. 
Subsequently it was a Christian village 
under the protection of San Santiago, who 
the people worship every July 25. This 
process, undoubtedly, was performed in the 
colonial centuries, where the church made 
an arduous work of evangelization. 
They keep the most ancient traditions, part 
of their current heritage, such as the “mingas”, 
an old system of community organization 

for the working tasks, such as: building of 
houses, canal cleaning, marking of animals, 
crops, harvests and other activities according 
to the rules of the Andean ayllus. 

The loss of its precious water, has marked its 
history in the XX century. In fact, in 1915, 
Chuquicamata captured part of the flow, 
and in 1942, Tocopilla as well. Later on in 
1958 Antofagasta, Calama, María Elena, 
and Mejillones are also supplied by this vital 
element. As a result, they had to significantly 
reduce the agricultural areas, giving rise to 
minor planting of vegetables.

Its most recent history, as we mentioned, 
has been related to water. In 1972, INDAP 
and CORA organizations have decided 
to move their inhabitants and send them 
to San Pedro de Atacama or the Calama 
Valley. Sadly, the news brought suffering 
and anguish to all people in the village, how 
could they abandon the land where they 
were born and their parents, grandparents, 
great-grandparents died and other former 
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generations? The events occurred in 
September of 1973, prevent them from the 
idea of moving from the village. However 
they lost the precious water they had.

It is a welcoming village, orderly and clean, 
protected by the tutelary gods, the sleepy 
volcanoes Linzor, Paniri, Toconce and the 
high mountains Echado and León.
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“Living in the desert is to carry a quiet life and the earth gives us food to survive”

She was born on July 10, 1946, in the village of Toconce, daughter of Nicanor Yulfa and Victoria 
Guaca. All her life she lived in her beloved village, she went to school of Toconce where she studied 
until 3th grade, she says “I did not learn to write, but to read..”

72 years old, farmer

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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“Living in the desert is to carry a quiet life and 
the earth gives us the food to survive”

Few years later, she married Isidro Lobera and 
formed a family of 7 sons, of which 5 lived and 
were educated in Calama city.
As a farmer, she plants corn, beans, potatoes, 
alfalfa, garlic in different threshing floors 
irrigated with canal water. The corn is 
irrigated every 15 days and the beans and 
potatoes every 8 days. “All the crops are for 
the family consumption, the earth gives us 
food to survive”. The work is very hard because 
the earth must be prepared, weeded and 
composted. The compost is carried in sacks to 
the threshing floors, we cannot do it in some 
other way, and it is very exhaustive…”
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“The pottering has given me a lot of satisfaction”

She was born in Toconce on April 4, 1945. Her parents were Mr. Carlos Magno Anza Berna and 
Mrs. Evangelista Lobera Ayavire, they were 5 brothers, all grew up in Toconce and in Salado River 
where her father worked. “The village was smaller, there were no big buildings, and houses had 
bedding roofs and cactus trusses…”

73 years old, potter
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In 1957 she went to the Chuquicamata school 
where she lived with her uncle Pedro Ayavire, 
who worked for Codelco, and with her aunt 
Carmela Anza. In 1958, they were in Lasana 
where she studied 2nd grade of elementary 
school, while she was living with her mother 
in the house of cousin Eliseo Lobera. Her 
scholarship continued in Toconce from the 
year 1960, and then she finished her 5th 
grade in the village school. In Calama she got 
married with Aquiles Colape, they had 5 sons, 
and years after she came back to her native 
Toconce.

Outgoing and talkative and with a positive 
attitude, she is dedicated to the ancestral 
work of pottering, making different pieces 

and shapes such as: plates, cups, bowls, vessels, 
llamas, goats and lambs. “I buy the clay to Mrs. 
Elena Tito and use the “lulo” and the plaster 
mold techniques to give shape to my creations, 
which improve little by little...my pieces are 
baked mostly with firewood as former times, 
although I also use the oven…”
Every year she participates in the FEPLOA, 
where she has the chance to sell her beautiful 
works. She has continued with the costumes 
and devotion festivals, she participates actively 
in:
. Canals cleaning.
. Floreamiento (adornment) of the   
 livestock. 
. The carnival of February.
. The Easter week in April.
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. San Antonio in June.

. The festival of the Patron Saint   
 Santiago on July 25.
. The day of the deceased, the first of   
 November.
. Santa Cecilia in November.

She says that “she lives quietly doing what she 
likes the most, her pottering works have given 
her a lot of satisfactions…”
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She was born in Toconce,  July 23, 1942. Daughter of Octavia Lobera Ayavire, she had four brothers, 
Eliseo, Crispín, Juana, e Isidro. 
She spent her childhood grazing the animals of the house, lambs, goats and llamas “That was the 
way I was raised, I did not go to school…”

76 years old, farmer
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At the age of 22, she married Simón Molina 
Bartolo, to whom she stays happily married.
They had 5 sons, Justino Leonora, Ana, Sergio 
and Juan. She enjoys having the affection of 
her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. 
Dedicated to agriculture, as the majority of 
the inhabitants of the place, she plants corn, 
beans, garlic, potatoes, lettuces. She tells us 
that they use the secondary canals flooding for 
irrigation of crops. These waters are from the 
Toconce River, which begins in the Linzor hill, 
right where the slopes are. The thirty families 
living in this place use these waters. “With the 
capture of the water, many families migrated 
to other places, such as, Cupo and Ayquina, we 
had to make a big effort to obtain few of this 
resource; we even had to turn to law…”

In her beloved Toconce, she participates in 
the costumes and religious festivals with a 
lot of enthusiasm, in the Floreamiento of the 
livestock, the carnival and in the canals cleaning 
where they do the payment to the Earth, “they 
are two people, it’s done on Thursdays, you do 
the payment to the deceased, to the souls, and 
the other one to the Earth, Pachamama, you 
use coca leaves, alcohol, and coba to incience.

The main religious festival is on July 25, where 
they celebrate the Saint Patron Santiago. 

The Toconoce Village is one the best 
implemented, counting with different services 
such as: 
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- Carabineros
- Cemetery
- Church
- Two community centers
- Polyclinic
- School (not working)
- Square
- Old adult center
- Artisan women center

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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This village takes the beautiful name of the Salar de Ascotán, part of Ollagüe. 

Along with the salt flats of San Martín or Carcote y Ollagüe, they formed a group of salares 
which highlight all the region geography, occupied since pre hispanic times by ancient  hunters.

The natural heritage of these salt flats are particularly beautiful due to the colors of its waters, 
hills, the flora found around the shores, the presence of the parinas and vicuñas, the clean sky, the 
silence of the landscape.

The company Borax Consolidated started the exploitation of the borax sites in the zone, early 
in 1885, when there was no railway transport, therefore in this matter, carts were a must for 
transporting refined minerals through the route that linked Calama, ChiuChiu, Ascotán, and 
Ollagüe. 
The borax exploitation continues until today, being a distinctive worksource in the middle of the 
desert. 

The less soluble salts are deposited in the salar shores, where we can see the most rough and 
croasted area. The more soluble salts are deposited in the deep parts of the basins, towards its 
center where we can observe the intense colors, such as greens, blues, light-blues, grays and 
yellows as we can see in the “Ojos del Salar”. This way the carbonates are in the shores and  
sulphates in the middle part and the chlorides and borates to the center.

Currently, there are few people living here. Many tourists come and visit these highland places 
from September on. There are Carabineros unit (police unit), a church, and other communitary 
buildings.
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“We put wool flowers and earrings in the back of the llamos”

She was born in 1944 in the village of Calcha, Bolivia, near Lípez, where there were gold and silver 
sites. Daughter of Andrés Muraña and Primitiva Quispe, who immigrated to work in the bórax 
extraction field, which was administered by the english, located in the Cebollar area. Irene had 7 
years and with a privileged memory she makes us to imagine and visualize this place: “we lived in 
the settlement, it was big, we were around 500 more or less. It was very similar to Chuqui with its 
chimneys.

74 years old, shepherd
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In the big ovens borax was melted, boilers were 
used for the yareta. There was a slaughterhouse 
destined for the cows. Also there was pulpería, 
a hospital and an administration zone…”

She received her first years of school until 3rd 
grade in Bolivia, studies that she continued 
later. Her mother tongue is the Quechua which 
she speaks perfectly until today. 
In Cebollar she starts working at the age of 10, 
with the english, and after a while she travels 
to Bolivia to resume her studies. She keeps lots 
of memories from these trips. “We travelled 
along with plenty of donkeys; it took us 4 days 
to get there. In the way we camped, we had 
to make food, we slept, and the trip continued 
until reaching the destination: Calcha.”

While living in Cebollar she meets Anacleto 
Quispe who was a driver and had an 
administrative work in the mining field, 
to whom she married in Ollagüe in a civil 
ceremony, and in Calcha, her native village, 
in the church in a very sober ceremony, where 
they celebrated after a family dinner.

The honeymoon lasted around 3 days, until 
she returned with her husband to Cebollar.
From this union 10 sons were born: Agustina, 
Sergio, Nora, Cristina, Alberto, Silva, Alexis, 
Sergio, Giovana and Marlene. They were all 
born in Cebollar, “My aunt Anastasia helped 
me during births and my grandmother 
Magdalena Quispe took care of me and 
helped with the house duties while I was in 
bed. She told me not to touch the water for a 
month and after that made wash myself with 
rosemary waters as a precaution...nothing bad 
ever happened to me…”

Her sons were educated in the Ollagüe School 
with the exception of Giovana who studied in 
Calama, she has six married sons, and enjoys 
the affection of her 18 grandchildren.

With a warm character, easygoing and kind, 
she shares us experiences in Cebollar, “it 
was large site divided by the singles and the 
married, men used to load 80 kilograms of 
sacks of bórax on their bare shoulders and 
took them to the stocking warehouse. Every 
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Saturday we shopped at the pulpería, which 
was discounted at the end of the month when 
we were paid in green escudos.

There were no telephones, the train passed 
by with passengers to Bolivia and Ollagüe 
towards Antofagasta. We went down to 
Calama by train to shop and get our things, 
it was very tough and exhausting, we would 
spend the night  in the Calama station until 
dawn waiting for transportation…”
She always dedicated herself to breed and 
graze her animals, she managed to have a 
group of 180 llamos, her husband, who passed 
away 5 years ago, slaughtered them and their 
meat in Calama, which allowed them to have 
a better familiar sustenance. 
During carnival times (February-March) 
the animal are adorned with flowers because 

it is the cattle flowering celebration. We put 
earrings and woolen flowers in the back of 
the llamos (tupos) and we mark their ears 
(quilpa), I use to make two little cuts with a 
small knife, which was useful to identify them 
and claim them in case of robbery, the SAG 
(Farming and Agriculture Service) validates 
this marking.
She also learned how to spin and knit with a 
loom of 4 stakes, which threading she tighten 
with a llamo bone (vichuña), she knitted gloves, 
soaks, blankets, bed clothes and dressing 
fabrics.

She stained her wools with copa-copa, which 
gave them a greenish tone and reinforce its 
colors with aniline she brought from Bolivia.
Today she cherish the affection from their sons 
and grandsons, she lives a calm life without 
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leaving Ascotán, where she lives and works. 
She remembers it telling us “at that time it 
started raining from December to March, 
there were beautiful grasses and snow. All this 
humidity fostered the abundant grass. In the 
salar flat lived plenty patridges, parinas, ducks, 
huallatas, taguas and vicuñas…Now it is all 
dried out.”

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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Quechua Community
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The origins of this village, are found in the old inhabitants of Lípez, who dominated a 
large Altiplanic highland extension and where dedicated mostly to shepherding and the 
commercialization of products derived from alpacas and llama, their meat and wool; Beside 
vegetables such as potatoes and quinoa. Its quechua cultural influence spread, certainly, to the 
Toconce and Cupo villages.

Even though the mining activities and railway transport have defined the history of Ollagüe, 
which takes upon the year 1885 when the railway Antofagasta-Bolivia implemented a station 
that generated an important commercial trade and the beginning of the exportation of sulphur 
from Amincha, located at the foot of the Aucanquilcha and Buena Aventura volcanoes in front 
of San Rosa’s, which were highest sites in the world, today both are ruins.

The activity was huge and workers, chileans and bolivians,  adapted to the highlands climate 
withstanding temperatures of minus 20 degree celsius in winter and, in fact,  they were the only 
people capable of working under these extreme conditions (3670 meters over sea level in the 
altiplanic area), 

Its charm can be found in the high desert surroundings of the altiplanic features, where the 
aymara or quechua peoples dominate its territory, their knowledge, customs and traditions.
This location is the last stop of the railway before crossing the border with destination to Abaroa 
station, the first stop in the Plurinational State of Bolivia.

Quechua Community
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As mentioned before, we can find Ascotán 
and Carcote salar flats in Ollagüe, also 
several altiplanic locations, such as Amincha, 
Aucanquilcha, Polán, Carcote Station and 
Ascotán.
The prominent Ollagüe volcano can be seen 
in the surrounding landscapes, usually with 
snow on its peak and fumarole

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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“this helped to gain new knowledge and learn about the culture here”

Carmen was born in Ollagüe on July 30, 1958, daughter of Julio Achú and Zenobia Colque Ayavire, 
she had 5 brothers: Juana, María, Samuel, Elena y Manuel who passed away.

When she was 6 years old, she moves to the settlement Buenaventura, where they refinated the

 
60 years old, museum custodian
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sulphur which was extracted from Santa Rosa 
volcano and took it down in recipients, in 
mules, and after by a rope lift until 1968.

Her studies of 1rst and 2nd grade were in 
the village school with the teacher Roberto 
Navarro, of whom she keeps beautiful 
memories “he taught me how to read and 
write, in the morning he would wait for us 
and gave us arroz con leche (milk with rise), 
he was a very kind person with every child 
and we were like 16 students. The settlement 
Buenaventura had a U-form and counted with 
several administrative premises where workers 
went to get their card signed at 7 a.m in the 
morning. There was a bakery, pulperia, health 
care center, and a fonda which was a place 
where food was given to the singles. 
The rooms were very rudimental and there was 
no division between married and singles as in 
other settlements.The life passed by here. 

In 1969, she comes back to Ollagüe to study 
the 6th grade and finishing the 8th in Calama. 

She returns to Ollagüe late in 1975, here she 
starts working in the fondas, cooking for the 
workers, sewing or any other business. 
By this time she  met Jaime Flores Olmedo, 
to whom she married and had 6 sons: Blanca, 
Jaquelin, Nolvia, Jaime, Manuel y Teodoro 
already deceased.

She became a widower very early in 1987 “I 
managed to raise my children and pull through 
by myself and I was the father and mother, 
men and women, had to work hard to support 
them… I was always devoted to them.”

A certain event changed her life, which was 
dedicated mostly to house duties and working. 
“Some ladies went to my house and invite 
me to participate in the group of artisans of 
Ollagüe, Killawasi, which made me socialize 
with other people and discover that I could 
create new things…”

In 2003, she starts working in Leandro Bravo 
Valdebenito de Ollagüe Museum where objects 
of great value were kept and custodied such as 
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from the ancestors’ life, the sulphur sites, the 
yareteras, coal yards, and the artesian world, 
“this helped me a lot  to gain new knowledge, 
learn about the culture and the way of being of 
the people who worked here. I discovered that 
the life of the mine workers was very sacrificed, 
the sulphur odor and the low temperatures 
made this work almost inhuman. “

Finally, she tells us, "I feel happy here in 
Ollagüe, the landscape always moves me and I 
walked through it every time I can…”

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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“I have been living here all my life, grazing animals, feeling the wind and sun each day”

She was born in Cosca and her parents were Santos Bello and Luisa Lotino, she has 6 brothers. All 
her life has passed in this high sites at almost 4000 meters over sea level.
She never went to school; she dedicated her life in the field grazing animals, llamos and lambs. She 
married to Eusebio Guillermo Urrelo Gonza and she had 7 sons. Silvia, Osvaldo, Santos, Roxana, 
Severo, Belfor, Myriam. All of them were educated in the Ollagüe school “before it was a smaller 

83 years old, shepherd
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this was more crucial than going to study at 
school. Currently, parents wish for something 
better for their sons’ future, which have other 
interests in the middle of a globalizing world.

Mrs. Otilia knows the customs very well and 
shares with us a very significant one that they 
celebrate in the San Antonio festival, which 
consists of the sacrifice of a llama. “the men 
nail a knife in the neck of the animal and the 
blood is spread on the earth as a payment to the 
Pachamama, as a sign of fertility and gratitude. 
Then, a sahumerio is made with coba, candies, 
and coca, to which a small llamo piece, made 
from the grease of the sacrificed animal, is 
added. All this is to show respect and honor to 
the Saint Patron”.

village and people had more understanding, 
we were closer, today everyone goes their own 
way…”
Her life, as many of the desert women, has 
been hard working, she has worked in the 
Municipality and school of Ollagüe and in the 
church of Calama.
Regarding her labours as shepherd, she tells 
us, “few people around here breed animals, it 
is only done by Leguita, Felipe and Severo, 
who is my son. They take the animals to the 
grasslands and also have to keep them safe 
because from the hills may come the lion and 
kill them…”

Years before, children were forced to graze the 
animals, as we could infer by the testimonies, 
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“Living in the desert gives me quetiness, I 
observe nature, the snow, I feel the wind and 
I warmed myself with the sunlight of each 
day…”

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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“The place was so cold, that when we dropped some water it froze almost immediately”

This inhabitat of Ollagüe was born in the Quebrada de Puquio, into a family of  7 brothers; her 
parents were Guillermo Urrelo y Martina Gonza Anza. She lived here the first part of her childhood, 
her parents were dedicated to do farm work and lamb breading. They used to grow potatoes and 
field beans, until a prolonged dry season made them move to Kosca, "the sanctuary village", where 
every 25 of December they celebrate the Virgen de Andacollo. After that she lived in the Quebrada 

62 years old, shepherd
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of the Inca, next to the Amincha, were her 
father worked as a ‘’capachero’’ in the sulphur 
plant.
She had an itinerant life, “we lived in different 
places, looking for grasses for the lambs we 
reared, in Ciénaga Redonda, Alconcha, Perdiz 
Uno y Puquio.” She studied in Pajancha, 
Bolivia, just one year and she could not 
continue because they moved from one place 
to another. She worked in Calama and then 
in Amincha, here she cooked, “I woke up at 
5 a.m. to prepare lunch boxes for about 60 
workers, I made white noodles, rice, and stews, 
I used to change the menu according to the 
food we had…” 

Later after, she worked in Aucanquilcha 
where she extracted sulphur and she travelled 

to Amincha were this mineral was processed. 
“The place was so cold, that when we dropped 
some water, it froze almost immediately, the 
harsh climate conditions made work really 
difficult.”
Since she was a child she also learned 
how to spin and knit. She produces socks, 
gloves, blankets, and small ponchos to protect 
themselves from the cold weather. Through 
her work, she also helped with the house 
sustenance. 
She is the mother of 4 sons, Celia, Diana, 
Felipe and Abigaíl. She also took upon the 
raising of her granddaughter, Camila.

“Despite the difficulty, I’ve been happy in this 
place, visiting  meadows, offering sahumerio to 
the hills or doing a payment to the Earth”.

WOMEN OF THE DESERT
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Indigenous community 
Atacameños indian community
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This interesting zone has its origins in the late intermediate ñperiod (1000 and 1450 A.C.) when 
the regional development and the exchanges of goods began, through the caravan routes.
In the zone, remains of a cemetery where found, which corresponded to the pre- Inca farming 
and pottering period, based on agricultural, livestock and mining sectors. This cemetery was 
located in the banks of the Loa River, in the place known as Dupont,  where the current houses 
of Enaex are. The abundant fabrics and pottering found, tells us about the great human activity 
concentrated in this area of Calama.

Several families, who emigrated from different inner villages came to Chunchuri and started 
working in farming, breeding animals, and in small local business related to livestock production.

There is a good community organization, a directive, a meeting place, they keep their costumes 
and traditions such as the February carnival.

Indigenous community   Atacameños indian community
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“Life in the desert, though harsh, I’ve really enjoyed it…”

Borned in Toconao, on December 9, 1933. Daughter of Teodora Chocobar and sister of Trinidad, 
Victoria and Leopoldina. Her mother had an orchard outside Toconao, which allows them to live, 
however, with a big effort and hardwork.

84 years old, farmer
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Although she assisted to the village school, she 
did not learn how to read nor to write, this 
goal was put on hold until years later.

Her mother died when she was 9 years old, 
being in the care of an aunt for 2 years until her 
uncle Miguel Chocobar went for her and took 
her to Chuquicamata, where she stayed until 
the age of 16, wishing to become independent, 
to find a job and face life.
While she was living with one of her sisters 
she met Claudio Espinoza Ramos, to whom 
she married and had 10 sons, of which 5 are 
still alive: Heriberto, Claudio, Juan, Carmen, 
and Vinca. In this period of her life she started 
to study at the vespertine school aiming to 
help her sons, “they were studying too and 
asked me about it…”

Years later, her husband died, “he left me 
enough things to live with…” she says. She 
arrived to Chunchuri in the 80's, the area was 
basically composed by working lands and a 
few houses. People lived from the rearing of 
animals and agriculture. 
Of a joyful character, Primitiva, on these days 
reared chickens, rabbits and pigs, “I do not 
breed big animals because is difficult to find 

grass if you do not plant…” She also sows corn, 
especially the white one, she knows very well 
the process and care to get a good harvest, “the 
key is the land, it must have a lot of compost 
and water for the grain to grow big…”

She irrigates, the same as all farmers of the area, 
with the Loa River waters, “each sector has its 
custodian, who is in charge of controlling the 
water, he let us know when it is our turn and 
we irrigate the threshing floors by flood every 
15 days.”

She has a big family, mother, grandmother 
and great-grandmother, she tells us: “Life in 
the desert, though harsh, I’ve really enjoyed it, 
I bread my animals, sow and harvest corn, and 
alfalfa, this gives us sustenance as I sell what I 
produce in my land plot... ”

In the desert I have had good times and bad 
times, my big family has made me happy, and 
breeding my animals in the field makes me 
feel alive.

I have seen the progress in the zone, now we 
have drinking water and lights, before we used 
chonchones (old lamps) with paraffin and wax 
candles.
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“I have bred  lots of animals. they are the base of my sutenance”

She was born in Calama. although she says she was born in Teca, kilometer 44 towards San Pedro. 
Daughter of Jorge Carpancha and Rumualda Choque. she had 6 brothers, of which only Narcisa 
is alive.
She was baptized at the age of  7 in the Cathedral, her godparents were form the city, she remembers 
nostalgically those moments, ‘they took in a green cart and I was dressed in white, very happy.”

79 years old, shepherder 
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She did not go to school, she had a hard 
working life during her childhood. In 1948 
she already was working with the Abaroa’s, 
“I took care of a baby and earned 5 pesos per 
month”. IN 1956, emigrates to Santiago where 
she worked in Mr. Marino Tomic and Iris 
González house, with “them I earned 8 pesos 
per month”...
She came back to Chunchuri in 1959 
and started to participate in the religious 
dances that venerate the Virgin of Ayquina, 
specifically in the Gitanos Promesantes and El 
Caribe dancing groups, where she met Pedro 
Román Gahona Gahona to whom married “by 
the two laws”. They had 11 sons.
At the beginning of this new life, she lives in 
Ecuador street, and  then in O’higgins sector 
until she remains widow in 1983, “my husband 
disappeared and I found him in Santa Filomena 
mine on the way to Antofagasta. Therefore, 
in 1984 she came back to Chunchuri to take 
upon my father’s paddock who passed away in 
1972. I suffered a lot because of the property 
rights, because as always, other people come to 
say that they are the owners…”’

Two of her sons died in strange circumstances, 
“one of them was a student of 22 years old, 
and the other one worked in a track and had 
36, with this I have accumulated sorrow, but I 
keep going on…”
In Chunchuri I have bred many animals 
such as horses, donkeys and cows, sheep and 
goats, pigs, rabbits and hens. These breedings 
are the base of the sustenance, currently she 
makes goat cheese that she sells at home and 
also fresh eggs of her hens, which are fed with 
alfalfa and corn. Her day starts at 6 a.m. to 
dedicate the time to the grazing activities.
She is known in the Community of Chunchuri, 
every year she participates in FEPLOA with 
her local  products such as corn and humitas, 
among others.
She enjoys having a big family, she has 28 
grandchildren and 30 great-grandchildren 
already.

“In the desert I had good and bad times. My 
big family has made me happy and also the 
breeding of my animals, in this field, that gives 
me life.
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I have seen the improvements in the zone, 
now we have drinking water and light, in the 
past we had conchones with paraffin and wax 
candles…”
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“We peeled the corn and we cooked some tasty cazuelas and patascas”

Daughter of Justtacio Mamani and Evangelista Selti. She was born in San Pedro de Atacama. Her 
father worked transporting the salt that was taken to the village, “I went to help him too, and I 
went by horse”. She remembers when she was 9 years old “A strong typhus fever came down, and 
the military had to burn all the belongings of the people, their clothes, even they shaved their heads  
in order to exterminate it”. The year was 1985.

93 years old, farmer
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From very little, she was sent to take care of the 
sheep and grazed them at the paddock, this is 
why she only went to school for three months. 
She recalls it “We ate lamb meat, which we 
dried out in the sun, we used plenty of salt, so 
it would not go bad and we took it from the 
bones. We also drank goat milk with rica-rica, 
there was no tea and we ate the toasted chañar 
like candy…”
In those years, water was abundant, we went 
to get it using barrels, which were loaded on 
the donkeys to be transported to the houses 
for consumption. My aunt Benita had a very 
deep well, two people would take out the water 
and from the carob trunks they would make 
troughs and mortars to smash the fruits they 
used to prepare the “aloja”.

This beverage, cklapana, is made out of water 
and carob fruits which are fermented, leaving 
a strong drink served for certain traditional 
occasions, such as: farming or cattling labours, 
canals cleaning, mingas, sowings, religious 
festivals, harvesting and birthdays.

She married to Juan Barbosa Colque in San 
Pedro de Atacama by a civil ceremony and in 
Ayquina in the church. Her 11 sons were born 
in her house and currently 5 of them are alive: 
Bernarda, Juan, Raquel, Ruffino and Omar.
In order to contribute to the family sustenance 
she worked as a farmer, she sowed corn, wheat, 
and alfalfa, products that she also traded by 
other products  she lacked. “We peeled the 
corn and we cooked some tasty cazuelas and 
patascas”.

She also knows the textile work to which 
she dedicated many years, she was a spinner, 
she worked with lamb and llamo wools, she 
knitted panties, scarves and socks. She would 
produce different dressing fabrics such as pants 
and vests because “At that time there were no 
fabrics, only flour sacks…”

Of a devoted spirit, she remembers her 
participating in the San Pedro, the Candelario 
de Tulor in February 2, and the Ayquina 
festivities to which they went by foot or on 
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donkeys, “It took a lot of work and sacrifice to 
go and see the Virgin”.

Today she enjoys the love of her sons, always 
looking out for her. She is surrounded by their 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren, and 
at her age has a privilege memory. At the end 
of our meeting in Chunchuri, she told us”in 
the desert life is bitter, bitter than the chilca 
plant…”
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Atacameño indigenous community
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The zone of Likantatay (inhabitants of the territory) is located in the western side of the Calama 
city, above a copper deposit of Codelco (state-owned mine).

The arrival of families, which shaped this place, is due to several causes such as the lack of 
working opportunities for people and the lack of education for children. 
The limited use of water made difficult to continue with the farming activities, which are the 
base of the atacameño family sustenance, the labor force demand during the boom of the mining 
industry, fostered the emigration of the population to other urban centers.
The first families to arrive were from the villages of Ayquina, Cupo, Caspana, Toconce, ChiuChiu, 
San Pedro de Atacama, Toconao, Socaire and Rio Grande, which sent a petition to the Ministry 
of National Assets to settle in this place. By the testimonies of older people, “there was nothing, 
it was a fallow land, without water and lightning, there were no trees…”
There were no housing constructions nor communitarian places, everything was like a new 
beginning.
After many years of effort and work, the lands currently allows farming, especially the cultivation 
of corn and alfalfa, which in turns allows the breeding of lambs, rabbits and poultry.  As a result, 
they started to retake the proper activities of their native settlements, where the water and the 
earth were vital for the atacameño economy.
Currently, the Atacameño Indigenous Community of Likantatay is organized by a directive, 
which built a communitarian center, a church and other premises. They keep their customs, 
celebrate their festivities and ancestral traditions, they have reproduced a life of origin again, as 
it was in the past in the Alto Loa and the Atacama the Great.

Atacameño indigenous community
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“I sell seasonal corn, the morocho and the white”

She was born in Quetena, Bolivia, in 1937, and around the age of 15 she emigrated with her 
parents, she was registered in San Pedro de Atacama.

As a child, she should help with the daily housing activities of the field and started grazing animals 
such as llamas, sheep and goats on the slopes of the Likancabur volcano and around the Chaxa 

María Estefanía López Estelo
81 years old, farmer
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lagoon, which is part of the national reserve 
of Los Flamencos, located in the core of the 
Atacama desert. “My father did not want me 
to get married so I continued taking care of 
the animals, but I revealed myself and with 
Segundo Condori and my son I moved to Río 
Grande…”

In this new scenario she began to work as a 
farmer, she worked the land and cultivated 
potatoes, onions and beans, which was the 
basic economic sustenance for the family 
when she could sell the remaining products. 
After few years, she finished her relationship 
with Segundo, “I was not fortunate beside him 
and left him…”

Later, she met Gregorio Copa Cruz to whom 
she married and had 3 daughters: Gloria, 

Gregoria and Mónica. Her husband worked 
in the sand extraction and also sowed corn and 
other vegetables.

In the decade of 1990, when she received her 
field in Likantatay, “there was nothing, it was a 
fallow land, without water and lightning, there 
were no trees, and no firewood. Many people 
left, but I stayed and worked hard preparing 
the earth to sow. With my bare hands I made 
the irrigation canals…”

Here she started to cultivate corn, grass 
(alfalfa), and vegetables. She sold corn during 
the season, the morocho and the white corn. She 
currently does not work her lands anymore, 
she is ill and depends on the caring of her 
daughters, “my land is dirty and abandone”.
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She integrates the community of Likantatay 
every year for the Saint Patron festivity, San 
Juan, where “we celebrate the mass and wedding 
with a lot of food, drinks and sometimes there 
are fights too.”

Today, she is gripped with fear of living in this 
zone because “many people from outside came 
doing bad things and even the church was 
robbed…The good thing is that I have seen 
the improvements, we have light and water, 
after many time working with the community 
to obtain this, which is so much needed…”
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“My life has been of great effort and work”

She was born in Río Grande, on August 19, 1938, daughter of Genaro Choque Cruz and Tomasa 
Mendoza Colque, she had 8 sons.

During her childhood, she grazed lambs and goats near the Arco Iris, Corán, Rincón Blanco hills. 
“In the past it rained and the grasses were plenty and green…”

Luisa Choque Mendoza
79 years old, farmer
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In this period, she saw her mother suffering a 
lot, she always remembers this.
She did not go to school, her elder brother and 
father taught her how to read and write.
She is a mother of 3 sons: Lorenzo, Rafael, 
Mónica who born in Río Grande. They were 
educated in Antofagasta where they moved to 
complete their 4th grade in high school.
It was the year of 1991 when The National 
Assets department gave her the land plot she 
currently owns , where she reared her animals 
such as lambs, goats and rabbits. She also 
plants alfalfa and corn, all these products are 
for her family sustenance and occasionally she 
sells them to help improve the house economy.

She participates actively in the neighbour 
community, in the Indigenous Association of 
Likantatay, she is part of the communitarian 
work, such as the canals cleaning in August, or 
making roofs and painting the communitary 
center with the neighbours.
Her life has been of hardwork and sacrifice, 
she lives with her son Rafael and every time 
she can, she enjoys the company of her 10 
grandchildren.
To the youngest people she suggests “to finish 
their studies, to be healthy and meet their 
goals…”
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At the end of this work, which is my fifth publication in The Loa Province, I want to express 
my sincerest thanks to the Corporate Sponsors that permitted the completion of this 
anthropological approach “Women of the Desert”. Without the assigned resources it could not 
have been possible to accomplish this cultural project. Abra Mining and Mainstream have been 
a fundamental support in the journey of writing this book. It is not always easy to promote the 
cultural production, mainly in this material world that centers its focus on the quantitative rather 
than the cultural values, which also contributes and encourages the development of the human 
societies. It is very significant that both companies set these cultural policies to approach and 
benefit the inhabitants of the desert.

I also express my gratitude to the Alto Loa Communities, to their Directive for the willingness 
to participate in this tribute to the women of the desert, who always have been present in this 
plethoric nature of contents and heritage, which from ancient times make possible the presence 
of human settlements in the territory that embrace us . 

Thanks to my team work, with which, step by step, have highlighted the “Alturas Andinas”, in 
the path of the heritage investigation, education and culture.

To all the good people who have always surrounded and motivated me to write. To my friends, 
who have supported me in a concrete way in this passing by the ancient desert…My gratitude 
to All.
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1. Cover: wildflower captured in the Valle del Arco Iris area
2. Landscapes of the Desert: Ascotán and Carcote
3. Cupo Cactus
4. Carrots from Chiu Chiu
5. San Francisco Temple of Chiu Chiu
6. Fountain of the Square of Chiu Chiu
7. Alfalfa Crops of Chiu Chiu
8. Aurora Bautista, Chiu Chiu
9. Erica Pérez, Chiu Chiu
10. Hands of Aurora Bautista with a ceramic
11. Adornment element. Muley Restaurant.Chiu Chiu
12. Cristina Hrepic, Chiu Chiu
13. Adornment element. Muley Restaurant.Chiu Chiu
14. Gastronomic products. La Banda Restaurant.Chiu Chiu
15. Nicolasa Panire, Chiu Chiu
16. Hands of Nicolasa Panire over vegetables
17. Avelina Mamani
18. Corn crops, orchard of Avelina Mamani.Chiu Chiu
19. Lasana landscape, bridge side
20. Partial view of Lasana with Pukará ruins
21. Lorenza Pérez. Lasana
22. Corn cobs
23. Cactus garden. House of Lorenza Pérez
24. Benita Bautista
25. Gastronomic products. Pukará Restaurant
26. Lasana landscape, La Cascada area
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27. San pedro Station
28. View of the San Pedro and San Pablo volcanoes
29. Emilia QUispe. San pedro Station
30. Carrots harvest
31. Partial view of Conchi Viejo Village
32. Partial view of the cemetery
33. Atrium of the temple of Conchi Viejo
34. Josefina Galleguillos. Conchi Viejo
35. Rosa Galleguillos. Conchi Viejo
36. Images of San Antonio and San Juan, Conchi Viejo temple
37. Landscape of Taira
38. Pictographs, El Alero area 
39. Luisa Huanuco. Taira
40. LLamos grazing
41. Landscape, Ayquina area
42. Cross decorated with flowers. On the way to Ayquina
43. Irma Panire. Ayquina
44. Textiles products. Threading workshop. Ayquina
45. Gissele Lucas. Ayquina
46. Hands of Gissele Lucas with ceramics
47. Pottering objects. Gissele Lucas. Ayquina
48. Andean Textiles
49. Hands of Gissele Lucas with ceramics
50. Corn cobs
51. Hands of Eugenia Mamani Selti over the corncobs
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52. Hands of Primitiva Chocobar with corn cobs
53. Cupo landscape
54. Saturnina Cruz. Cupo
55. Tustuca (llamo grease)
56. Railroads of Cupo
57. Toconce landscape
58. Toconce landscape. Cactus Echinopsis Atacamensis
59. Martina Yufla. Toconce
60. Vegetable crops
61. Isidora Anza. Toconce
62. Ceramics from Isidora Anza. Toconce
63. Guillermina Lobera. Toconce
64. Beets
65. Partial view of Toconce. Railroad platforms
66. Landscape
67. Ascotán Salar with parinas
68. Salar de Ascotán route towards “Los Ojos del Salar”
69. Irene Muraña Quispe
70. Vicuñas in the Salar de Ascotán
71. Partial view of railway station, Ollagüe
72. Carmen Achú, Ollagüe
73. Railway installations. Ollagüe
74. Otilia Bello. Ollagüe
75. Metal plate.  Anthropological Museum Leandro Bravo Valdebenito. Ollagüe
76. Train towards Ollagüe
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77. Goat cattle
78. Dorotea Urrelo. Ollagüe
79. Sheep and its cub
80. Landscape of Chunchuri
81. Primitiva Chocobar. Chunchuri (indigenous community)
82. Corn Cobs in the hands of Primitiva Chocobar. Chunchuri
83. Ángela Choque. Chunchuri (indigenous community)
84. Goats of Ángela Choque. Chunchuri
85. Eugenia Mamani. Chunchuri (atacameños indian community)
86. Corn cobs on Eugenia Mamani`s hands
87. Lamb cattle. Field of Omar Barboza Mamani. Chunchuri
88. Landscape of Likantatay
89. María López. Likantatay
90. Alfalfa flowering
91. Basket with vegetables
92. Luis Choque. Likantatay
93. Corn field

*The numeric identification of the images corresponds to the appearance order in the book 
starting from the cover.
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