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ISABEL ALLENDE

CHILEAN-AMERICAN NEW YORK TIMES BEST-SELLING
AUTHOR AND ADVOCATE FOR THE RIGHTS OF WOMEN

AND GIRLS

“I became a feminist without knowing that I was a feminist
because the word was not used in Chile at the time. I was

fourteen, fifteen, and I was so angry at the world. I could see the
patriarchy everywhere, and I was so rebellious against all kinds

of male authority. Everything bothered me.”





ON SEPTEMBER 11, 1973, FOLLOWING the military coup in Chile,
Isabel Allende and her family found refuge in Venezuela. She was thirty-
one, a journalist and a relative of Chilean President Salvador Allende. The
overwhelming and overnight change of regime from a democracy to a
dictatorship associated with torture, death, and the disappearance of many
people instilled in Isabel a distrust in government. The fear of being at the
mercy of a power that exerts such cruelty inspired Isabel’s imagination.

Isabel is considered one of the greatest Latin American writers today.
She has published more than twenty-three books translated into forty-two
languages and has sold more than 74 million copies. Her books tell human
stories as they focus on the empowerment of women who seek the freedom
to make choices. These are women who struggle against extraordinary
adversity and win through love and perseverance.

Her recent book, In the Midst of Winter, evokes suspense and empathy
—and a bit of self-reflection. The protagonist, Evelyn, is the ultimate
representative of a struggling young immigrant. And one cannot help but
recognize that within Lucia, another character, lives Isabel, a strong,
creative, and educated woman who takes charge with love and tenderness
and hopes to find love at a mature age.

Isabel’s first book, The House of the Spirits, which was adapted into a
movie in 1994, was written when she was a refugee in Venezuela. She had
composed a letter to her dying grandfather in 1981 to eternalize stories he
had told her. Unexpectedly, this expanded into a book, written in her style
of magical realism that takes after real life with its unexplainable and
mysterious occurrences: realizing the significance of a dream, or the
symbolism of a vision, and the spirits of our lost loved ones that always live
within us.

Since then, Isabel’s life has changed. She lives in California and spends
the majority of her days telling stories that explore expanded and unlimited
universes.

Isabel writes in many styles, including stories that were stimulated by
real events, children’s books, and memoirs. With her storytelling, she makes
connections and highlights the similarities of people from different races
and different times, emphasizing the commonalities and feelings we share.

Through her life journey, Isabel has encountered injustice toward
women and children, places in the world where baby girls are unwanted and



women do most of the work yet own the fewest assets. These experiences
contradicted her innate sense of justice and created a feminist out of her,
ultimately prompting the creation of the now twenty-year-old Isabel
Allende Foundation. The foundation cares for the well-being of women and
children and supports the Esperanza Grants that are awarded to nonprofits
and NGOs that work to secure access to reproductive rights, opportunities
for economic development, and freedom from violence. Isabel is following
in the footsteps of her mentor, Olga Murray (see page 213), whom she
admires, and she admits, “I want to be her at ninety-two.” Olga is the
founder of the Nepal Youth Foundation, helping thousands of children
survive malnutrition and prosper despite the lack of educational facilities.

The funds for Isabel’s altruistic endeavors are provided by the sale of
her books, including Paula, which she wrote to describe the life of her
daughter who passed away at the age of twenty-eight. “It is what Paula
wants me to do,” Isabel says.

Paula’s spirit continues to whisper to Isabel: “You only have what you
give, and you give till it hurts.”

After a military coup in Chile, you found safety in Venezuela in 1973. In
1987 you decided to immigrate to the United States. How did these different
situations affect you?

In the first circumstance, I was a political refugee. I left my country
because I couldn’t stay, and I chose Venezuela because there were not very
many choices. Very few countries accepted refugees from Chile. There
were no visas given for Chileans in places like Costa Rica, Mexico, and
others. Venezuela was a democracy. I could speak Spanish, and being a
journalist, language was important for me. It was open for immigrants and
refugees and whoever wanted to come to work.

It was very difficult for me because I didn’t want to leave my country,
and I was always looking back. The experiences at the beginning were like
paralysis and nostalgia, and very different from the experience of an
immigrant. The immigrant chooses to go, and usually it’s a young person
who’s looking at the future, not looking at the past, not thinking of
returning, but thinking of establishing in another place. After all, we had
kids and grandkids. So the emotional state of an immigrant is very different



than a refugee. I would say that the experience of being an immigrant is
much, much easier than being a refugee.

So in 1989, you immigrated to the United States, following your American
husband William Gordon, and became a citizen in 1993. Did you feel
comfortable right away?

Well, I came to the United States although I didn’t like the country at
the time. The CIA had been involved in the military coup in Chile, so I had
the feeling that America was one of my enemies really. It so happened that
when I was on a book tour, I met a man, I fell in love, and I moved to be
with him. That facilitated everything, not only my legal status in the US. I
came with a tourist visa, but then we married, so very soon I applied for
residency and a work permit.

My husband opened all the doors for me. The problem when you are
new in a country, like in Venezuela, for example, and actually everywhere,
is that you don’t know the rules of that country.

Sometimes you don’t even speak the language, and you don’t know how
to get along and how to do things. For example, after living in Chile and
Venezuela, I didn’t know that you could pay a bill with a check in the mail.
I couldn’t believe that. It was just extraordinary, and there were many other
things, both good and bad. My husband chaperoned me during the first few
years until I learned the language and could have a life of my own.

In America, it was really a tremendous change of culture.
Yes. First of all, the language. Then I landed in the most dysfunctional

family that you could possibly imagine. My husband had been married
twice before, and he had three children, all of them addicts. So we had the
problem of drug addiction, which I had never encountered before. I had no
idea what that was. I thought it would be just about a few rules and lots of
love. But no, forget it.

His life was very chaotic, disorganized, but I was in love, and I’m
Chilean, so I take on projects. Chilean women do that. I thought, I’ll handle
this, but it was much harder than living in Venezuela, as I had to learn the
language. At the beginning he had to translate the news on TV. I could read
in English, but I couldn’t understand when people talked. That took me a



while and then it took a while to learn to drive here and know the streets
and do the things that normal people do all the time.

When you were in Venezuela, you wrote your first book at the age of forty,
The House of the Spirits.

It happened by chance. I didn’t think I could be a writer, but I couldn’t
be a journalist in Venezuela. I did all sorts of odd jobs to make a living and
support my kids, and I ended up administering a school. It had nothing to
do with writing, but my head was full of stories, the stories I brought from
Chile and the extraordinary stories you can pick up in Venezuela, which is a
crazy and wonderful place.

I had all this that I wanted to tell, but mostly it was that the book was
like an exercise in nostalgia. On January 8, 1981, we got a phone call telling
me that my grandfather was dying in Chile. I had grown up in his house. He
was a substitute father for me, and I couldn’t return to say goodbye. So I
started this sort of letter that immediately turned into something else. I kept
on writing about it, and I wrote till it became a manuscript of five hundred
pages. I worked on the kitchen counter because I didn’t even have a desk.

Eventually it landed in the hands of an agent in Spain. I was very lucky
because the book was published and became an immediate success, which
paved the way for other books and made me a writer. Without that, I would
still be working in a school in Venezuela.

Your grandfather brought you up after you were abandoned by your father,
and he was a very important, beloved figure in your life. What advice did he
give you that resonates through your life?

He taught me all the stuff that has helped me to succeed. Discipline.
Don’t whine. Don’t complain. Don’t ask for anything. Be responsible for
yourself and for others. Life is hard. Don’t expect anything.

Those are pretty tough messages.
It was like an emotional boot camp. Much later in life, I have been in

therapy to take all that out of my head because I don’t need it anymore, but
it was really useful during my youth and during the time when I was a
political refugee and an immigrant and I needed all those things. That is



what my grandfather taught me. He was severe and tough, but he was a
loving man, and I hear his voice inside my head all the time.

What can you tell me about the significance of January 8?
I started my first book, The House of the Spirits, on January 8. It turned

out to be very successful, so I started the second book on the same day the
following year, a little bit because of superstition but also because I was
working in a school when it was still vacation, so the kids were not back
yet. It was very convenient because it was winter, and I had some time. All
my books that I started on that date have been somehow successful, but
mostly that date works out of discipline because my life has become very
complicated. I am pulled in every direction. I have a foundation; I have too
much going on. If I don’t have a day to start, I would be procrastinating
forever. There’s always something that gets in the way. I do believe that
things happen, weird coincidences that I cannot explain.

When I was working on this interview, I was very focused reading your
book Paula, which you wrote in memory of your daughter who passed away.
At that time, a tall, beautiful black woman came to me and asked, “What
are you concentrating so hard on?” I explained, “I’m going to have an
interview for a book I’m writing about first-generation American women
immigrant achievers.” She said, “That’s very nice, but I have a suggestion
for the next book. You should write about mothers who lost their
daughters.” And she went on to say that she lost her daughter when her
daughter was thirty-five and left three children behind. Kathy, the
grandmother, is now taking care of them, as well as of her younger
daughter who is chronically ill with cystic fibrosis. This was one of those
coincidences (magical realism) in life where, while I was immersed in your
story, Kathy appeared. I handed her your book about Paula and wished her
the comfort that this book has provided to many mothers.

Thank you. I don’t see ghosts, but I feel the spirit of my daughter inside
me all the time.

In your mind, what is magical realism?
I think it’s accepting that the world is a mysterious place. Things like

coincidences and little miracles happen. You’re thinking of someone, and



the phone rings and that person calls you—that is telepathy. I grew up with
a grandmother who spent her life studying the paranormal. When I was a
little girl, it was something I could not deny. I don’t live in that realm, but I
accept it, just like many people accept astrology or hang crystals on their
necks or whatever. Everybody has different ways of coping with what we
cannot control and what we don’t know.

Please tell me about In the Midst of Winter.
The elements of magical realism are somehow explained between the

lines. Because the only one who experiences it is the Guatemalan girl, and
she comes from a culture where this is accepted and possible. She has had
an experience with ayahuasca, the drug of the Amazon, when the shaman
gives her that tea. That is the equivalent of a very strong LSD, LSD on
steroids. She has a trip in which she sees a jaguar. I’ve done it twice and I
know the experience, and it stays with you. She believes in the Virgin Mary
and in the jaguar. For her, it’s the same thing. I describe the moment she
sees a miracle happen as seen only through her eyes, and this vision is used
later in the book to build the story.

How did the story come about for In the Midst of Winter?
A couple of things. This was before President Trump, so people were

talking about immigration, but it wasn’t like now at all. I was in Brooklyn.
We had rented a house for Christmas with my daughter-in-law, my son,
some friends, grandchildren, et cetera. We were having breakfast, and they
asked, “What are you going to write next?” As I mentioned, I start all my
books on January 8. “So what are you going to write in two weeks?” I said I
had no idea yet.

Somebody said, “Write about this house.” They informed me that this
had been a Mafia neighborhood in the past. So the idea that there was a
body in one of the cars came to mind. I said, “Wait, if you have a body
inside a car, you can write anything.” With that, it’s like a gift. I started
thinking about these things, and on January 7 I sat down with some notes
and stumbled upon a quote by Albert Camus that says, “In the midst of
winter, I finally found in me an invincible summer.”

Beautiful——and often true for our state of mind.



It was like a light in my head because I realized that mentally I was
living that moment in which I was in the midst of winter. I had separated
from this man that I had loved a lot. I was seventy-two years old and alone.
I wasn’t complaining or whining about being alone, but I knew that for the
rest of my life I would be alone because at that age you don’t expect many
surprises, do you? Well, I don’t.

I was in that mood. My agent died, my dog died, three of my best
friends died. My parents were really, really old and had deteriorated.
Everything was flat, and I thought, I am in the midst of winter but there is
always an invincible summer inside, and so that’s going to be the theme of
the book. Three people are traumatized, are stuck in a sort of winter, and
something happens that forces them out of themselves and opens their
heart; they take risks, and then friendship, compassion, and eventually love
happens.

I love this book, by the way.
Thank you. The character Lucia, a Chilean journalist, of course has a lot

of me, but also a lot of other friends of mine who were also Chilean
journalists at the time of the coup. One of them they arrested, and his
brother disappeared and never appeared again. I took a lot of the story from
that. In the case of Evelyn, the Guatemalan girl, I have a foundation and we
work with immigrants and empowering women and girls, many from
Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, so I have cases like her. I didn’t have to
invent much, and of course the character Richard the professor is based on
my brother, who is just as crazy.

I read your memoir The Sum of Our Days, and I see intertwined magic and
realism in your own life because you mentioned that you work with
psychics, you listen to spirits, you believe in astrology, you give meanings to
dreams, and you’re superstitious about the day you start your books.

Excuse me, but that’s discipline.

OK, discipline and a little superstition? You had a dream about two
children that you related to your daughter-in-law Lori’s resignation to not
have kids of her own and to accept her husband’s children as her own.



That’s one of the only two or three times that I have had a kind of vision
because it was so clear and so long. I don’t think it was a minute, but it
seemed very long, and it was with the light of the clock. In the green light
of the clock, these two kids were standing there, and I didn’t move. I
wanted so badly to see them better, but I didn’t dare move because I thought
they would disappear, and they did, of course.

And the symbolism of the centrally melting candle that stayed erect like a
symbol of strength after Paula’s death?

I have it to this day on my altar. I have kept it twenty-seven years now.
Yes, it was a sign. My son, who is totally skeptical, said that this is an
interesting coincidence and an opportunity. Because why would it stay
burning and erect, right after Paula’s death? It was a sign.

What moment was it? Right after her death?
We gathered in my prayer group and we had a candle for each one

because we were celebrating the end of the year, and Paula had just died a
week before. We were meditating, with our eyes closed, and a friend of
mine who is a psychiatrist, said, “Isabel, how can we help you? What do
you feel?” And I said, “I feel a burning pain inside. I can’t get it out of my
body, this pain here, this burning thing.” And she said, “What do you
want?” And I said, “I want a sign. I want a sign that Paula has not
disappeared, that her spirit prevails.”

And so we meditated, and then I heard the psychiatrist’s voice because
she was the first one to open her eyes, and she said, “Look at your candle.”
And I looked at my candle, and my candle was burning in the middle, like
the burning here in the middle of my body. It was concave, but it didn’t
bend.

We waited to see if it would. It ended very, very fast, enough to make a
hole, but the candle was standing, and I took that as a sign that Paula had
heard me, and that the pain would be there, but I would bear it, and it would
not break me.

Your son, Nico, at one point said that you cannot prevent sadness, but you
have to learn how to cope with life.



That would have been my grandfather’s idea. I mean, if you talk to my
grandfather about post-traumatic stress, he’ll say, “What the heck is that?
You go through suffering and pain and you just bear it.” That was the
school that I had. It is a good school.

We all want to find the strength to go on through pain. You, for example,
find myth to cope through reality.

I work in my foundation with people who have had real trauma. They
are survivors from extreme violence, from war, from gangs, from domestic
violence, all kinds of stuff, and then they get back on their feet and some of
them become leaders, so it is possible. We have a capacity, we have a
strength and resilience inside that we don’t know we have until we are
tested.

Getting back to In the Midst of Winter, you describe mature love and what
you thought was impossible happened. You’ve found a new love in your life
now.

Yes, I wasn’t expecting anything, but a man, a lawyer in New York,
heard me on NPR. I have no idea what I said, but he was impressed, and he
emailed my office, and my assistant answered the first email. And then the
second one I answered, and then he started emailing me every morning and
every evening for five months. And then finally I met him when I went to
New York for something to do with the Center for Reproductive Rights. We
met, and I asked him immediately, “What are your intentions? Because I do
not have any time to waste.”

Instead of running away, which is what I would’ve done if someone had
said that, he stayed. He got rid of everything he owned and moved to my
house with two bicycles and some clothes. We’ve been living together for
two months, and it’s working beautifully.

You’re both so lucky.
So lucky, because at our age there’s so much baggage, so much stuff,

but we have families who approve of us and love the idea that we are
together. Everything is easy.

It’s about time.
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