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The other Colombia

Far from the violence, an American finds a quietly beautiful world of farming, family and faith
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  DOIMA, Colombia -- We're walking along a small dirt road that winds through the green farmland of Cundinamarca, a beautiful state that encircles the high plains of Santa Fe de Bogota, Colombia's capital. My 4-year-old son, Gabriel, is riding a mule led by my mother-in-law, and I'm carrying my 2-year-old, Mario, on my back.

 The temperature is about 75 degrees on a sunny afternoon, and as we mosey along, I marvel at the lushness of the countryside. We pass a tree loaded down with mangos, and then another drooping with huge oranges. Banana trees wave their huge leaves in the breeze. We're headed into town because my in-laws only have a few laying hens right now and we've run out of eggs. We also need to check on when the water to the farm will be turned back on. One ancient Chevrolet pickup, two horsemen, and one other walker pass us during this 2-mile walk. But mostly it's just the four of us and the mule, chatting and singing as we make our way into town, where as it turns out, we will get no answers on the water and find the eggs are sold out. When Americans think about Colombia, they usually think of all the bad news that comes from here -- the drug trafficking, the kidnappings and the guerrillas. Sadly, there is a guerilla war, a drug- trafficking problem and a kidnapping epidemic. And there is also a dirty war waged by right-wing death squads against peaceful activists. Yet because I have family here, I see another side of Colombia. For me, the most threatening thing we have to worry about today is how to get around a cow and her calf that have been left tethered in the roadway. Year after year, my in-laws harvest their sugar cane, and raise their chickens on the beautiful little farm they have lovingly worked since the 1960s. They are also leaders of a little home church in their neighborhood. The next closest farm is about a quarter-mile away, and yet not a day goes by when somebody doesn't come by to ask for help, leave some extra food, or just share in coffee and conversation. My in-laws have a profound faith that God will provide. But they have never left things to chance. My father-in-law, Saul Murcia, was in the military as a young man. After he left the army, he and my mother-in-law, Flor Murcia, began managing a farm. They saved their money until they could buy their own land. The land had some cacao plants , but no houses or barns. My in-laws built a little wood house and a kitchen with a wood stove and began their careers as small farmers. They still recall how brutal those early days were, rising at 3 a.m. to begin processing sugar cane juice using a rudimentary machine powered by a mule. My husband, Saul, still has scars on his knuckles from the little stickers on the cane. To make matters a little more complicated, they raised their children Protestant, so they couldn't send them to the local schools that were run by Catholics. Luckily, Mennonite missionaries opened a boarding school in the area for the children of the residents of a nearby leper colony. Knowing how difficult it was for Protestant children to go the public schools, the missionaries also accepted the Murcia children at the boarding school. The Murcias planted orange and lemon trees, and coffee and banana plants. They raised pigs, chickens and cattle. They raised seven children. Forty years later, they are getting old. They have one farmhand and the help of two of Flor's brothers. They have a brick house with electricity and running water. And they squeeze the juice out of the sugar cane with a gasoline-powered machine instead of a mule. But they still pour the boiled juice into square molds, where it cools into raw sugar, and pack the raw sugar onto the mule's back to take it into town to sell. They use the money to buy the main things that they eat and don't grow: potatoes and beef. During our month long visit this summer, we watched as grandfather Saul prepared about 40 pounds of coffee for us to take back to Austin. He had already harvested it and dried it. He ran it through a machine like a meat grinder to crush the outer hull. He used a fan to blow off the hulls and then he painstakingly separated the remaining hulls by hand. Once the beans were ready, he and my husband, his son, used a big wood fire and a large pot to roast them. My mother-in-law divides her time between caring for their animals, cooking meals for all the workers and visitors, and praying and Bible reading. We helped feed the animals and clean the house, and she often invited us to join her in religious services. Other times we would wander down to the river to wade , or play on the tire swing and the hammock. She always treated us like royalty, handing me a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice the moment I woke up and jumping to prepare anything my children wanted to eat. My in-laws lived through ``La Violencia,'' a time of internecine political violence that left 200,000 dead beginning in 1946, and whose politically restrictive peace agreement planted the seeds for Colombia's long guerilla war. I think they thank God every day that their part of the country has been mostly immune from the violence that continues to plague most of Colombia . What my in-laws can't explain to me, however, is how their God, who has blessed them with so much, could allow the hatred and the killing to continue in the rest of the country? As a former student of Latin American economics, I know the country inherited Spanish patterns of land ownership that would always leave large numbers of frustrated, landless poor and a small number of rich. But what I don't understand is why a country with such bountiful resources and generous, hard-working people can't overcome that history and make peace. During our visit to the farm, we had only to turn on the radio or the television to hear about the kidnappings that were dominating the news. One day somebody brought a newspaper with a story about how Americans had been officially told not to go to Colombia anymore because of the danger. Just before bedtime every night, the visiting children and grandchildren would gather with the grandparents for prayer and hymns. Somebody would offer a prayer for the country. Then, the next morning, we'd wake up to the sounds of roosters crowing and birds singing and continue enjoying the tranquility of this little corner of this blood stained nation.

You may contact Rebecca Thatcher at rthatcher@statesman.com or 912-2941. And then the next morning, we'd wake up to the sounds of roosters crowing and birds singing and continue enjoying the tranquility and beauty of this little corner of this blood stained nation. 


