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In the early months of the year – sum-
mer in the Southern Hemisphere – Bill re-
treats to his cattle ranch in a remote north-
ern province of Argentina. Named “Gualfin” 
because it is literally the “end of the road,” 
the ranch is a tough five-hour drive from the 
nearest airport – which is a three-hour flight 
from Buenos Aires. 

It is here in the wilderness – amid the 
cows, gauchos, and grapevines – that Bill 
disconnects from the media hype that so 
heavily colors our opinions.

And it’s that distancing that feeds some 
of Bill’s most poignant observations – ob-
servations (compiled below) that he, like a 
modern-day Thoreau, faithfully records in 
his Diary of a Rogue Economist. 

In his own words…

It is good spending a few months here at the 
ranch. There is much less 'noise' from the me-
dia. We have no TV. No radio. No newspapers. 
No telephone.

Up in the high sierra, we seek no favors. We 
ask for no recognition. We have no truck with 
popular fantasies or convenient prejudices.

Maybe we are wrong. Maybe the cronies, 
the central planners, the zombies, and the ma-
nipulators are right after all.

Then again, after 30 years of being wrong, 
maybe we will be right after all. Stranger things 
have happened.

In any case, we like being here. The air is 
thinner here. But it is also clearer.

A Rogue Economist in Argentina

End of the Road

SPECIAL REPORT
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Stock market investors seem to 
have gotten over their joy at Janet Yel-
len’s appointment as the next chair 
of the Fed. Now they are focusing on 
their chagrin at Washington. Without 
a deal being passed by Congress, the 
feds will have to stop borrowing to-
morrow.

Yesterday, the Dow fell 133. Gold 
did nothing worth mentioning.

As usual, investors are looking in 
the wrong direction…

Where does real wealth come from?
We will answer the question our-

selves: Not from the Fed. Not from the 
government. Not from stimulus pro-
grams. Not from the Democrats. Or the 
Republicans. Or the Tea Party. Not from 
Obama. Not from a bipartisan agree-
ment to extend spending and pretend 
that the feds can pay their bills.

Nope. No gimmicks. No magic. No 
claptrap formulas. Wealth comes from 
work, savings and innovation. Typ-
ically, somebody works long hours, 
saves money and starts a business 
that produces something people want.

Mountain Zombies
But now, in the mountains of Ar-

gentina… as on the fruited plains of 
the United States of America… the 
wealth machine has begun to sputter 
and choke.

We promised to tell you how our 
real estate investment in Argentina 
has become a welfare program. Com-
ing right up.

But first, here’s a story from the 
U.S. as told by The Economist:

Established firms are usually 
in the business of preserving the 
old world; start-ups are under 

more pressure to come up with 
new ideas, and if they do so they 
usually create lots of new jobs. 
But these growth machines have 
broken down. America is not pro-
ducing as many start-ups as it did 
a decade ago and those that have 

been created are providing fewer 
jobs – less than five each, com-
pared with an historical average 
of about seven. Start-ups created 
2.7 million new jobs in the 2012 
financial year compared with 4.7 
million in 1999.

My Very Own Argentine Welfare Program
October 16, 2013
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What went wrong? Zombies.

[I]n 2009-11 the Obama ad-
ministration issued 106 new reg-
ulations each expected to have an 
economic impact of at least $100 
million a year. […] The Vanguard 
Group, an asset management firm, 
calculates that since 2011 Wash-
ington’s bickering politicians have 
imposed, in effect, a $261 billion 
uncertainty tax that has cost up to 
1 million new jobs.

The Sarbanes-Oxley act im-
poses additional costs of $1 mil-
lion a year on public companies. 
Investors no longer bother with 
“growth stocks” because there is 
more money to be made in mak-
ing lots of big trades in estab-
lished firms. The dramatic decline 
in the number of firms going pub-
lic since 2001 is worrying because, 
over the past four decades, more 
than 90% of jobs created by start-
ups came into being after they 
went public.

Similarly, up in the Andes, the Ar-
gentine zombies are squeezing out 
initiative wherever they find it.

On the ranch that we bought in Ar-
gentina were 25 families living in vari-
ous nooks and crannies up in the hills. 
We didn’t even know they were there. 
Nobody mentioned it.

We were told there were some peo-
ple who rented some of our land. They 
paid us in sheep, goats and cattle. We 
thought they were independent yeo-
men farmers… and a source of revenue 

or the farm.
Some of them came to visit before 

we left on Sunday.
“Señor Bonner,” began a fat wom-

an in a colorful sombrero. She wore 
a dress, but over a pair of pants. Her 
face was very brown and chubby, with 
a horizontal mouth, lacking several 
teeth. She has had eight children, we 
learned later in the conversation.

“The roof of our house fell in. Can 
you help us repair it?”

Just a few minutes earlier, another 
woman – similar in build, but with all 
her teeth and a nice smile – had made 
her case.

“I have five children. We all sleep in 
the kitchen of my parents’ house. Can 
you help us build a new house? My 
parents are tired of having so many 
children around.”

We didn’t ask about the children’s 
father. Most of the children in the val-
ley have “unknown” fathers. The old-
er generation – people like our farm 
manager, Jorge – are scandalized and 
disgusted.

Ruined by Welfare
“It’s the government’s fault,” Jorge 

explained. “They give money to these 
girls for each child they have. And if 
they have seven children, they get a 
pension.

“When I was growing up, we all 
worked. We didn’t have jobs. We just 
worked. We thought it was good to 
work. We planted crops. We took care 
of animals. We knew that we had to 
work to survive. We didn’t have any 
money, but at least we didn’t depend 

on government handouts.
“But now the government comes 

along and tells them that all they need 
to do is have children… and not get 
married. So, the young men leave and 
we are left with women having babies. 
I don’t know what is going to happen 
to this farm.”

We don’t know either. But we see 
what is happening now. Without men 
in the households, the women turn to 
the landlord. One asks for a house for 
her aging mother. Another wants her 
roof fixed. Another wants a new house 
for herself and her children. And all 
these supplications happened within a 
few minutes. If we had stayed longer, 
we might have had more.

“What are we going to do?” we 
asked the farm manager.

“Well, we want to help. But this is 
a dead end. There is no future in this 
isolated valley for children. And with-
out fathers. They need to get out into 
the bigger world… go to school… learn 
how to do things. We can help all these 
women to live a little better. But we’re 
not doing them any favors. Because 
they would be better off moving down 
to the city.”

Welfare makes the giver feel good. 
But it generally harms the receiver. It 
makes them dependent. Selfishly, we 
volunteered to help.

“Maybe we should offer to help get 
them houses down in Molinos or An-
gastaco,” we suggested.

“Yes, it would be better for them. 
They’ll be ruined by the welfare sys-
tem in either place. But at least there 
we won’t have to watch.”
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Dow down 159 on Friday. Gold up 
$18 an ounce. 

Remember, it’s just a matter of 
time until U.S. stocks begin to fall. 
How much time? 

Darned if we know!
We spent Friday cosechando (har-

vesting). We were on our knees going 
through the vineyard at the family 
ranch, harvesting grapes. The going 
rate for such work is 5.70 Argentine 
pesos (or about $0.70) per gamela – 
the plastic bin we dragged along after 
us. 

This was the first time we had ever 
worked as a grape picker. Experienced, 
hardy pickers can fill 40 gamelas a 
day, giving them about 230 pesos (or 
about $28) for the day’s work. Your 
editor worked as fast as he could. Still, 
he was only able to pick at the rate of 
nine gamelas a day. That gave him an 
income for the day of 51.30 pesos… or 
about $6.40. 

The sun beat down. The grapes hid 
behind leaves and clung to vines, mak-
ing it hard to cut them off. Our knees 
found every rock in the field. Still, we 
were proud to be doing honest work… 
and happy to earn some extra money.

 
Chaos, Depression,  
and War

Now, let us turn back to last week’s 
subject.

You’ll recall that the credit bub-
ble must continue to expand. Or else 
all Hell will break loose. Civilization 
probably won’t be able to survive a 
real credit deflation, economist and 
author Richard Duncan believes. With 
visions of chaos, depression and war 
in his head, he advocates policies that 
give bubble more air. 

We live in a credit-driven economy. 
The money supply relies on banks cre-
ating new credit. Credit must expand… 
or the economy shrinks. It can’t stand 
still because the current level of jobs 
and incomes depends on additional 
debt. 

Last year, for example, through its 
QE program the Fed created $1 trillion 
of new bank deposits (offsetting them 
with $1 trillion in new back reserves). 
And the economy grew just 1.9% - or 
by only about $320 billion. Think what 
would have happened without this 
boost!

But for credit to really expand 
without the help of QE, banks must 
find willing and able borrowers. And 
who will those willing and able bor-
rowers be?

Not consumers. They don’t have 
the disposable incomes to support 

much additional borrowing. 
And not corporations. Their earn-

ings are beginning to turn down, too. 
The days of borrowing money in order 
to goose up their own stocks (and, not 
coincidentally, get management big-
ger bonuses) must be nearing an end. 

Who does that leave? Government. 
Government is the only large entity 
with the ability (in theory at least) to 
borrow an infinite amount of money. 
Because it doesn’t have to worry about 
paying it back. It’s the only institution 
with the legal right to counterfeit its 
own money… and use this cash to pay 
its own debts. 

What a sweet deal!

A World of Wonders
Duncan reckons that the U.S. can, 

will and should follow the example 
given it by the Japanese. 

Can the “Thin Air” Economy Keep Going?
April 7, 2014
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Although the U.S. has debt equal 
to about 100% of GDP, Japan’s gov-
ernment debt is about 240% of GDP. 
By that measure the U.S. could borrow 
another $17 trillion – enough to keep 
the credit bubble and the economy ex-
panding for many years. 

You see, dear reader, we live in a 
world of wonders. One of them is that 
we have an economy that now lives, 
and apparently thrives, on air.

Each year, households, govern-
ment and corporations spend their 
revenues… and then some. This extra 
spending would normally come from 
savings. Instead, it comes out of thin 
air – conjured up by the Fed and the 
banking system, 

Now, imagine that the air were 
cut off. You can see what a disaster it 

would be. Everyone would be gasping 
for cash… for credit… for a last breath.

What’s the solution? Keep the 
credit flowing!

That is what the Japanese did 
following their stock and property 
market crash in 1990/ And it’s what 
they’ve been doing ever since. They 
were faced with the same challenge – 
the household sector could no longer 
be persuaded to borrow… and the cor-
porate sector could no longer afford 
to. 

So, the government stepped in as 
the borrower and big spender of last 
resort… allowing the Japanese govern-
ment to run up record amounts of debt 
relative to the size of its economy. 

But wait… With the government 
borrowing and spending so freely, 

didn’t prices go up? Didn’t inflation 
discourage people from lending to the 
government?

Nope. Prices were stable or actually 
fell. For two reasons. Because every-
one else was paying down debt and 
reluctant to spend at all. And because 
wage competition from nearby China 
was substantially lowering the cost of 
consumer items. 

So, with no threat from consumer 
price inflation, the government just 
kept borrowing and spending. This has 
held the Japanese economy together 
for 24 years. Many economists look 
at the Japanese example as a success 
story. 

But the final chapter on that story 
still hasn’t been written. We will take a 
guess at how it turns out: badly.
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We have been developing an im-
portant insight into the way the econ-
omy works with a view to understand-
ing what might happen next. We’ll 
return to it tomorrow. 

Today, we turn to matters here on 
the family ranch in Argentina…

Ask almost any of the changos – 
boys – on the ranch, and he will tell 
you his father is “unknown.” Surely 
the mother knows. Or maybe not. But 
such is the culture in this part of the 
Andes that fathers often do not recog-
nize their children. 

Maria is not happy about it. Maria 
came here 40 years ago to teach chil-
dren at the local school. She married 
the ranch foreman and has been here 
ever since. Now, instead of lecturing 
children on grammar, she lectures 
adults on their moral responsibilities. 

“The Catholic Church knows only 
two roles for a woman,” she said stern-
ly, looking directly at Victorina and 
another madre soltera (single moth-
er), Juanita. She was giving instruction 
in anticipation of baptism; both wom-
en have babies; both would like the 
local padre to baptize them on Easter 
Sunday.

Maria was giving them Hell. 
“Either you get married and have 

children… or you enter religious or-
ders. Either way, you are meant to 
serve God and the church.”

The two women were doing neither. 
They were “single moms.” One was the 
mother of Talia Natalie – about six 
months old – whose tall, light-skinned 
godparents looked on with a mixture 
of curiosity and misgivings. 

They wondered whether they were 
doing the right thing by agreeing to 
be godparents to an Indian girl they 

scarcely knew in a language they bare-
ly spoke. 

Manning Up
Living in the Andes in Argentina’s 

Salta Province toughens you up. First, 
blue eyes and fair skin are unsuited 
to the high desert. But you have to go 
with what you’ve got. 

Then the lungs feel the challenge. 
At nearly 9,000 feet above sea level, 
there is less oxygen in the air. A man 
who has spent his entire life at sea lev-
el is likely to feel faint; it takes time 

for the lungs to get used to the thin air 
and compensate. 

Next, the digestive tract must man 
up. There are bugs here that it is un-
used to. Sanitary standards are not the 
same as in Paris or Baltimore. 

Last Easter, for example, we walked 
into the kitchen. In anticipation of the 
Easter feast, the ranch foreman, Jorge, 
had killed a lamb… and laid its skinned 
and headless body on the bare kitchen 
table. Flies buzzed around, wondering 
whether to light on the meat then… or 
wait until it was cooked. 

How to Survive at 9,000 Feet Above Sea Level
April 10, 2014
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The water comes from mountain 
streams – the same ones used by goats, 
cows, llamas and upstream humans – 
and arrives at our spigots untreated. 
The windows are unscreened. There is 
no dodging: The digestive system just 
has to get used to a little dysentery. 

Lower down, the reproductive or-
gans meet their own test. Muña-muña 
is a local herb tea, from higher up in 
the mountains, consumed regularly at 
the ranch. Our cook titters every time 
she serves it to us. It is said to have an 
aphrodisiac effect… about which we 
will say no more. 

Then there is the gluteus maximus –  
otherwise known as the “derriere.” 
We arrive here after spending nine 
months of the year riding in cushy au-
tomobiles, sitting in upholstered air-
plane seats or settling into comfy of-
fice chairs. Bouncing for five hours on 
a piece of hard leather, firmly attached 
to the back of a trotting horse comes as 
a shock to the posterior. It takes weeks 
before we begin to feel comfortable.

 
Rights and Duties

But probably nothing needs as 
much toughening up as our moral sen-
timents. 

“The church is very clear about 
this,” Maria continued. “As a Christian, 
you have both rights and duties. You 
have the right to all of the church sac-
raments. You are baptized so you can 
have eternal life. That’s a right you 
have that no one can take away from 
you. Even if they kill you.

“And you have the right to confirm 
your faith, as an adolescent… and then 
to confess and take communion, so 

your sins are forgiven. You have the 
right to marry in the church. And fi-
nally, you have the right to unction, at 
the end of your life, when you are wel-
comed into the community of saints in 
Heaven. All these things are the rights 
that you enjoy as Christians. 

“But you have duties too. You can’t 
just live with any man you fancy at the 
time. You’re supposed to get married. 
And it’s no good having a secular mar-
riage by going to see the mayor. You 
have to get married in the church.

“Then you have children. Then you 
bring the children to church to have 
them baptized and bring them up in 
the true faith. That’s the right way to 
do it. The church – as an intermediary 
to God – forgives sin. But only if you 

stop sinning.”
Church doctrine may have evolved 

a bit since Maria took her first com-
munion. But word of the new devel-
opments may not have reached this 
remote valley.

Today, the major religions are more 
easygoing. At lower altitudes sin may 
not be forgiven exactly, but it is readily 
overlooked – as long as the sinner re-
cycles his trash and gives up smoking. 

“The church will freely welcome 
these babies into the Christian com-
munity. But you have duties as parents 
and godparents. And the first duty 
is to conduct yourselves as faithful 
Christians.”

The godparents looked at each oth-
er, wondering if they were up to it. 
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U.S. Stocks Are 50% Overvalued… 
April 14, 2014

The Dow fell 143 points on Friday. 
Gold was just about flat. 

Why the fall in stock prices?
Many reasons were proposed, but 

no one knows for sure. There may not 
be a reason at all. Stocks don’t need a 
reason to fall. From time to time, they 
just do. Not to put too fine a point on 
it, but asset prices go up… and then 
they go down. Always have. Always 
will. 

Generally, it’s a credit expansion 
that drives them up. A credit contrac-
tion takes them back down. Credit is 
still expanding, says economist and 
author of The New Depression: The 
Breakdown of the Paper Money Econ-
omy Richard Duncan. 

But come the next quarter, watch 
out. Duncan reckons “excess liquid-
ity” (as he calculates it, the surplus 
left over between QE stimulus and 
what the federal government absorbs 
through borrowing) is going to con-
tract – sharply. 

It hardly matters to us anyway. We 
buy stocks when they are cheap, not 
expensive, relative to their historic 
average. And on a CAPE (Cyclically 
Adjusted PE Ratio) of 24.7, the S&P 
500 now trades at a 50% premium to 
its historic average CAPE of 16.5. My 
advice: Get out. And stay out, until the 
index is cheap again. 

Thin Margins
Last week, we mentioned how life 

on the ranch here in northwestern Ar-
gentina toughens you up. Physically… 
and otherwise. 

Our business career, for example, 
has been soft and charmed. In the 
publishing industry – the only one we 
really know – cleverness is rewarded. 

Good ideas and hard work pay off. 
But here it doesn’t matter how 

clever you are… or how hard you work. 
Margins are as thin as the desert air. 
Profits are as scarce as the grass. 

When a man reaches a certain age, 
he is ready for a new challenge. His 
career winds down… or comes to an 
abrupt halt. He needs something to 
occupy his time and his remaining en-
ergy. 

His wife is usually fully behind him. 
The last thing she wants is an idle hus-
band left with nothing to do; he might 
decide to reorganize the kitchen!

Some turn to golf. Some turn to 
new businesses. At least one bought a 
cattle ranch in South America, which 
turned out to be a good place to grow 
high altitude Malbec grapes. 

We spent all of Thursday and most 
of Friday cosechando (harvesting). We 
shuffled along the rocky soil on our 
hands and knees reaching up to cut off 

bunches of grapes… tossing them into 
a plastic bin… and then scraping along 
to the next vine. 

This went on long enough to con-
vince us that we weren’t cut out for 
this kind of work. Our knees hurt. Our 
back and legs ached. Our shoulders 
were sore. 

It really didn’t suit any of the “old 
guys” helping with the harvest. Nol-
berto’s body is twisted from a lifetime 
of hard work. He is one year younger 
than we are… but has suffered a lot 
more wear and tear. Jorge is two years 
younger. He complains of arthritis 
in his shoulders and arms. Natalio is 
seven years younger. He has no com-
plaints. But he moves more slowly 
than the younger men. 

Older and Wiser?
An older investor is perhaps a bet-

ter investor – if he is still solvent. He 
is a survivor. He is wiser for it. He has 



The Bonner-Denning Letter

10

seen more scams, crackpot theories 
and pie-in-the-sky business plans 
than a younger man. 

But age is no advantage to the co-
sechero (harvester) – even one who 
has been toughened up by life on an 
Andes ranch. 

In business, too, age can be an ad-
vantage. An older man is more sus-
picious and more cynical. He expects 
trouble and setbacks. He is rarely dis-
appointed. 

He is also wary of business plans. 
Especially his own. 

But people run businesses for a va-
riety of reasons – not only to maximize 
earnings… and rarely to maximize 
shareholder value. Many businesses 
are run for pleasure, self-aggrandize-
ment, vanity, spite or just cussedness. 

Art galleries, boat charters, yoga 
studios, airlines, fancy rental prop-

erties – and vineyards – rarely make 
money. At least, in our experience. 

Most often, they are things that 
people want to do… and justify it with 
a hope. Paris pied-à-terre apartments 
– for example – are bought because 
people think it would be cool to have 
their own place in the City of Light. 
Then they set it up as a rental, telling 
themselves that the place “will pay for 
itself.” Sometimes it does. 

Likewise, an art gallery is often a 
vanity project. An art lover feels he 
should inflict his tastes on the com-
munity. So he sets up a gallery where 
everyone who walks by will see what 
he considers decent, or perhaps 
provocative, artwork. He convinces 
himself the project will “at least break 
even operating costs.” Perhaps it does 
– sometimes.

As a general rule, the more at-

tractive a business – socially, artisti-
cally, environmentally or ethically –  
the more money it will lose. Nobody 
brags to his friends about his used au-
to-parts business… or his ghetto pay-
day loans or his 24/7 liquor outlet. No-
body enters these businesses, except 
for the money. And the money tends 
to be good. 

The money from an Argentine 
ranch run by a North American rogue 
economist?

Bad.
Details to follow when we next 

convene… which may not be tomor-
row. Another aspect of life here at the 
ranch is the reliability, or lack thereof, 
of our Internet signal, which comes by 
way of satellite. I apologize in advance 
for any further outages, which are a 
common enough occurrence these 
days. 
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Herewith the sad finances of our Ar-
gentine ranch, Gualfin, literally at the 
end of the road, high up in the Andes. In 
business, as in other things, we are be-
ing roughened up… and toughened up.

When we adjourned on Monday 
we promised a grim accounting. So, 
we visited our accountant – a cheerful 
young man in the nearest city, Sal-
ta – and bothered ourselves with the 
figures.

“You have to understand, Señor 
Bonner, that you can’t expect to be 
competitive at anything,” Gerardo 
concluded. “You’re so far from every-
where. Everything costs you more. 
And, of course, you don’t have much 
water.”

“Poco agua” were practically the 
first words out of the mouth of our 
ranch foreman, Jorge, when we arrived 
in these parts. 

“We only got 90 millimeters of rain 
this year,” he reported. “We can sur-
vive on that amount. But barely.”

Little Water… Far Away
Little water. Far away. High in the 

mountains. 
The lack of water keeps us from 

producing much of anything. The dis-
tance makes everything we produce 
expensive. And the altitude, combined 
with the lack of water, makes animals –  
those on two legs as well as those on 
four – tough. 

A business competes either on 
price or on quality. We’re not able to 
compete on either. 

Everything costs more, because we 
are farther from the source. Everything 
takes longer to bring to and take from 
the ranch, too, for a similar reason. In 
our recent grape harvest, for example, 

we had to drive 45 minutes over rocky 
roads just to get to the vineyards. 

Then the supply chain is so long… 
and so bumpy… our crew of seven 
(your editor and his wife included) are 
only able to put 2,000 kg of grapes in 
the bins in a typical day. Those need to 
be hauled by pickup truck and wagon 
to the bodega – the winery – an hour 
and a half away.

We had with us a young man, Basil-
io, who had previously worked in the 
big vineyards down in the valley.

“How much more can you harvest 
in a typical day down there,” we asked 
him?

“About twice as much,” was the an-
swer.

How much are our grapes worth?
Well, there’s another problem. The 

going rate this year was only 2 or 3 
pesos per kilo. So, with 5 hectares of 
vines (some recently planted) we got 
only 11,000 kg – or about 30,000 pesos 
worth – of grapes.

That’s just $3,000 at present black 
market exchange rates. When the vines 
are mature, we’ll get about 20,000 kg… 
for a grand total of as much as $6,000 
worth of grapes!

As you can see, we’re not going to 
make any money in the grape busi-
ness.

“You can’t make any money in 
grapes,” says Raul, our more experi-
enced neighbor. “You have to make 
wine. And this has to be very good so 
you can demand a high price.”

Raul makes some of the best wine 
in the world – some of it using our 
grapes. But making it is one thing. 
Selling it is another.

“You pay the shipper, the importer, 
the distributor, the retailer – you’re 

lucky if you have anything left at all,” 
Raul reports. 

Low Fat…  
Low Cholesterol

And yet talk all up and down the 
valley is that more people are planting 
more hectares in more vines. Some for 
pleasure. Some for good wine. Some, 
smarter or more delusional, for mon-
ey. 

Cattle are the traditional main-
stay of our ranch. The Saavedra family 
came here about a century ago. They 
laid out the ranch… built the stone 
walls… planted the rows of trees… and 
irrigated the grasslands in front of the 
house. Beef was their product. 

People must have had stronger 
jaws back then. Our cows are as tough 
as the men who produce them. There 
is little grass (poco agua)... so they 
have to wander far and wide to get 
enough to eat. In the winter they will 
inevitably go hungry… as well as bear 
freezing temperatures.

“Sand-fed beef,” we tell friends. 
“That’s what we’re producing. Low fat. 
Low cholesterol.”

“It’s the eye of the owner that fat-
tens the cattle,” is a local proverb. 

If so, this owner must be blind. 
Usually, we have about 300 head 

per year to sell. Recently, they brought 
in 14 pesos per kilogram. The average 
“sand fed” animal only weighed about 
100 kg. You can do the math: 1,400 
pesos per animal times 300 equals 
42,000 pesos. 

That gives us total revenue of about 
45,000 pesos, which has to cover five 
full time employees… and all the op-
erating costs.

Tough business. 

(Warning) How NOT to Run Your Business
April 15, 2014
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“It’s called guadeado. You take 
the whole head… without the skin, of 
course. You did a hole in the ground. 
You build a fire. And when you have 
hot coats, you put the head in the hole 
with the coals… and you can put in 
herbs, if you want to… and then you 
cover it up and wait for 24 hours. Then 
you uncover it. The skull will come out 
clean and white. And the meat, with 
the brains… will be delicious.”

Thus did Javier explain a local cu-
linary tradition. When a cow is butch-
ered, the head is interred with hot 
coals until it is ready to eat. It sound-
ed quaint and folkloric. Until we were 
invited to eat it. 

Pilgrim’s Progress
Yes, dear reader, we continue our 

pilgrim’s progress.
We arrived as dudes from the big 

city of Baltimore. Our delicate diges-
tive system… our pale Irish skin… our 
flatlander legs and sea-level lungs… 
our big-city sentiments (we eat ani-
mals we never met; we never point at 
cripples and laugh)… our sweet busi-
ness and investment life, cocooned, 
cushioned and cottoned by a cred-
it-fueled bubble that began practically 
on the day we were born and continues 
until today – all have been challenged 
by the harsh conditions of Andean life. 

No one here expects to borrow his 
way out of a financial bind. No tears 
are shed for the lamb you have for din-
ner. No one wears sunscreen. No one 
thinks twice about a four-hour walk up 
and down mountainsides… or blinks 
at the bother of getting up at 5 a.m. to 
get a head start on the cattle roundup. 

Little by little, our greenhorn sta-

tus is giving way to dysentery, cal-
louses and weight loss. Our Ford 
F-150-adapted derriere has been 
hardened by the saddle and our soft 
business instincts have been tempered 
by the unforgiving math of a margin-
al mountain ranch. Even our gentle 
Episcopalian God is being shoved out 
of Heaven by an older, tougher deity. 

Margins? Forget it. We can’t com-
pete on price. And we’re a long way 
from a product that can hold its own 
on quality. Our wine is still a work in 
progress. And our beef is as lean as the 
farm that produces it. 

Life in the Bubble World
Not that we’re complaining. We’re 

just trying to understand… and be-
ginning to realize that most of what 
we thought we knew is phony, false 
and artificial. Every year of our life 
has been spent rolling along on ful-
ly-inflated tires, on smooth-surface 
highways… with the top down… and 
gasoline at 25 cents a gallon. 

We grew up… entered the business 
world… and reached retirement age… 
the whole thing in a kind of bubble, 
where earning money was relatively 
easy… and was made even easier by 
the biggest credit binge in the history 
of mankind.

People had money to spend, thanks 
largely to the eagerness of the author-
ities and the financial industry, who 
were happy to lend money even to 
people who could never pay it back. 

These consumers bought our 
books… our newsletters… our ideas 
and or recommendations. (Thank you 
very much, dear reader!” We earned a 
decent living while hardly breaking a 

sweat.
How many of our instincts and re-

actions, formed in this bubble world, 
are honest and worthwhile? How 
many are bent… distorted by a gro-
tesque and unnatural economy?

And now, when most men begin 
collecting Social Security and prepare 
for a life of visiting grandchildren 
and walking on the beach, we find 
ourselves face-to-face with the real 
world. 

This authentic world has a tough, 
hard face. Not the pudgy mug of a 
man who has spent his life in air-con-
ditioning and government employ-
ment. This is a face lined by worry… 
creased by hard experience… a face 
that expects a little. 

This is the world as it must be for 
most people, where every centavo 
must be scraped out of the dry, barren 
dirt as though it had been deliberately 
hidden there by a cynical and unfor-
giving god.

Lunchtime
“It’s ready,” said Marta, our cook. 

The cow’s head was ready to pull out 
of the earth. She had innovated. Rath-
er than dig a hole, she had put it into 
an adobe oven… with cans of water for 
moisture… and sealed the door closed 
with a large flat stone and mud. 

The mud quickly dried and hard-
ened, leaving the head entombed 
in the hot coals. Twenty-four hours 
later, we went to the oven, broke the 
clay seal and rolled the stone out of 
the way. We drew the head out of the 
oven… took it to the kitchen and cut 
off the meat. 

It was time for lunch.

Eating Brains in Argentina
April 25, 2014
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The facts just get curiouser and cu-
riouser. Yesterday, the Fed continued its 
“taper” of QE – knocking $10 billion off 
its monthly bond buying. Thus does the 
biggest investor in the world – one with 
bottomless pockets – continue to exit 
the market. 

Meanwhile, yesterday’s U.S. GDP re-
port showed that Thomas Piketty’s g is 
almost dead, just as he predicted. Last 
quarter, the U.S. economy grew, in in-
flation-adjusted terms, at an annualized 
rate of just 0.1%. 

You can blame the weather. Or what-
ever you want. But you’d think this 
combination of news events would give 
investors pause… or fright. Instead, they 
seem to be emboldened. Or driven mad. 
Stocks rose. Bond yields fell (and the 
bond market rallied). Gold did nothing.

What gives?
As Chris pointed out on Tuesday, if 

the U.S. economy were really improv-
ing, you would expect bond yields (and 
interest rates) to be moving higher. In-
stead, they’re going down… even as the 
Fed withdraws its support for bonds. 

And if the economy really were im-
proving, g would be bigger than one 
tenth of one percent. And if the Fed’s QE 
program is propping up the stock market 
(as we believe it is), you’d think it would 
shrink along with QE itself. Instead, U.S. 
stocks moved up to a new record. 

But we have not heard the last word 
on the taper. Our guess is the bull mar-
ket on Wall Street will end before the QE 
does. And when it does we’ll be looking 
at a new – and less curious – set of facts: 
the weakest “recovery” in postwar histo-
ry… a collapsing stock market… and the 

end of QE. 
The Fed will cease looking to “nor-

malize” the economy and begin looking 
for new ways to distort it. 

Twists and Turns
In the meantime, let’s turn to other 

things…
“Señor Bonner?”
“Sí…”
“Mi Hermana necesita una casa cer-

ca de la escuela.”
Life is full of unexpected twists and 

turns. We bought a remote ranch in the 
Argentine Andes expecting to enjoy 
ranch life and learn the cattle business. 
Instead, we find ourselves running a 
welfare program. 

“Yes, the valley has changed a lot in 
the last 10 years,” Jorge, our ranch fore-
man, explained.

“In my generation everybody had 
to work. If you couldn’t work on the 
ranch… or support yourself with your 
own goats and your own garden… you 

had to leave/ Now the government has 
ruined these people. They expect to live 
here without working.”

Jorge is exaggerating. People here 
work. But the government is in the 
process of destroying work culture and 
family culture… just as the U.S. feds did 
in America’s inner cities half a century 
ago. All it takes is a program that gives 
money to people who don’t work… and 
to women who don’t get married.

Wealthy, well-established people 
are immune. It’s not that they can’t 
be bought. It’s that the price is not 
high enough. The 450 Argentine pesos 
($56.24) a woman in these parts gets for 
having a child hardly tempts the chic 
women of Buenos Aires. But up here 
in Calchaquí Valley, 450 pesos is good 
money. Have five children, and you 
get almost as much cash as a full-time 
worker. 

Our farm supports five full-time 
gauchos. But there are 22 families living 
here. 

What Congress Isn’t Telling You About Its  
Welfare Programs
May 1, 2014
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What do the others do?
In the past, they did subsistence 

farming and little else. But over time, 
with the assistance of the government 
in Buenos Aires, the ties that bound 
began to chafe. Families came apart. 
Unmarried women wanted houses of 
their own. Their parents, frequently, 
wanted to get rid of them too. They 
turn to us. 

Learning to Say “No”
“My sister lives up in the moun-

tains. It’s a two-hour walk to school. 
And it’s very cold in the mornings. If 
you could build her a house near the 
school… or just a room… she could 
come on Sunday night, drop the chil-
dren off at the school in the morning 
on Monday… and then go back to the 
mountains.”

It sounded reasonable enough. 
Houses here are cheap. They are built 
of adobe bricks, which we produce on 
the farm. The roofs are made of logs 
covered with can sticks, which we 
then cover with mud. Plumbing and 
electricity, as you can imagine, are ru-

dimentary. 
But there’s more to the story… 

We’re toughening up. We’re learning 
to just say “no.”

“You have to tell them ‘no,’” Jorge 
insisted.

“We’ve seen what happened on oth-
er farms. You say ‘yes’ to one… you’ve 
got to say ‘yes’ to all of them. Then you 
have a whole community next to the 
school. And then someone’s dog bit 
someone else… and kids break win-
dows in the school… and things begin 
to disappear. It’s a nightmare.”

What Jorge is describing is the Bal-
timore we lived in the 1980s. Living 
in the ghetto, we got to see the effect 
of government welfare programs first 
hand. It was not a pretty sight.

“You get what you pay for,” was 
one of Milton Friedman’s dicta. You 
pay people to be poor, unemployed 
and in single-mom households – and 
that’s what you get. 

And in Baltimore’s inner city, we 
got it good and hard. In the 21217 ZIP 
code in the early 1980s, there were al-
most no married couples – other than 

the few “pioneers” like ourselves who 
were trying to restore the handsome 
old buildings. 

Almost no one had a real job. And 
almost no one had any real idea how 
the world worked. They thought ev-
erybody lived on government hand-
outs; the rich, they though, just got 
more handouts than the poor.

It was obvious to us then that wel-
fare programs were a disaster for the 
people they were supposed to help. 
And now, here in the faraway Calch-
aquí Valley of Argentina, we find our-
selves with a welfare program of our 
own.

Three women have already asked 
for new houses. Two families have 
asked for running water. And today, 
we took a group of 10 people crowded 
into and onto our pickup truck – old, 
young, children, mothers – into town 
(a three-hour drive).

Three children got sick on the 
windy, rocky road – each threw up in 
the truck. Why were they going into 
town? So they could register for… 
welfare programs!
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We are traveling today. No time or 
place to catch up on the financial mar-
kets. All we know is that the Dow closed 
at a new record. Gold lost $13 an ounce. 

So we will tell you a bit of what 
went on at our ranch in Salta Province 
in northwestern Argentina… 

It’s a beautiful spot, in a harsh and 
majestic sort of way. In early spring 
it’s windy, cold and very dry. The cat-
tle are getting thin. But the grapes, 
irrigated from a small stream, are be-
ginning to put out leaves. 

“We’ll feed the cows what is left of 
the hay and the alfalfa in the fields. It 
should last until the rains begin in De-
cember,” Jorge, our capataz (foreman), 
explained.

“What if it doesn’t rain?” we asked. 
“That happened in the late 1990s,” 

Jorge continued. “It didn’t rain all year.” 
“What happened to the cattle?” 
“We sold a few. But everybody was 

trying to get rid of cattle. Most of them 
died. We had 3,000 when the drought 
began. We had only a few hundred 
when it was over.” 

In addition to the calamities im-
posed by nature, there are those im-
posed by man. 

Most countries operate with more 
or less sensible policies, most of the 
time… with a “hormegeddon” disaster 
(caused by misguided public policy on 
a grand scale) only rarely. 

Argentina seems to prefer a roll-
ing hormegeddon, with the economy 
always either going into a disaster or 
coming out of one. 

But we’ll come back to that tomor-
row…

A Medical Emergency
Yesterday at 7 a.m., an ambulance 

arrived, just as the sun rose over the 
pass at the foot of Mount Colorado. 

What was it doing here? 
We went out to inquire. 
“A woman in Compuel is giving 

birth,” Jorge explained. “Apparently, 
she’s having some trouble.” 

“Who is it?”
“One of the Chailes.”
“But how are these guys getting to 

Compuel?” 
“They’ve asked if they can borrow 

three horses.” 
“Sure… of course…” 
Yesterday, Marta (our cook and 

housekeeper) asked to leave to accom-
pany the local Virgin on a procession 
up into the mountains. Maria, Jorge’s 
wife, had already taken the pilgrimage 
from Gualfin to Salta – a 12-hour-a-
day walk, over six days, in celebration 
of the Fiesta de la Virgen del Milagro. 

She and Marta prepared empana-
das in the morning. We ate with Jorge 
and Maria in their little kitchen. 

Jorge told the story of the previous 

owner, Señor Asevedra… 

Ranch of the Porteños
“He was not from here. He was 

from Buenos Aires. So the local people 
called this the ranch of the porteños. 
[People from Buenos Aires refer to 
themselves as porteños, which literal-
ly means “people from the port.”] 

“But he came up here, before there 
was even a road – this was in the 1940s 
– and brought his family. 

“There was no school. He had two 
children. So he arranged to bring in a 
teacher and set up a classroom. Then 
he invited the local people to send 
their children, too. 

“Of course, none of them had ever 
set foot in a school. And there was no 
school building and nowhere for the 
children to stay. So the children hiked 
hours in the morning and again in the 
evening to get back and forth to the 
school. Classes were held from 11 a.m. 
to 3 p.m. to allow the children enough 
time to get there and back.

Yesterday at 7 a.m., the Ambulance Arrived…
September 18, 2014
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“There wasn’t any way to feed the 
children either. So they arranged for 
each child to get a cup of milk with 
dulce de leche [a sticky, sweet goo 
made from heating condensed milk] 
in it. That was all. 

“The children would gather in that 
little adobe house in front of the main 
house… the one the Peones use now… 
for their milk. Then, they would go 
back to the house where Javier lives 
now… that was where they had their 
classes. 

“That was where I went to school, 
too, in the 1950s and 1960s. Maria 
came in 1970. By then, the govern-
ment had taken over the school. But it 
was still in Javier’s house.”

“What happened to Asevedra?” we 
asked.

“Oh… that was the funny part,” 
said Jorge with a broad smile. “Fran-
cisco Rodo’s grandfather came here 

to buy a cow. He asked Asevedra if he 
ever thought of selling the place. 

“‘No… Are you kidding?’ said 
Asevedra. ‘I could never sell this place. 
This is paradise. I love it. My family 
loves it. We are at home here forever.’ 

“Gualfin had many more people 
then than it does now. There were 
about 70 families living here back 
then. So it was more important, polit-
ically. And Señor Asevedra took it into 
his head that he would enter local pol-
itics, using Gualfin as his base. 

“So he put his name on the bal-
lot to become a local deputy. And he 
made great fanfare of his intention to 
rise to the top of local politics. 

“When Election Day came, he 
gathered all the people of Gualfin. 
And they all went down – on horses, 
on mules, on foot – in a big procession 
to the polling house down the valley 
at Amaicha. 

“And when the polling closed they 
opened the ballot box and counted the 
votes. Señor Asevedra got only one vote –  
his own. 

“Well, that was it. He told the local 
people he wanted nothing more to do 
with them… or with Gualfin. He said 
he was going to sell it. 

“Well, you can imagine that there 
wasn’t much of a market for such a 
distant, isolated ranch. So he called 
Señor Rodo on the telephone. 

“He said, ‘You want it? It’s yours. 
You can pay me when you have the 
money. I’m leaving.'”

…And by the way, we learned later 
that the pregnant woman for whom 
the ambulance had been called was 
carried down from the mountains – on 
horses and shoulders – and transport-
ed to a hospital, where she is said to 
be doing well. 

The baby has not yet been born.
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First, let us check in with the mar-
kets. Little change since yesterday. 
Gold is holding above $1,200 an ounce. 
Stocks still near record highs, as U.S. 
corporate earnings fall. Bloomberg:

[T]he current estimates show 
[earnings] will drop 4.5% this 
quarter. And don’t forget, that’s 
compared with a 2014 period that 
included the famous polar vor-
tex… The second quarter’s not 
expected to be much better, with 
a 2.8% drop projected.

“The stock market’s march 
into record territory in the face of 
deteriorating profit trends makes 
many professional investors, in-
cluding ourselves, instinctively 
uneasy,” Carmine J. Grigoli, chief 
investment strategist at Mizuho 
Securities USA Inc., wrote to cli-
ents today.

Our advice: Stay in cash, gold and 
stocks you won’t want to sell even 
if their market prices get cut in half. 
This is no time for the amateur spec-
ulator to be in the U.S. stock market.

High and Dry
We spent all day yesterday getting 

here.
Where is here?
It’s in Salta Province, Argentina. 

It’s high. It’s dry. It’s at the end of a 
long mountain valley, with the snow-
capped Nevado de Cachi at the north 
end and the giant Cerro Remate at the 
other.

It’s almost impossible to get here 
unless you know where you are going. 

In places, the road is a dirt track, with 
no signs to guide you.

In others, you might get stuck in 
sand… or in a river… depending on 
the weather.

When we reach the hamlet of Mo-
linos, we leave the main “highway” (a 
gravel road) for a rougher dirt road. 
We cross the river (which was dry) and 
head southwest toward Cerro Remate. 
As long as we can see its peaks, we 
know we’re going in the right direction. 
Our farmhouse sits at its base, with the 
ranch stretching out around it.

It is beautiful this time of year. 
The “rainy season” is largely wishful 

thinking here. Still, this year we got 
an average rainfall, totaling about 6 
inches.

But it all fell in the last few weeks. 
So the hills are covered with flowers – 
sage, cactus, yellow flowers, red flow-
ers, fragrant flowers and bushes.

What isn’t yellow, red or blue is 
green. And the cattle are eating it as 
fast as they can – trying to load on as 
many calories as possible before it all 
dries up.

A Changing Valley
Yesterday’s Buenos Aires Herald 

carried the news that there are some 

The ONLY Stocks You Should Be  
Holding Right Now
February 27, 2015
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200 million people in Latin America 
who live on between $4 and $10 per day.

These people are “vulnerable,” 
says United Nations Assistant Secre-
tary-General Jessica Faieta. She might 
have been describing about half the 
people in this valley.

That is to say she might be describ-
ing them if she had even the faintest 
idea of what she was talking about.

Until the government began its lat-
est welfare program, people here had 
almost no money.

They lived on what they produced 
with hoes – corn, onions, potatoes, 
quinoa and beans – and on the ani-
mals they raised: beef, lamb, llama 
and goat. They weaved the llama hair 
into blankets and ponchos. They trad-
ed calves and goats for shoes and hats.

As near as we can tell, they lived 
decently… even with a rustic ele-
gance. And many survived into their 
90s without ever seeing a doctor or a 
psychiatrist.

But now, with money coming from 
the Argentine feds, life in the valley is 
changing fast. The young locals watch 
TV (using solar panels supplied by the 
government) and go into town rather 
than weaving their blankets or plant-
ing their ancient varieties of corn.

Now, they depend on the govern-
ment as they once depended on the rain.

“We need to invest in the skills and 
assets of the poor,” suggests the UN 
official.

Meanwhile, she admits, “well-be-
ing means more than income.”

Further on in the Herald, actress 

Patricia Arquette is featured. Accept-
ing her Oscar last week, she confessed 
her concern about equality between 
men and women.

Unlike the world improver from 
the UN, Arquette seems to think that 
income is all that matters. The paper 
notes that having children seems to 
slow down women’s earning power. 
“Women with children are far worse 
off than single ones,” it proclaims.

Therein, of course, hangs a long 
tale.

Single women – without children 
– make about as much as men. But 
women cursed with offspring make 
much less. Apparently, there is no joy 
in motherhood sufficient to offset a 
decline in wages, at least none that 
occurred to Ms. Arquette.

Emile’s Story
We once spent a year in a small 

village in the French Alps. Among 
the residents was an old man named 
Emile. He lived in a rustic chalet on 
the side of a mountain and tended a 
garden and a small orchard.

From the garden, he took generous 
harvests of beets, salads, carrots, leeks 
and other vegetables. He used cold 
frames to extend his growing season. 
And he packed away his carrots and 
potatoes in dry sand so they lasted all 
year.

His small orchard gave him apples 
and pears – from which he made cider 
and jam. It was too cold for peaches. 
He overproduced, intentionally, and 
traded much of his produce with a 

dairy farmer, from whom he got milk 
and cheese.

Emile never left the village. When 
he wasn’t tending his garden or his 
orchard, he sat out in front of his 
house carving wooden bears, reading, 
drinking coffee or just enjoying the 
warm sun.

In the cold weather, he stayed in 
his kitchen, which was heated by a 
big wood-burning stove. He bought 
bread from a local bakery. He must 
have bought flour and sugar too. But 
we never saw him do it.

Emile was far happier than most 
of our millionaire friends. And far 
healthier than most people – even 
those half his age – with luxury spa 
memberships. Whenever we passed, 
he invited us into his cozy kitchen for 
a drink of cider.

Yet, Emile must have lived on less 
than $4 a day, which would have put 
him below the poverty level, even for 
South America.

“Vulnerable”?
Not at all. He was probably the least 

vulnerable person we have ever met. 
If the stock market got cut in half, he 
wouldn’t have noticed. If the country 
fell into a recession or depression, it 
wouldn’t have changed a thing about 
his life or his living standard.

Emile needed no job. He paid no 
mortgage. He awaited the arrival of no 
check, neither from the government 
nor from anywhere else.

It’s not lack of income that makes 
you vulnerable. Nor is it lack of income 
equality that makes you a schmuck.
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Today… a warning concerning the 
new highs in the Nasdaq.

But first, an update on life at the 
ranch…

We spent the weekend at our 
“weekend place.”

That’s what we call the house we 
built in an even remoter area of our 
ranch – about two hours on horseback 
farther up the valley.

We built the house – out of ado-
be and stone – to test out some Ro-
man-era building techniques (vaulted 
ceilings, arches and a dome; wood is 
used only for lintels) and to explore 
the outer limits of minimalist living.

No central heating: only a fireplace 
and glass facing to the sun. Off the 
grid: only a single 12-volt battery and 
small solar panel for electricity. Wa-
ter from a stream, gravity-fed to the 
house. Hot water from a metal tank, 
painted black.

Total cost: about $10,000 (not in-
cluding labor)

Operating costs: zero. 

Biting Mood…
This weekend, the experiment 

looked like a failure. The valley was 
hot and full of flies. We couldn’t close 
the doors and turn on the air-condi-
tioning. We don’t even have screens. 
So the flies came in… and some of 
them were in a biting mood. 

To get away, we saddled up and 
rode to visit Feliz and Ilena. They are 
in their 80s and live alone an hour and 
a half farther up the valley, accessible 
only on foot or on horseback. 

They live on a plateau, in a place 
called Corralito, watered by a river 
that seems to end at their place. They 
have grass for cows and horses. They 

have a garden with corn and squash. 
An orchard provides pears, peaches 
and apples. 

One of their dogs had been chained 
up in a stone corral. He had been eat-
ing the peaches. 

Feliz and Ilena were glad to see 
us; they don’t get many visitors. We 
sat on benches in their ancient adobe 
house; they served us tea and cheese 
and talked about the people who live 
in the mountains. 

It was a pleasure to see them. But 
the flies swarmed around even worse 
than at our place. So Feliz kissed us 
on the cheek and asked us to send the 
nurse to visit. He’s going blind in one 
eye and can’t see well out of the other. 

“But at least we’re not like Marta 
Sandoval,” he said. 

“Who’s Marta Sandoval?”
“Of course, you’ve never met her. 

She never comes down. She must be 

about 90. She lives alone.”
“Where?”
“At Tacana.”
Oh, Tacana. Everyone has heard of 

it. But almost no one has ever been 
there or met Marta Sandoval.

“Doesn’t anyone ever check on 
her?”

“Yes… a couple times a year. She 
has a grandson, I think, who might vis-
it every few months.”

“Why don’t people visit her more 
often?”

“There’s no road. Not even a trail. 
It’s very rough. About three hours… 
most of it on foot. And you have to 
know where you’re going.”

But that’s another subject…

The Game Is Up
Stocks fell hard on Friday. The Dow 

saw a massive sell-off of 278 points – 
or 1.5%. Gold was flat. 

Nasdaq Insiders Are Cashing in Their Chips…
February 27, 2015
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You’ve heard by now why stocks 
fell – because Friday’s Employment 
Situation report. Nonfarm payrolls 
rose 295,000 in February versus ex-
pectations of the consensus forecast 
of 230,000 new jobs added.

Investors took this “good news” to 
mean that maybe the Fed would al-
low interest rates to return to normal 
sooner rather than later. After all, the 
crisis that led to its zero-interest-rate 
policy (ZIRP) is plainly over. (More on 
this below from Chris.)

The stock market is where busi-
nesses are bought and sold. Prices 
should go up when those businesses 
are worth more – that is, when their 
prospects for earning more money im-
prove. They should go down when the 
outlook darkens. 

So why would the value of Amer-
ican businesses go down just when 
things are looking up?

Oh, you silly reader… where have 
you been?

Everybody knows the stock mar-
ket has little to do with the real value 
of the businesses it trades. Buybacks, 
carry trades, gambling, speculation – 
hey, this is 2015!

In the Nasdaq, for example, some 
valuations are now as frothy as they 
were in the last bubble – in 2000. 

Website Zero Hedge recently re-
ported that tech company founders 
were selling a record amount of shares 
in the companies they controlled. 

Why would you sell shares in a 
company that was on the verge of a 

cancer cure… an aging remedy… or the 
next Apple?

Of course, you wouldn’t. The insid-
ers know the game and when to leave 
the casino. And they’re getting out 
now. 

No Place for Honest 
People

The stock market is no longer a 
place for honest people who want to 
exchange ownership stakes in pro-
ductive businesses. It’s a gambling 
casino.

And now, with the “good news” that 
more people found jobs last month, 
the players are worried: Maybe the Fed 
will stop serving free drinks. 

They can stop fretting. If a 278-point 
drop in the Dow follows a favorable 
jobs report, what would an increase in 
short-term interest rates do?

OR how about an increase back to 
its long-term average of 4.5%?

At least a 1,000-point decline for 
the Dow. Headlines shouting about 
the end of the world. And panic at the 
Fed and in Washington. 

And… and…
…yes, and new pledges for “ac-

tion”… and “whatever it takes” to 
avoid another crisis. 

Which is why it is important to try 
to understand what is really going 
on. And how this scammy hullabaloo 
might end. 

If you’ve been following our line of 
thinking, you already know we’re ex-
pecting a breakdown in the financial 

system. 
A system that depends on ever-ex-

panding credit cannot last forever. IN 
the post-1971 world, credit is money. 
And if the Fed holds the price of credit 
close to zero, there is a big risk that it 
will set off a spate of consumer price 
inflation – sooner or later. 

Another Volker  
Moment?

At least that is the common view, 
based on the volume theory of infla-
tion. “When more money chases the 
same level of consumer goods and ser-
vices, prices must rise.” That line must 
be in a textbook somewhere. 

Then what?
Most people who’ve bothered to 

think about it (a small group) believe 
that it will end in rising consumer 
price inflation that forces either:

1. A Paul Volcker “come to Je-
sus” moment, in which the au-
thorities come to their senses, 
clamp down, tighten credit and 
protect the dollar. 

2. More and more QE and ZIRP 
to reduce the real value of out-
standing debt. 

But before we get to Option No. 2, 
we believe we will have a brief and ter-
rifying visit with Option No. 3: a de-
flationary hell. We will go with Option 
No. 2; it is more likely than Option 
No. 1, given the Fed’s commitment to 
avoid another correction at all costs. 
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We’re glad we brought out our old 
“Crash Alert” flag last week. It looks 
like we may need it. 

The Dow plunged 333 points yes-
terday, or nearly 2%.

Back to that in a minute…
“Jorge,” we asked our farm manag-

er, “when was the last time you visited 
Marta Sandoval at Tacana?”

“Oh… maybe two years ago. She 
was okay then. A little crazy, maybe.”

“Don’t you have to go every year to 
count the animals?”

“Not up there. It’s not worth it. She 
only has about five goats.”

The farm is a marvel of ambiguity. 
We own it. On paper. But about 100 
people live on it… work it… and use it. 

In fact, they control some of the 
best parts of it. They pay us “rent” in 
the form of a percentage of their an-
imals – about 1 in 20. But since their 
animals aren’t worth anything, we 
count, but we don’t bother to collect.

And so, they pay nothing. They – 
and their descendants – can stay as 
long as they want.

How long they will want to live in 
such harsh and lonely conditions is 
a subject of much conversation and 
speculation. But most show no signs 
of wanting to come down. 

“They were born there,” says Jorge. 
“They want to die there too.”

“Can I ride up to Tacana some-
time?”

“Yes. The trail is very rough. And 
you’d never find it on your own. I’ll 
take you.”

The Age of “Creditism”
Back in the world of money, GDP, 

yields, Kim Kardashian YouTube clips, 
Netanyahu speeches and market 

crashes…
…to fully understand this strange 

world – and the strange events that 
brought us to negative bond yields, a 
phony recovery and multiple bubbles –  
we must go back once more, ab ovo, to 
whence today’s curious money system 
was hatched.

For that, we begin with two econo-
mists – one living, one dead.

As former IMF and World Bank 
economist Richard Duncan explains in 
his book The New Depression, a new 
system replaced capitalism after Pres-
ident Johnson asked Congress to end 
the gold reserve requirement against 
Federal Reserve notes (i.e., dollars) in 
1968. After this, writes Duncan:

The production process ceased 
to be driven by saving and invest-
ment as it had been since before 
the Industrial Revolution.

Instead, borrowing and con-

sumption began to drive the eco-
nomic dynamic.

Credit creation replaced capital 
accumulation as the vital force in 
the economic system.

The production process ceased 
to be driven by saving and invest-
ment as it had been since before 
the Industrial Revolution.

Instead, borrowing and con-
sumption began to drive the eco-
nomic dynamic. Credit creation re-
placed capital accumulation as the 
vital force in the economic system.

A Golden Ball and Chain
This old system was limited – 

shackled to a golden ball and chain. 
You could only lend a certain multiple 
(set by stringent reserve ratios) of the 
money you had saved.

And you could only spend what 
you had earned or what you could pay 
back.

How American Capitalism Died
March 11, 2015
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On a national basis, if a country 
spent more than it earned, its currency 
ended up in foreign hands. And when 
accounts were settled, the over-spend-
er had to ship its gold to its creditors. 

This left it with less money (gold) 
to spend and invest. As its money sup-
ply went down, the economy contract-
ed… thus restoring balance. 

During World War I, the U.S. be-
came the largest holder of gold in the 
world. It sold food, clothing and weap-
ons to the Allied Powers and collected 
money (gold) in payment. 

Arguably, the U.S. entered the war 
on the side of the Allied Powers largely 
because they owed it so much money; 
it wanted to be sure to get paid. 

This increase in America’s money 
supply led to a big expansion of credit 
in the “Roaring Twenties,” followed by 
a credit crunch and depression in the 
1930s. 

By the 1960s, the U.S. was no lon-
ger collecting gold, but disbursing it. It 
was overspending in a big way, on the 
Great Society at home and the Viet-
nam War overseas.

By 1971 – when President Nixon 
ended the direct convertibility of dol-
lars to gold – half of its trove of gold 
was called away by foreigners. This is 
why Nixon “closed the gold window” 
and changed how the world’s money 
system worked. 

Two years later, in March 1973, the 
G-10 countries ended their pegs to 
the U.S. dollar in favor of floating ex-
change rates. 

Money for Nothing
People didn’t know what that 

change meant then. 
They still don’t…
We meditate. We pray. We drink 

heavily. And still, we struggle to un-
derstand it. 

The obvious consequence of the 
new purely paper-money system was 
that it removed the restraints on lend-
ing. 

Total U.S. credit hit the $1 trillion 
mark in 1964. Today, it is near $60 tril-
lion.

During that half-century, total U.S. 
GDP summed to $477 trillion in 2009 
dollars. SO, you may infer that one 
out of every eight (477 / 60 = 8) shop-
ping malls, highways, wars, healthcare 
costs, university football teams – all 
were bought on this new and expand-
ed credit. 

The old (gold) money disappeared 
with automobile fins and drive-in 
movie theaters. The new (credit) mon-
ey was very different.

You didn’t have to earn it by the 
sweat of your brow or the diligence 
of your enterprise. Banks could sim-
ply create it, out of thin air, by making 
new loans. 

And because their regulator, the 
Federal Reserve, had lowered the 
amount of reserves banks were re-
quired to hold against new loans to in-
significant levels, they no longer pro-
vided any constraint on the amount of 
new money (loans) that banks could 
create.

Twilight in America
Unlike capital – which the private 

sector earned, saved and directed – the 
Fed controlled the cost of credit. 

And gradually more and more of it 
was sent in a new direction – toward 
consumption rather than production. 

The old capitalists might have built 
a factory; they knew they had to make 
a profit to pay back the loan. The new 
“creditists” would use loans to finance 
more housing, more automobiles, 
more student loans or more payments 
to old people. 

And when the bills came due, they 
could refinance. 

Economists of the era had it all 
wrong. They thought consumer 
spending was the key to boosting GDP 
and increasing prosperity. But it is 
production that gives consumers the 
wherewithal to spend, not the other 
way around. 

Consumption does not create 
wealth; it consumes it. And as the 
driving force of the economy switched 
from capital to credit… and from pro-
duction to consumption… growth 
rates declined.

From about a rate of 5% a year in 
the 1960s, U.S. GDP growth fell to 
2.4% last year. And it averaged just 
2.2% between 2010 and 2013. 

That is why real wage growth has 
been stalled for the last quarter of a 
century and why the typical American 
family has less real income today than 
it did in 2007.

It’s also why there are 2 million 
fewer “breadwinner” jobs today than 
there were in December 2007. 

How they new credit system reacts 
to stress is our subject for tomorrow. 
And for insight into that, we draw on 
one of our favorite dead economists, 
Milton Friedman.
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This weekend, we went to Mars.
We’ll tell you more about that in 

a minute. First, catching up with the 
markets, we find that U.S. stocks sta-
bilized on Friday.

But as we’ve been warning, U.S. 
stocks are vulnerable to a sharp cor-
rection. Valuations are stretched, to 
say the least. And the negative news is 
coming in like drone attacks.

Get Out While the  
Gittin’s Good

U.S. GDP grew at an annual rate of 
just 2.2% in the fourth quarter. And af-
ter-tax corporate profits fell 1.6%.

World trade relies heavily on Chi-
na, which relies heavily on American 
shoppers. They might be willing to 
spend more, but they’re unable to do 
so without earning more.

Gone are the days Americans could 
“take out” home equity. That leaves 
them just with wages – which are more 
or less flat – and their investment 
portfolios.

Stocks and bonds are up substan-
tially since the 2008 crisis. But only 
the top 10% of U.S. households has 
benefited. The other 90% has flat or 
falling net worth.

Without the help of the giddy U.S. 
consumer, China starts to look a little 
peaked and is nearing a crisis of its 
own. Shanghai stocks trade at 34 times 
their median price-to-earnings ratio 
versus 19.5 for the S&P 500.

Meanwhile, it looks as though a re-
play of the dot-com crash is coming in 
the U.S. – this time centered on bio-
tech stocks.

Now, they are up to five times what 
they were at the last peak, just before 
the dot-com crash.

IPOs are running ahead of the last 
record – again, set just as the Nas-
daq was melting down in 2000. As for 
earnings, you will have to find them 
yourself. Two-thirds of the companies 
in the Nasdaq Biotechnology Index 
lost money last year.

In the broad market, 12-month 
trailing GAAP earnings put the 
NYSE on a price-to-earnings ratio 
of 22. That’s higher than it’s been in 
half-century – including 2000 and 
2007.

Best advice: Get out while the git-
tin’s good.

Hot as Venus…  
Cold as Neptune

Back at the ranch…

The ranch is divided into two parts: 
one in Salta Province, the other in Cat-
amarca Province. We have owned it for 
almost 10 years, but we have never 
seen the part that is in Catamarca.

It is a three-day horse ride. And, 
we’ve been told, there is nothing there.

Once, a couple of years ago, we 
showed the ranch foreman a photo 
taken by the Mars rover.

“Looks just like our ranch,” said 
Jorge. “Over on the Catamarca side. In 
fact, it looks better than our ranch.”

That part of the ranch is a high 
plain between one mountain range 
and another. It is bone dry and about 
13,000 feet above sea level – an area 
known as la puna.

Millions of years of volcanic erup-

My Recent Trip to Mars
March 30, 2015
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tions, wind erosion and seismic shifts 
have given it a look that barely seems 
earthly.

Huge mountains. Vast deserts. 
Snowcapped peaks surrounding grav-
el pits 30 miles wide. Sand dunes as 
big as shopping malls. Strange natural 
sculptures. Shallow lakes (with pink 
flamingos in them, no less). Hot as Ve-
nus during the day, as cold as Neptune 
at night.

We had never seen anything like 
it. We had not even imagined that it 
could exist. Until this weekend…

Rather than take the three days on 
horseback, we took three days by four-
wheel-drive truck.

It took one day to skirt around 
the mountain range immediately to 
our west in order to come up in the 
valley beyond it. It took another day 
to explore the area, or at least a tiny 
fraction of it. The third day, we drove 
home.

Hardly a Living Thing
There is only one road through this 

part of la puna. And only one hotel. 
It is a basic affair owned by the pro-
vincial government and operated by a 
friend of ours.

It has no electricity during the day. 
And no heat in the rooms.

Still, the staff serves a hearty meal 
(no selections available) in a convivial 
dining-hall atmosphere, with a fire-
place centered on the main wall. Most 

of the guests are European, although 
we saw a recent visitor had come from 
Washington, D.C.

The only paved road runs in front 
of the hotel. But there is so little traffic 
you could take a nap in the middle of it 
without fear of interruption. A police 
station sits next door.

At 8 a.m., a policeman raises the 
Argentine national flag. Apart from 
that, we saw no other police activity. 
On our side of the road there were a 
few houses and a few lots planted in 
Lombardy poplars. (The variety seems 
to grow well in desert oases and is 
used here for building and firewood.)

We couldn’t determine the source 
of the water; there must have been a 
spring dropping down through a series 
of canals to water every lot and pas-
ture.

Horses, goats, sheep and donkeys 
enjoyed the green grass. All were en-
closed behind wire or mud fences… 
but we couldn’t imagine they would 
try to escape. No matter what direc-
tion they took, there was nothing to 
eat for hundreds of miles.

The wasteland began on the other 
side of the road – across from the ho-
tel. There was an area of thousands of 
square miles with hardly a living thing.

People Die Here
It is almost impossible to explore 

la puna on your own. You will get lost 
and never find what you are looking 
for. We hired Luis to help us find our 
way around.

“What we have here is an area that 
was highly geologically active for a 
very long time,” Luis explained as we 
headed out, apparently to nowhere, 
toward the west.

“The cordillera of the Andes is in 
front of us.”

We studied the snowcapped peaks 
in the distance.

“They are mostly volcanic. Over 
millions of years, they erupted. The 
ashes fell in this area – we’re talking 
about millions of years – and con-
densed into the pumice that covers 
the ground.

“And there you see the shapes 
made by the wind eroding these pum-
ice rocks. They look like sculptures, 
don’t they?”

They did. Huge sculptures. As big 
as battleships. With massive bows 
grinded by the airborne sand.

There were mountains of blue-gray 
pumice stones, too. But these sculp-
tures were white. Nearby were gigan-
tic piles of what looked like sugar but 
were white pumice sand.

Coming around a hill to get a closer 
look, we suddenly sank into soft sand. 
Even with four-wheel drive, it looked 
as though we were going to be there 
for a long time…

“People die out here,” said Luis.
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An economy is like an ecosystem. 
It is not the result of central planning; 
it evolves in ways the planners cannot 
even imagine. 

What central planner would have 
imagined Instagram, Snapchat or 
Uber? And what planner would have 
put an exotic pink bird in the middle 
of a moon-like landscape… with only 
a strange tiny bug for food? (See below 
for more on that.)

Yesterday, U.S. stocks came back 
strong. Investors bought the dip… as 
they always do these days. The Dow 
shot up 263 points, or 1.5%. Gold tum-
bled $6 to $1,179 an ounce. 

“Buying the dip” has been a very 
good investment approach for a very 
long time. It will continue to be a great 
way to invest, we predict, until it is a 
disaster. 

When that will be… we can’t say. 

How to Grow Rich
In the meantime, we note that the 

U.S. economy is still struggling. Never 
in the last 60 years have we had such a 
weak run of GDP figures. 

And it looks like this funk is here 
to stay. The U.S. economy depends on 
consumer spending. And consumers 
ain’t spending. Here’s Bloomberg:

A booming job market and 
cheaper fill-ups at the gas pump 
should be giving millions of Amer-
icans more reasons to spend. In-
stead, they’re salting away the ex-
tra savings. 

The saving rate jumped in Feb-
ruary to 5.8%, the highest since De-
cember 2012 and up from 4.4% just 
three months earlier, government 
data showed Monday. 

The rest of the Bloomberg report 
repeats the usual nonsense. Spending 
growth is “woefully weak as dispos-
able incomes rise.”

Woefully?
You know better, dear reader: 

There’s nothing woeful about saving 
money. 

Spending doesn’t make you wealth-
ier. Saving and investing do. Spending 
is not woefully weak; saving is glori-
ously, wonderfully, happily strong. 
Americans are saving more – despite 
the authorities’ efforts to stop them. 

The Fed evaporates interest pay-
ments on savings. It threatens higher 
levels of inflation. It offers the cheap-
est credit in history. And still consum-
ers resist. 

Why?
They know that solvency matters. 

Household finance is not just a matter 
of liquidity. Besides, they also know 
that the economy is not nearly as 
strong as the feds say it is. 

The first quarter, for example, 
showed the worst retail sales and cor-

porate profits since 2009. Wall Street 
may be on a tear. But most people are 
struggling to make any forward prog-
ress at all. 

They sense, correctly, that they 
will need more than just the fed’s easy 
credit in the coming months; they will 
need real savings. 

Stuck in the Sand
More about our trip to la puna – the 

high-altitude zone of northern Argen-
tina near the border with Chile. 

Even with four-wheel drive, it is 
easy to get stuck in the sand. The 
wheels turn. You go lower until the 
body carriage rests on the sand and 
the tires spin. 

We carry a shovel in the back of 
the truck; you never know when you 
might need it. 

When the trust sank into a soft spot 
on Saturday, we thought we might have 
to spend a long time digging it out. 
Luckily, we were close enough to hard 
ground that we were able to get out 
fairly quickly and get back under way. 

Don’t Fall for the “Recovery” Myth
March 31, 2015
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Then we drove around on the valley 
floor admiring the many strange and 
striking things nature had prepared. 

There was no plant life, except in 
a few spots where it looked as though 
water had collected, perhaps tem-
porarily. There were a few clumps of 
grass – like the pampas grasses you 
find at lower altitudes – mostly dried 
and yellowed.

Poisonous Waters
After lunch, we drove up toward the 

mountains. The landscape changed 
quickly. 

First, we passed over hills covered 
with small stones and a dried-out bush 
that looked as though it might come to 
life only once every few years after a 
freak rainstorm. 

Some of these bushes were black; 
others were white – about the size 
and shape of small rhododendrons but 
without leaves. Higher up, there were 
valleys with a tiny bit of yellow grass 
and herds of vicuña. 

These animals are a protected spe-
cies in Argentina. They are the size of 
small deer with long, narrow necks and 
small heads. Like guanaco and llamas, 
they are members of the camel family, 
with gaits more like camels than deer. 

“They have two layers of wool,” our 
guide, Luis, explained.

“The inner layer is very fine. It 

keeps them warm. It gets down to mi-
nus 20 or minus 30 degrees Celsius 
here. The outer layer of hair protects 
the inner layer.”

We kept going up, over rocky trails, 
for about two hours. Then we came to 
a series of lakes. The wind blew hard. 
There was not a blade of grass anywhere. 

Mountain peaks, some snow-cov-
ered, surrounded the lakes. Astonish-
ingly, for the place that was so inhos-
pitable to life, the lakes were home to 
thousands of pink flamingos, standing 
in the shallow water. 

“Don’t touch the water,” Luis 
warned. “It has high levels of arsenic. 
The arsenic doesn’t bother the birds. 
They must be adapted to it.”

What are they doing here? What do 

they eat? Why are they standing in this 
freezing, poisonous puddle hundreds 
of miles from anything that seems re-
motely appealing? We wondered. 

“This just goes to show what a 
remarkable level of adaptation and 
specialization natural selection can 
achieve,” Luis replied, sounding like a 
professor of natural history. 

“There is only one animal in the 
lake – a tiny form of algae. The flamin-
gos have evolved to come here, wade 
in the water and eat it.

“When they get enough strength 
and fat on their bodies, they fly away 
for the winter. They go down to Córdo-
ba in central Argentina. The old ones, 
though, can’t make the flight. They 
stay all year round.”
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“Are we the last people in the 
world to do this?” we asked our friend 
Sergio. 

“One of the last,” he replied.
Marta, our cook and housekeeper, 

a cheerful young woman in her twen-
ties, was pouring orange soda into the 
mouth of a calf. 

The calf had no choice in the mat-
ter. It was tied up and on the ground. 
Its right ear had already been clipped. 
A “B” had been branded on its rump. 
And a necklace of red and orange 
pompoms had been festooned over its 
head. 

The poor, suffering beast did not 
realize that it was the fair maiden of 
yesterday’s marcada – the branding of 
the cattle – an offering to Pachama-
ma, the Earth goddess many of the 
indigenous people of the Andes still 
worship. 

At the Diary, we favor lost causes, 
underdogs and die-hards. Maybe that 
is what attracted me to this place. It is 
at the end of the road. It is also where 
Marta’s ancestors – if any survived – 
resisted the Spanish conquistadores 
for more than 100 years after the rest 
of the region had given up. 

Today, it is where old customs and 
traditions hang on.

Too Much Debt
But let us turn to the more famil-

iar world – the world of money. We’ll 
come back to the ranch in a minute. 

Yesterday, the Dow fell 78 points, 
0r 0.4%. Gold was more or less un-
changed. An ounce of the yellow met-
al sells for $1,205 an ounce in New 
York this morning. 

Somewhere ahead is much more 
exciting action. The Dow could fall 

1,000 points… or 2,000 points in a 
single day. 

And when this happens, we believe 
the ensuing chaos and panic will be 
worse than in 2008. 

First, because debt is higher today 
than it was then. Six years ago, the of-
ficial public debt in the U.S. was under 
$10 trillion. Now, it’s about $18 tril-
lion. Total debt is higher too – about 
$50 trillion in 2007; it’s now closer to 
$60 trillion. 

And as Boston University profes-
sor Laurence Kotlikoff points out, the 
“fiscal gap” – the difference between 
what the feds have agreed to pay out 
in Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, 
etc., and the present value of all its fu-
ture tax receipts – stands at $210 tril-
lion. That’s 1,066% higher than Wash-
ington’s official figure. (Editor’s note: 
not 211% high, as mistakenly stated 
yesterday.)

When the Next Crash 
Comes

There was more subprime mort-
gage debt in 2007. But now we have 
subprime auto debt, subprime student 
debt, subprime government debt and 
subprime corporate debt. 

The crisis of 2008 came at the top 
of a boom. We’re now nowhere near a 
boom.

Americans are saving money, not 
spending it. China is slowing down, 
not speeding up. World trade is fad-
ing, not growing. 

And the velocity of money – the 
rate at which each dollar in circula-
tion is exchanged from one transac-
tion to another and a key indicator 
of boom conditions – started going 
down in the late 1990s/ And it’s still 

going down. 
Home ownership has fallen to a 20-

year low. Labor force participation has 
been in decline for 15 years. And the 
rate at which men of working age drop 
out of the labor force and become “in-
active” has risen 33% since 2008. 

These things mean that when the 
next crash comes, the economy will be 
less resilient. Already weak, the econ-
omy will sink still lower. 

What will the Fed do? Will it have 
any choice? Won’t it be forced to re-
spond in an energetic, aggressive way?

Harvest Time on the 
Ranch

For now, let’s return to the ranch…
“I’ve always heard it was an Inca 

festival. A harvest festival,” said Ser-
gio. “But it might not be Inca at all. 
It could be something the local tribes 
came up with.”

Sergio keeps the ranch connected 
to the “outside world” – a five-hour 
journey by 4x4 away in Salta City (the 
capital of Salta Province).

Sergio lives in Salta and visits the 
ranch once a week to make sure it has 
what it needs. He is not “local.”

The local tribe was called the Gual-
fines. They lived in the hills and val-
leys of what is today the ranch called 
“Gualfin.”

Whether the people who live in 
the hills and valleys here today are 
descended from them or not is a mat-
ter of debate. The locals of Indian de-
scent say, “Yes.” People, like Sergio, of 
Spanish descent say, “No, we extermi-
nated the Indians that were there in 
the 16th century.”

Whoever they were, they left 
plenty of traces. Stone terraces show 

Worse Than 2008
April 2, 2015
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where they lived and farmed. Pottery 
– with elaborate designs – shows that 
they were about as advanced techno-
logically as Greece circa 5000 BC. 

The Greeks had their gods. The 
Gualfines had theirs, too. And it was 
to Earth goddess, Pachamama, we 
were offering our young heifers.

The Roundup
The night before, Jorge, the farm 

manager, had planned the whole 
thing. 

He knew we wanted to help with 
the roundup. He also knew that, as 
gauchos, we were worthless. So, he 
told us to meet him in the middle of 
the field. There, we would help drive 
the cattle from the watering tank to 
the stockyard near the house. 

Somehow, we missed the rendez-
vous. The herd went by us on the 
north side of the valley. The distanc-
es are so great that we neither heard 
it nor saw it. And since it has rained 
recently neither was there a cloud of 
dust to alert us to the herd’s move-
ment. 

It wasn’t until one of the local gau-
chos, Pablo, came riding up… with 
his red beret and his Peruvian horse, 
looking like a character from a cheap 
romance novel… that we realized we 
had lost the plot. 

We raced to get back into the story 
as quickly as we could. And we were 
soon following the herd along with 

the other gauchos. 
“Aiiihuu!”
“Yip, yip, yip…”
“Vaca!”
The idea was to yell to keep the 

herd moving. But it hardly seemed 
necessary. With us were five or six 
dogs that barked and bit at the heels 
of the cows. 

The dogs were all the motivation 
the herd needed. The calves rushed 
ahead to get away from the dogs. And 
the cows rushed ahead to protect their 
calves. 

Every once in a while, one or 
more cows would make a break for it. 
They’d notice an untended perime-
ter and bolt for open country. But the 
dogs punished this out-of-the-box 
thinking. 

Immediately, the dogs were on the 
case. Whether they were trained for 
it or just did it by instinct, we don’t 
know. But they rushed after the es-
capee and attacked so furiously that 
the poor animal would soon regret its 
decision and cut its losses by coming 
back to the herd. 

Riding Upside Down
The cows and calves were in good 

shape. Late rains have kept the pas-
tures greener for longer than usual. 
The animals were plump. 

One of the tiny calves, however, 
was bleeding from its rear. 

“What’s the matter with that one?” 
we asked Jorge. 

“Oh… a condor attacked it. When 
they are young like that, the condors 
try to take out their eyes… or tear out 
their entrails. It happens more up 
in the mountains. But it can happen 
down here, too. I’ll put some disinfec-
tant on it. The calf may survive.”

The roundup went without a hitch. 
Well… until one of the big bulls broke 
away in the sector we were supposed 
to be guarding. 

The bull had just left the herd and 
ran down the river and was headed up 
into the hills. It was our responsibility 
to stop him. 

We took off at a gallop, yelling at 
him to change course. But the big bull 
showed no sign of obeying. It was 
probably then that we overplayed our 
hand. 

We thought we might try to sting 
him with the end of our bridle, which 
we used as a whip. Perhaps we leaned 
over too far… or perhaps tempted him 
to attack. Cause and effect tend to get 
blurred when you are falling off a gal-
loping horse. 

The saddle must have been loose. 
It slipped under the horse’s belly. 
Rather than ride upside down, your 
editor decided to throw himself into 
the riverbed, aiming for sand rather 
than rock. 

In the event, the sand cushioned 
his fall; he got up quickly, hoping the 
cowboys would give him some credit 
for not having broken his neck.
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The stock market was closed on 
Good Friday.

The priest, who comes to the ranch 
once a month, came on Friday. He 
gave a mass in the little chapel to a 
crowd of 30 or 40 people, mostly chil-
dren.

The cattle roundup is still going 
on. We’ve done two of our large fields. 
We have more to do.

Once the cows are in the pen, the 
calves are lassoed, thrown to the 
ground and castrated. The larger ones 
go through the chutes. Either way, it’s 
a rough time for the bovine species.

It’s hard on the gauchos, too. They 
leave the house at 6 a.m. and work all 
day until 6 p.m. or 7 p.m.

Young boys and dogs seem to 
thrive on the excitement of it. But our 
ranch foreman, Jorge, is suffering.

Yesterday, we noticed he gave a 
look of pain as he jumped up on a 
stone wall. After lunch, it looked as 
though he had a slight limp.

Unwelcome News
Jorge is about our age (mid-60s). 

He has been working on the ranch for 
40 years. He still swings easily into 
the saddle and sets off at a gallop. But 
in the evening, his joints hurt.

“I went to the doctor,” he told us. 
“He gave me a prescription for glu-
cosamine. But it doesn’t seem to 
work. I don’t notice any difference. 
Some days are fine. Others are not so 
fine. I’m going to have to retire.

“I had hoped to work for another 
10 years. But nature has her limits. 
I’m going to stop at the end of this 
year.”

This was unwelcome news. Jorge 
and his wife, Maria, are the heart of 

the ranch. They organize everything 
from the roundup on the high plains 
to the Easter service at the church.

They are known up and down the 
valley and can always be counted on 
to keep the life of the community in 
good order.

Trouble? Problems? Decisions?
You go to ask Jorge and Maria.
Unfailingly pleasant. Unmistak-

ably competent. They are the people 
for whom the expression “salt of the 
earth” was coined.

Now, they are leaving. They have 
a house in Salta City where they can 
be near their children and grandchil-
dren.

“I don’t think Jorge will be able to 
stand it,” said our friend Sergio.

“He’s spent his whole life in this 
valley. He gets up at dawn and works 
‘til dusk, even on Sunday.

“What’s he going to do in the 
city?”

A Time for Everything
We put the question directly to 

Jorge:
“Are you sure you want to retire? 

Why not just take it a little easier? 
Why not get the young guys to do the 
hard work?”

“I don’t want to retire at all,” came 
the answer.

“But some days, I just don’t feel 
like I can do it anymore. There’s a 
time for everything. And I think it’s 
time for me to go.”

“But who can replace you?”
Jorge wasn’t born here. He was 

born on a neighboring ranch. Accord-
ing to legend, his father moved the 
family to Gualfin to protect Jorge’s 
sister.

Apparently, the ranch foreman 
had his eye on her. It was just a matter 
of time until he had his hands on her, 
say the local tongue wags.

Jorge’s family moved into the 
house at the Quesaria – one of the 
homesteads stuck in the folds of the 
mountains.

You can ride up and down the val-
ley and not see the Quesaria. Every-

Unwelcome News at the Ranch…
April 6, 2015
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where you look you will see dry land –  
cactus, stones and sage. You would 
never know that behind one of the 
hills was a green oasis – with fruit 
trees, a kitchen garden and a pasture 
for horses.

There is water all year round. But 
in November and December it slows 
to a trickle. Then, with a little luck, 
the summer rains come.

After the move, Jorge’s father was 
soon promoted from ranch hand to 
ranch foreman. When he retired, 
Jorge took the job.

The New Schoolmistress
Meanwhile, the government had 

set up a school on the ranch.
Children here are too far from any 

sizable community to go to a normal 
school. So, the government set up a 

school.
Parents – walking for up to six hours 

– bring their children on Monday. They 
come back on Friday to pick them up.

In the early 1970s, the school 
needed a schoolmistress. And Maria –  
freshly minted from school herself – 
took the job.

The assignment must have seemed 
like a prison sentence. She arrived at 
the ranch on the back of a horse. Then 
she was shown her bare, austere room –  
unheated, with no bathroom – ad-
joining the schoolhouse.

She must have wondered how she 
would bear the many months before 
she would be able to go back to her 
family and friends. She must have 
been counting every day until her 
two-year contract was up. Maybe 
then she could get a job in a regular 

school in the city.
There was no road to the ranch 

back then. The first automobile ever 
to visit the ranch was the one Jorge 
bought in the early 1980s. It was a 
Willys Jeep with four-wheel drive. He 
drove it up the riverbed and across 
the prairie to the farmhouse. The first 
road was not put in until 1986.

Jorge was barely schooled at all. 
Still, Maria must have been won over 
by his bright smile and friendly per-
sonality.

She must have realized that he was 
quick-witted and shrewd too. It was 
only a few months before they were 
riding together. And only a few more 
months before they were married.

Maria and Jorge have been togeth-
er… and at Gualfin… ever since.

How will we replace them?
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It's my party, and I'll cry if I want to
Cry if I want to, cry if I want to
– “It’s My Party,” Lesley Gore

I would like to thank the many dear 
readers who wrote with advice for 
Jorge. He suffers from what doctors 
think is arthritis, forcing him to retire 
from the ranch sooner than he would 
like. We are at the end of a very iso-
lated valley in Argentina, and are not 
sure which of the proposed remedies 
will be available here, but we will pass 
on the suggestions to Jorge. 

We'll return to the ranch in a min-
ute, but let's first take a look at the fi-
nancial markets. 

Stocks were flat in yesterday's 
trading. The Fed's "shallow" rate in-
crease comment didn't seem to float 
many boats. 

Instead, insiders are selling 22 
times more of their stock than they're 
buying. Fox business: 

"What we're seeing now is a 
dramatic reversal in that senti-
ment," says [David Coleman, edi-
tor of Vickers Weekly Insider Re-
port], whose firm tracks buying 
and selling of all publicly-traded 
companies. "The trend has re-
versed from what had been histor-
ically high levels of buying rela-
tive to selling." ... 

TrimTabs Investment Research 
reports that insiders at public 
companies have sold $2.6 billion 
worth of shares so far in June. 
That's 22 times more than the 
$120 million in stock they have 
bought... TrimTabs' 60-day total 

of insider buying has fallen to the 
lowest level since December 2004. 

What do they see coming? 
Bloomberg: 

Last week's news of the weak-
est hiring since December 2013 
rounded off a quarter in which re-
tail sales and capital goods orders 
all pointed to a first quarter flop. 
That leaves JPMorgan Chase & 
Co. estimating growth was just 0.6 
percent. 

Zero point six percent is optimis-
tic. Economist Richard Duncan puts 
the first quarter growth figure at 0.1%. 
And he says the economy may already 
be in recession. 

We'll wait to find out. But it's not as 
if we have to hold our breath. A stock 
market sell-off and a recession are 
coming. They always do. 

Not every day at the beach is going 
to be sunny and bright. Even in Cali-
fornia, it's got to rain sometime. 

Market corrections are even more 
certain. People make mistakes. They 
pay too much. They buy the wrong 
things. Profits go down. Businesses go 
broke. Stuff happens. 

What kind of world would it be 
where it didn't? Where even bad 
restaurants never went out of busi-
ness? And worthless cellphone apps 
were never sold off? Where every girl 
was homecoming queen... and every 
war was won – by both sides? 

We'll leave it to you to think about 
that in the dark of night. For our mon-
ey, we'll assume that things will not 

always work out as planned. We will 
bet, too, that a stock market that is at 
a record high probably reflects a lev-
el of optimism that is suitable only to 
delusional stockbrokers. 

Meanwhile, we turn back to the 
ranch... 

You may be wondering why we re-
port on the goings-on at a remote Ar-
gentine cattle ranch in the electronic 
pages of an investment service. We 
wonder the same thing. And we've 
never come up with a convincing an-
swer. 

Of course, the world of money 
doesn't stop at Wall Street. And there 
may be useful insights about money 
beyond the guesswork, guff and gob-
bledygook of financial chatter. What 
happens here is real life... often pain-
fully and expensively real. 

Besides, it's our Diary... and we'll 
write what we want to. Our aim is 
to make it worth writing and worth 
reading. Sometimes we hit the mark. 
Sometimes we don't. 

Elizabeth has begun to teach En-
glish to some of the young girls. It be-
gan when one of them asked to learn 
English so she could go visit her aunt, 
who lives in New York. 

Then, word got around that the 
class included cookies and juice. 
Within two weeks, Elizabeth had six 
students – all between 8 and 12. 

We don't know where this leads, 
but both students and teacher are 
working hard. 

Talk about hard work! Monday, 
Jorge took five gauchos with him up 
to the high pasture at the back of the 
ranch. It is a pasture of about 5,000 

Only Delusional Stockbrokers Could  
Love This Market
April 8, 2015
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acres, so it takes a group of mounted 
cowboys a whole day to round up the 
cattle. 

That was the easy part. The hard 
part was spending the night up there. 
They couldn't come back home be-
cause it takes so long to get up there. 
But last night, they must have longed 
for the comfort of their simple hous-
es. We have two bunkhouses up in 
the high pasture. But they are tiny, 
simple stone buildings with nothing 
but stone floors... and no heat at all. 
The gauchos make a fire, cook their 
rice and some tough meat, and let the 
smoke go out through holes in the 
roof. But there are no trees, just sage 
brush. So the fires are never very hot 
and never last very long. And it was 
bitter cold last night. 

The poor gauchos – and Jorge – 
slept on the ground, on the saddle 
blankets, covered up with ponchos 
and tarps. They must have tossed and 
turned... watching the skies, waiting 
for the first light of dawn so they could 
get up from their tortures and get to 

work. Then, they spent the day roping, 
branding, castrating and marking the 
cows – about three hundred of them. 
Then, they mounted up again for the 
four-hour ride back down to their 
houses in the valley. 

"How was it," we asked Jorge when 
he got back last night. 

"It was okay," he said with his 

broad smile. "But very cold. I only got 
through it by telling myself that this 
would be the last time I'd ever do it." 

"But you'll miss it." 
"I'll miss the farm and the cattle, 

but not spending the night up there. 
It's too rough." 

"Well, you can rest tomorrow. 
Then, we'll ride up to Tacana." 
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Dow up 99 points on Friday. Gold 
still bouncing around the $1,200-an-
ounce mark.

If anything important happened in 
markets over the weekend, we’re not 
aware of it. So, we return to life on the 
ranch.

“How do you know she’s still alive?” 
we asked our ranch foreman, Jorge.

“I don’t. We’ll have to find out.”
On Friday, we rode up to Tacana. We 

had heard about it for years – a small 
oasis in the mountains at the headwa-
ters of a trickling, seasonal river.

There, an old woman lives alone.
How old is she?
No one knows.
Was she even still alive?
No one knew that either. And from 

what we had heard, the trail up to Ta-
cana is so difficult that no one wants 
to find out.

A Treacherous Hike
“What if she has died?” asked Jorge.
“I don’t know how we will get her 

body down. I guess we’ll have to come 
back up with an extra mule.”

Local rumor told us her son or 
grandson visited from time to time, but 
no one had seen him in many months. 
Further rumors had it that he was an 
alcoholic who hadn’t visited in many 
years. No one knew.

Jorge hadn’t been to see her in a 
year and a half.

So, we set out at 8 a.m. – Jorge, Eliz-
abeth and your editor. We trotted out 
through the gate on the south side of 
the farm.

In a few minutes we saw one of 
the local gauchos, Pablo, wearing his 
sporty red beret, mounted on a Peru-
vian horse and leading a Criollo bay 

behind him. We galloped to catch up.
“Isn’t there a trail that leads from 

your house up over the ridge to Ta-
cana?” Jorge asked him. “It would be 
shorter than going all the way down 
the valley, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, but you can’t get over the 
ridge with horses. You can only go by 
foot. If you want to stay on your hors-
es, you have to go down into the valley 
and up on the other side of the river.”

The ridge was steep and high. Tree-
less. With big rocks everywhere.

It would be a treacherous hike. We 
decided to take the longer, but suppos-
edly easier, trail around the other side.

It might be just as hard, but the 
horses would do the work.

“Inca” Settlements
The sun was higher in the sky now. 

We took off our sweaters… and tilted 
our hats to the north to block the sun.

Jorge was mounted on a mule. We 
were on horses. The mule turned out to 
be the better choice, because the route 
we had chosen was only marginally 
passable.

Several times we had to dismount 
and urge our horses up and down the 
steep slopes.

Jorge stayed on his mule and 
seemed to have no trouble. But our 
horses often seemed on the verge of 
disaster, slipping on rocks high above a 
precipice or skidding on gravel on the 
ledge of a cliff.

Elizabeth is afraid of heights. She 
had to avoid looking down to bestill 
her racing heart. Your editor had his 
moments of doubt and fear, too. But 
he was too busy trying to keep his own 
footing… or seating… to think much 
about it.

Before crossing the river, we no-
ticed the telltale signs of ancient habi-
tation. There were abandoned terraces 
on the hills.

The local people say these were 
Inca settlements. But they weren’t re-
ally Incas, according to archaeologists. 
The Incas were here. But as overlords, 
not as farmers and settlers.

The Incas had storehouses that 
were built in a distinctive square style. 
But the vassal people, who had been 
here much, much earlier, did the farm-
ing.

Amid the old abandoned terraces 
was evidence of more recent habita-
tion. There were newer stone walls in 
similar style, but of obviously different 
construction.

We rode through and around sever-
al of these before coming to an aban-
doned house and other derelict stone 
buildings.

Ramon Sandoval, 1949
“There was someone living here 

until the 1970s,” Jorge recalled. “Then 
the water gave out.”

There were still visible remnants of 
that era. There were the rubber soles of 
discarded shoes, for example.

In the corner of what must have 
been a kitchen, there were two large 
clay jars – much like the ancient buri-
al vases found in the area, but less fine 
and with no designs on them.

In another room, with a collapsed 
mud ceiling, was a cross in the corner 
that must have been left by the last 
occupants. The cross was the sort that 
marked a grave. It carried an inscrip-
tion: Ramon Sandoval, 1949.

“Yes, that was Doña Marta’s father,” 
Jorge explained. “They probably never 

“I Don’t Know How We Will Get Her Body Down…”
April 13, 2015
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got around to putting the cross in the 
graveyard.”

Doña Marta was the woman we 
were going to see.

“When the water dried up here,” 
Jorge explained, “the family moved to 
a spot farther up the river. It is smaller. 
But there is more water.

“Marta has been there ever since. 
The last time I was up there, I asked 
if she wouldn’t prefer to move down 
where we could get to her if she needed 
help. She refused. People here want to 
die where they were born.”

After exploring the old homestead, 
we went back down the valley where 
the hill was gradual enough that we 
could get down to the riverbed.

Then we climbed up the oth-
er bank… and made our way up and 
around the mountain on the far side of 
the river.

In some places, the trail disap-
peared. In others, it was so slim we 
held our breath as we crossed, trying 
not to look down to the rocks below.

Several times, our horses dislodged 
rocks that then bounced hundreds of 
feet onto the boulders below.

Doña Marta’s Place
Finally, we rounded a hill and saw a 

patch of green in the distance, with a 
corral and a ramshackle adobe house.

Two white burros grazed near the 
corral. We looked twice. The corral was 
built around a huge boulder, as though 
someone was trying to make sure it 
didn’t get away.

The question about whether Doña 
Marta was still alive was resolved im-
mediately; there was smoke coming 
from the roof.

We continued, now taking our eyes 
off the path to study the small home-
stead. There were three buildings in 
adobe, with black plastic on the roofs 
held down with rocks.

There was a peach orchard, too, 
with a fence made of cactus and bram-
bles to keep the burros out. With the 
bright sun shining down, mountains 
all around, and a tiny stream flowing 
by the farm, it was a very pretty sight.

Slightly up the river were several 
old apple trees. These had no fence to 
protect them… and the branches were 
eaten off roughly to the height of the 
head of a burro.

The apple trees, along with oth-
er bushes and trees, were scattered 
among more large boulders, which 
gave the place the feel of a playground.

By this time, Jorge had already 
reached the house. He sat on his mule 
and called out:

“Doña Marta! Hola! Doña Marta!”
There was no answer.
We looked up the valley. Maybe she 

was tending her goats. Maybe she was 
in her garden – a small space, walled 
with cactus wood and filled with what 
looked like squash plants.

“Doña Marta! Hola! Doña Marta!”
A few minutes went by. We were 

starting to wonder… What could have 
happened?

A Fleeting Visit
Then an old and wizened woman 

appeared… with her left arm held up to 
her cheek as though she had a tooth-
ache. She was bent over. And she ap-
peared to be deaf.

We judged her to be in her early 90s, 
with large eyes and a V-shaped chin.

“Doña Marta! Do you remember 
me?” Jorge yelled.

It was not clear if she did. She 
looked puzzled. We were the first vis-
itors – perhaps in months.

Jorge smiled. He kept talking, loud-
ly and clearly enunciating.

Finally…
“Sí… sí…” she responded, weakly.
She wore a flowered polyester shirt 

and a brown wool skirt. On her feet was 
a pair of tennis shoes.

“Doña Marta, are you okay? Are you 
alone? Would you like us to send the 
rural nurse up to see you?”

Jorge asked a series of questions. 
At first Doña Marta seemed to be con-
fused. But then she talked.

Most of what she said was incom-
prehensible to us; she spoke a local 
patois Spanish. But Jorge seemed to 
understand.

Apparently, the rural nurse (who is 
supposed to visit people in the valley) 
had come to see her about six months 
ago. He pronounced her sound. But she 
did not appear to be completely sound 
of body or mind when we visited.

Something was wrong with the left 
side of her face. It was swollen and 
discolored. But she wanted no help. 
Her grandson was supposed to come 
and bring her provisions, she said. She 
needed nothing else.

The grandson wasn’t present, but 
he must be taking care of her. She 
could not be operating the irrigation 
system herself. And on the roof of the 
house were hundreds of peaches, dry-
ing in the sun.

It was unlikely that she put them up 
there. The place appeared to be cared 
for in a way that seemed far beyond 
Doña Marta’s capacity.

Elizabeth spoke to her with a sym-
pathetic voice and the old woman 
warmed to her.

“We’ve brought you some things. 
Here are some apples from down in the 
valley. And here is some bread. And 
some tuna fish.”

After a few more minutes of ques-
tions and awkward conversation, the 
three of us shook her hand and said 
goodbye.

“Until next time,” we said… doubt-
ing there would be a next time, as we 
rode back across the river.
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We are being toughened up. Physi-
cally. Financially. Sentimentally. 

We already had to cinch our belt up 
a notch to keep our pants from falling 
off. We’ve also been forced to cinch 
up our finances… to avoid losing too 
much money.

Some men buy boats. Some take 
up gold. Some buy ranches in South 
America. 

Almost all learn something from 
the exercise. Many survive. And a few 
emerge stronger and wealthier. We aim 
to be part of the first two groups. We’ve 
given up all hope of being included in 
the third. 

The Roundup
We went out yesterday morning to 

round up cattle. It took about five hours –  
riding through the sagebrush looking 
for cows… and then forcing them in 
the right direction. 

The horse did most of the heavy 
lifting… and since it was a highly 
skilled horse, its rider merely had to 
stay on board and let him do his work. 

What surprised us was how enthu-
siastically the dogs joined in. Of all the 
animals involved – those with two legs 
as well as those with four – it was the 
dogs who seemed to enjoy it the most. 

After a few hours, their tongues 
hung out. But they knew their jobs… 
and loved every minute. They nipped 
at the heels of the herd to keep them 
moving. And when one of the cows 
broke ranks, the dogs set out after it 
and harassed it back into formation. 

But the dogs were too enthusiastic; 
they ganged up on the small calves and 
almost killed them. The cows, trying to 
protect their young, were driven near-
ly mad. The dogs kept barking... nip-
ping… yelping… until the cows turned 
around and tried to catch one or two of 

them on their horns.
The dogs were rolled more than 

once, but they were having a ball. They 
provoked an attack… and then quickly 
scattered… proud of their work. 

The dust was so thick that some-
times we were blinded by it. Relief 
came, temporarily, when we reached 
the river. The dogs forced the cattle 
into the mud and water… then into the 
marshes on the side. We gauchos rode 
on the sides and behind, just to main-
tain order. 

“Don’t Go in There…”
One of the bulls was having a hard 

time. He was so large he couldn’t quite 
keep up. 

“Let him stay here,” Jorge, our ca-
pataz (ranch foreman), yelled. 

So we left him behind and contin-
ued with the rest of the herd… up to 
the stone corral, divided in two by a 
high wall of fire. The animals milled 
around. Calves found their mothers. 
The remaining bulls butted heads with 
each other. Dust rose in huge plumes. 

Now, the gauchos prepared to run 
the cattle through a narrow chute… 
lock them in place… and administer 
three different vaccines.

Occasionally, they would also dis-
cover a male they needed to castrate… 
or a young cow that needed to have a 
mocheta put in its nose to wean it from 
its mother. 

But first, we had to get the cattle to 
enter the narrow chute. That meant 
getting into the corral to prod, push 
and scare the animals forward. 

“Don’t go in there; the bulls are 
dangerous,” Jorge warned.

But the ranch is a macho culture. 
We could never hold our head up or 
gain the respect of our gauchos by 
avoiding work or danger. Besides, Nol-

berto and Justo were already in the 
enclosure, trying to pry the cattle into 
the chute. 

“Hi… ya!” they yelled, waving their 
sticks. 

“Hoa…” they continued, in a 
low-throated tone. 

Ignoring our capataz, we reasoned 
that if it were safe enough for them 
it would be safe enough for us. We 
climbed over the gate to help drive the 
cattle into the chute. 

We had been in the corral only 
about five minutes when “el gran toro” 
charged Justo, on our right. We wanted 
to see what happened to him, but we 
didn’t have time to look. The bull put 
his head down and his horns out and 
attacked us just a second later. 

We had been thinking, absentmind-
edly, about how credit from the central 
bank pretends to be real savings and 
distorts an economy. But it is amazing 
how quickly a charging bull clarifies 
your thoughts. We had about a second 
to get out of there or we would be dead. 

We turned, raced for the fence and 
put a foot on a low wire. There was no 
time to climb over… we had to fly. We 
pushed of and soared over, just as the 
bull hit the wire.

This movement was remarkably 
lithe and agile for a 65-year-old literary 
economist. But the finale was more in 
keeping with his natural athletic abili-
ty. He was headed for the ground, from 
6 feet up… head first. He managed to 
break his fall with his right arm, but hit 
hard on his shoulder. 

Nolberto is about our age. He has 
spent his life on the ranch. He was in 
the pen too. But he’s smarter. He scam-
ped up the wall in a flash when he saw 
the bull becoming aggressive. 

“Are you okay, patron,” he asked?
“Sí… sí… no hay problema,” we lied.

“Don’t Go in There… the Bull Is Dangerous.”
April 18, 2015
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The Dow plunged 280 points – or 
1.6% – on Friday. It effectively gave 
back all of this year’s gains.

But we’ll come back to the markets 
on Wednesday.

Today and tomorrow, we’ll be rid-
ing through the puna – the high-al-
titude desert between Argentina and 
Chile – with a small group of friends, 
led by Jorge and his wife, Maria.

The Morning Conference
Days at the ranch follow a simple 

pattern. At 8 a.m., Jorge appears in the 
yard.

Typically, he is surrounded by a 
small group of gauchos. There is Jose, 
for example, a stout young man with 
a broad, ready smile who is missing 
most of his front teeth.

Pedro is less ready with a smile. He 
is more thoughtful and often appears 
to be calculating. Pedro had a medical 
problem a few years ago; now, he re-
fuses to get on a horse.

Jose wears a typical cowboy hat. 
The rest wear local, broad-brimmed 
hats; they look a little like flying sau-
cers have landed on their heads.

Saturday morning, they came 
dressed in layers of homemade sweat-
ers and coats. It is autumn. The nights 
are turning colder. It does not warm up 
until midmorning.

Unlike cowboys in the U.S., the 
gauchos here do not wear blue jeans 
or cowboy boots. Instead, they wear 
workpants, often stitched up in several 
places, and black, lace-up work boots.

When we bought the ranch, we 
had winter coats made for all seven 
employees. The khaki coats are insu-
lated. And they have “Gualfin” mono-

grammed on them.
They look very cool when we wear 

them in Manhattan. But here, we’ve 
never seen a single one of the gauchos 
wear the coats – maybe because we’re 
never here in the wintertime.

Three of the gauchos – Javier, Na-
talio and Jorge – stood together, each 
with his flying saucer hat slanted 
forward. The sun shined on them as 
they discussed the day’s work. No one 
smiled. No one joked. There was no 
discussion of football games or com-
edy shows.

Origins Unknown
Javier would take the backhoe to 

clean out the irrigation canal by the 
river.

The idea is to divert the little re-
maining water to the “swamp land” 
on the banks of the riverbed. This will 
give the grass there a few more weeks 

of growing season – leaving the cattle 
with a little more to eat in the winter.

Following the 8 a.m. conference, 
Natalio put his shovel over his shoul-
der and headed down to the alfalfa 
pasture. There he will be a regador 
– an irrigator – moving the water 
around the field so that it waters as 
much grass as possible.

Jorge sent the others to the vine-
yard, where they’re digging a hole next 
to each plant and putting fertilizer 
into the hole.

When all the workers had dis-
persed, Jorge turned to Gustavo and 
gave him instructions. We were riding 
up to the Rio de los Patos (the river of 
the ducks). Gustavo would help to pack 
up the mules and saddle the horses.

Gustavo has a bright look. He is 
Pedro’s adopted son. His mother is Pe-
dro’s common-law wife. Many are the 
informal liaisons in this area.

“The Last Time My Friend Tried This His Horse 
Dropped Dead…”
April 20, 2015
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Gustavo does not know who his fa-
ther is. This is not unusual. When Eliz-
abeth, teaching English to a group of 
young girls, asked each girl to give her 
parents’ names, in most cases she got 
only half the story.

The other half was “unknown.”

A Journey to the  
River of Ducks

Our trip to the puna was planned 
weeks ago.

Jorge – who has lived on the ranch 
all his life – has never ridden to the 
Rio de los Patos at the west end of 
the ranch. Maria, his wife, had always 
wanted to. Now that Jorge is getting 
ready for retirement, it seemed like 
the right time to go.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” 
asked our friend David, whom we in-
vited to join us.

“I checked GPS. You’re talking 
about going to a place that is at 17,000 
feet… or more… above sea level and 
spending the night. A friend of mine 
tried that recently. His horse dropped 
dead when he got there.

“And I went to about 15,000 feet. 
That’s as high as I’ve been. But I had 
an oxygen tank.”

We put the question to Jorge.
“Are you sure this is something we 

can do? Can we breathe at that alti-
tude?”

“Not very well,” was the reply.
Jorge smiled. He has very regular 

white teeth. And a warm smile.
“But some people are all right and 

others aren’t. Some get terribly sick. 
We call it apuna. And if it is too much 
for us, we’ll just turn around.”

He used the “us” generously. It was 
only the gringos who were likely to 

stumble. But the plan seemed like a 
good one.

We’ve gone up toward the puna 
a couple of times. Two years ago, we 
spent the night at about 12,000 feet. 
We couldn’t sleep. Each time we began 
to fall asleep, we awoke with a start, 
gasping for air.

But we were younger then. Now, 
with more age and experience, maybe 
we’ll be able to do it.

“We’ll ride for 10 hours the first 
day,” Jorge explained. We’ll camp 
overnight at the puesto of Sylvia Guti-
errez. She’s the farthest from the ranch 
house. Then we’ll push on to the puna 
the next day. That should be about an-
other eight hours.”

But Jorge had never been there on 
horseback. And we had learned that 
many of the estimates of time are little 
better than economic forecasts…
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Our attempt to reach the high 
plains of the Andes on horseback 
didn’t work out as planned…

We’re back at our desk a day ear-
ly… and count ourselves lucky to be 
alive…

More on that in future updates. To-
day, the story of how one of the locals 
froze to death alone on the sierra…

Last Wednesday, we were invited to 
lunch at our closest neighbor’s place.

“It’s about a three-hour journey by 
horseback,” was the local guess. But 
no one had been there on horseback 
for many years.

As it turned out, it took us five 
hours to get there. And they were not 
easy hours.

After we got over the pass, the way 
down was very treacherous, with the 
horses slipping on granite rocks and 
practically sliding down steep hill-
sides.

The Death of Emiliano
We passed the time, as we always 

do, by asking our ranch foreman, 
Jorge, questions…

We wanted to learn more about the 
farm, the people on it, the history, the 
families, the plants, the trees and the 
mountains…

Most of the plants have sharp 
thorns. There are prickly bushes ev-
erywhere. They are often so thick the 
horses refuse to go forward.

One plant, especially, caught our 
interest. It is Jurassic-looking, with 
long up-curling spines rather than 
leaves.

“That’s a remate,” Jorge told us.
But it is the stories of the people 

that we find most interesting.
“Natalio’s father had eight or nine 

children. His name was Emiliano. He 
was a great guy.

“Many of the people who work and 
live on the ranch today are descended 
from him. Not just Natalio, but also 
Nolberto’s wife… and Martin… and 
Justo’s wife. It was a big family.

“They were not native to the farm. 
They came from the big ranch to the 
south – Jasimana. That was years and 
years ago. Maybe in the 1940s.

“Emiliano was active and ambi-
tious. He settled in that valley where 
Martin lives now. And he raised cattle 
up in the mountains.

“But when he was about 75 years 
old, he was up in the mountains on a 
mule, looking after his cattle, I think. 
It was wintertime. And he was alone.

“You know how difficult the high 
sierra can be. There are rocks and 
cliffs, and cactus. It’s hard. And dan-
gerous.

“He had spent the night at Severi-
ano’s house, way up in the mountains. 
And the next day, Severiano saw his 
mule come back, but without Emiliano.

“Emiliano had spent his whole life 

up here. But things happen.
“Apparently, his mule slipped. 

Emiliano fell off and broke his leg. 
With a broken leg he couldn’t get up. 
The sun went down and the tempera-
ture dropped. We found him the next 
day, frozen to death.”

Rough Going on the 
Mesa

We are learning that the moun-
tains can be dangerous.

The weekend before, with Eliza-
beth, we rode up to some ruins called 
the Casa del Molle.

The molle is a tree that looks a lit-
tle like a willow. It survives in dry con-
ditions. Two or three are still living at 
the Casa del Molle – barely.

This was a homestead that had 
run out of water in the 1970s. It was 
abandoned – maybe after thousands 
of years of habitation.

You see the evidence of it every-
where. In any direction you take, you 
walk on pottery shards.

From what era? The 1900s? The 
1500s? 1000 BC?

How Poor Emiliano Froze to Death…
April 21, 2015
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We have no way of knowing.
We can see the Casa del Molle from 

the bottom of the valley – a patch of 
dark green against the light green and 
brown mountains.

But getting there was another mat-
ter. We rode up the riverbed and tried 
to find the path up to the mesa on the 
left side. It took a long time to find 
it, because there has been no traffic 
there in years.

And even with the path it was 
rough going. We had to dismount and 
lead our reluctant horses by the reins.

Dark Clouds Gather
Once on the top of the mesa, the 

journey got easier.
We picked our way through the 

spiny plants – trying our best to pro-
tect the horses’ legs.

After another hour or so, we ar-
rived at the terraces that marked the 
edge of the homestead. Some were 
from the last settlers. Others were 
much older. There were dozens of 
them. Some washed out. Some more 
or less still intact.

Just as we were coming up to the 
ruins of an old house, dark clouds 
gathered overhead. Thunder… fol-
lowed by a sharp strike of lightning 
nearby. Then a light rain began.

We took shelter. But the only shel-
ter was under a roof that had partial-
ly collapsed. We took off the saddles 
and led the horses to some shelter be-
neath one of the molles.

We spread the saddle blankets on 
the ground and made ourselves a little 
nest under the broken adobe roof.

By then the rain was coming hard-
er. We were drenched before we got 
under cover. And then we discovered 
our cover wasn’t very good. The rain 
came through the roof and dripped on 
all of us.

We were getting cold… and wet.
“It will stop soon,” Elizabeth said 

cheerfully.
“I don’t know. I’m a card-carrying 

doom-and-gloomer. It could go on all 
night.”

“When has rain ever lasted all 
night here? And this is April. It never 
rains in April.”

“Well, it’s raining now,” we replied, 
beginning to shiver.

And then the rain turned to hail. 
Water was dripping on us from above 
as balls of ice – about the size of peas 
– flew in from the sides of the shelter.

Now, we were getting seriously 
cold.

We put one of the saddle blankets 
against the adobe wall behind and put 
our back against it. Elizabeth put her 
back close against us.

We wrapped the remaining sad-
dle blankets around us. Our wide-
brimmed hats now diverted the rain to 
the sides of the heavy blankets, where 
it ran to the ground. Wound together 
so tightly, we were able to keep each 
other warm.

“This is romantic,” said Elizabeth.
“Yes, I didn’t know you were such a 

warm person.”
“I can be.”
Moments later, a patch of blue ap-

peared. The rain abated. The sun came 
out. We put out the blankets and sad-
dles to dry in the sun while we ate a 
few raisins and some dry sausage.
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After we left you yesterday, two 
thoughts occurred to us…

First, when you distill the zombie 
issue to its heady fumes, it comes to a 
single question: Do you give or take?

Yesterday, we mentioned our 
mother. She retired in 1988. She’s 
been living with us (most of the time) 
and collecting Social Security ever 
since.

But she has always contributed 
more to society than she took from 
it – in caring for her children… in 
her warm and cozy presence in the 
home… in cooking and cleaning for 
the family.

Even today, crumpled up from os-
teoporosis and in need of oxygen, she 
offers valuable guidance and wisdom. 
She is a giver, not a taker.

The second thought we had was 
about ourselves…

What are we doing down here in ru-
ral Argentina? Are we on the run? On 
the lam? Ducking, dodging, dreading 
the problems of the modern world?

Are we giving or are we taking?

Debt Disaster Coming!
In the 1970s, after President Nixon 

changed the world’s monetary sys-
tem, your editor was deeply involved 
in a quixotic, but remarkable, effort to 
stop the U.S. government from wreck-
ing the country.

After Nixon cut the last link be-
tween the dollar and gold – the saving 
grace of every monetary system since 
Hammurabi – your editor saw the 
handwriting on the wall. It said: Debt 
Disaster Coming!

As director of the National Taxpay-

ers Union, he worked on two major 
initiatives to stop this disaster from 
occurring.

One was an amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution. The “Balanced Budget 
Amendment” would have blocked the 
feds from running deficits except in 
times of war or national emergency.

Thirty-two states approved the 
amendment – two short of those 
needed to implement it.

(Now we see how easily the feds 
could have gotten around this amend-
ment anyway: We have a state of war 
all the time!)

The other effort was a lawsuit.
On behalf of America’s children, 

we sued the U.S. government in Bon-
ner v. Baker. The “Baker” was James 
Baker, who at that time was the U.S. 
secretary of the Treasury.

National debt was a tax on future 
generations, we argued. Laying on 
this sort of intergenerational obliga-

tion amounted to taxation without 
representation and should be banned.

The court threw out our suit.

How the GOP Went to 
the Dark Side

It was while we were thus engaged 
in protecting the republic that Ron-
ald Reagan won the 1980 presidential 
election.

We went to his inauguration and 
celebrated; it appeared that the battle 
had been won, neither in the courts 
nor in the states, but in the national 
election.

Somehow, and against all odds, 
Reagan was a fiscal conservative. He 
would restore order to America’s fi-
nances.

Or so we believed…
But at that moment, the Republi-

can Party went over to the Dark Side.
Under the influence of Dick “Defi-

cits Don’t Matter” Cheney… and Rea-

The True Reason We’re on a Remote Ranch in 
Argentina
April 24, 2015
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gan’s first secretary of the Treasury, 
Don Regan… the Gipper started to run 
up some of the biggest deficits in U.S. 
history.

Reagan’s budget director from 
1981 to 1985, David Stockman, docu-
mented it all from the inside in his ex-
cellent book The Triumph of Politics: 
Why the Reagan Revolution Failed.

That is when we decided that try-
ing to save “the system” was a lost 
cause. We decided, instead, to try to 
save ourselves.

We left the National Taxpayers 
Union and began building a group of 
independent researchers, analysts 
and advisers who could help folks sur-
vive and prosper in what we thought 
would be a difficult and dangerous 
world. (This group became Agora Inc., 
the publisher of this and many other 
newsletters.)

Betting Against the  
Consensus

Our experience inside the Beltway 
left us with a profound distrust of the 
media, the politicians and their cro-
nies in the “private” sector.

The system is corrupt and 
self-serving. It turns jackasses into 
celebrities and makes claptrap sound 
respectable.

But when you are in the middle of 
it, you can’t help it: You start to be-
lieve what everyone else believes – 
mostly guff and bugaboos provided by 
a dumb, lackey media.

After you’ve read the 50th arti-

cle about how the Fed saved America 
from Armageddon, for example, you 
may even begin to believe it!

In most of life, going along with 
the popular malarkey is merely pa-
thetic; in financial life, it is fatal.

Let us explain…
If you believe that Hillary Clinton 

is a populist… or that Obamacare will 
make us healthier… or endless wars in 
the Middle East protect us from ter-
rorists… it probably doesn’t matter 
very much. Your life goes on more or 
less as usual despite these delusions.

But if you think central banks can 
hold interest rates down indefinite-
ly… or that the burden of debt doesn’t 
really matter… or that present stock 
market valuations are reasonable and 
sustainable, you’re probably going to 
lose a lot of money.

Not necessarily sooner, but defi-
nitely later.

Market prices reflect delusions too –  
but never forever. Eventually, markets 
take a cold, hard look… and adjust to 
reality.

Our business model is simple: Ev-
ery day we take a cold, hard look and 
try to stay ahead of the markets. Our 
motto: Sometimes right. Sometimes 
wrong. Always in doubt.

The simplest expression of our fi-
nancial and business strategy is some-
thing investors call “contrarianism.”

It is the recognition that you can 
never make more money than every-
one else by believing and investing in 
what everybody else already knows.

When everyone comes to believe in 
something, it is bound to become ful-
ly priced… if not overpriced. You make 
real money in the markets only by in-
vesting against the consensus.

There is never any way to know 
what is true and what is not. But 
sometimes, if you can keep your wits 
about you, you can identify what can’t 
be true.

That is why you don’t make money 
by investing in truth. You make mon-
ey by investing against what most 
people think is true… but isn’t.

As billionaire speculator George 
Soros put it, “Find the trend whose 
premise is false, and bet against it.”

That is why it is good spending a 
few months here at the ranch. There is 
much less “noise” from the media. We 
have no TV. No radio. No newspapers. 
No telephone.

Up in the high sierra, we seek no 
favors. We ask for no recognition. We 
have no truck with popular fantasies 
or convenient prejudices.

Maybe we are wrong. Maybe the 
cronies, the central planners, the 
zombies and the manipulators are 
right after all.

Maybe you can build a healthy 
economy on debt. And maybe you can 
build and secure your wealth by doing 
exactly what everybody else is doing.

Then again, after 30 years of being 
wrong, maybe we will be right after 
all. Stranger things have happened.

In any case, we like being here. The 
air is thinner here. But it is also clearer.
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Altitude Sickness

Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

Altitude sickness – also known 
as acute mountain sickness (AMS), 
altitude illness, hypobaropathy, 
“the altitude bends,” or soroche – 
is a pathological effect of high al-
titude on humans, caused by acute 
exposure to low partial pressure 
of oxygen at high altitude. It com-
monly occurs above 2,400 meters 
(8,000 feet). It presents as a col-
lection of nonspecific symptoms, 
acquired at high altitude or in low 
air pressure, resembling a case of 
“flu, carbon monoxide poisoning, 
or a hangover.” It is hard to deter-
mine who will be affected by alti-
tude sickness, as there are no spe-
cific factors that correlate with a 
susceptibility to altitude sickness. 
However, most people can ascend 
to 2,400 meters (8,000 feet) with-
out difficulty.

Acute mountain sickness can 
progress to high-altitude pulmo-
nary edema (HAPE) or high-al-
titude cerebral edema (HACE), 
which are potentially fatal.

Symptoms that may indicate 
life-threatening altitude sickness 
include:
Pulmonary edema  
(fluid in the lungs)
• Symptoms similar to bron-

chitis
• Persistent dry cough
• Fever
• Shortness of breath even 

when resting 
Cerebral edema  
(swelling of the brain)

• Headache that does not re-
spond to analgesics

• Unsteady gait
• Gradual loss of consciousness
• Increased nausea
• Retinal hemorrhage

The most serious symptoms of 
altitude sickness arise from edema 
(fluid accumulation in the tissues 
of the body). At very high altitude, 
humans can get either high-alti-
tude pulmonary edema (HAPE), 
or high-altitude cerebral edema 
(HACE). 

HAPE can progress rapidly and 
is often fatal. Symptoms include 

fatigue, severe dyspnea at rest, 
and cough that is initially dry but 
may progress to produce pink, 
frothy sputum. Descent to lower 
altitudes alleviates the symptoms 
of HAPE.

HACE is a life-threatening con-
dition that can lead to coma or 
death.

Symptoms include headache, 
fatigue, visual impairment, blad-
der dysfunction, bowel dysfunc-
tion, loss of coordination, paral-
ysis on one side of the body and 
confusion. Descent to lower al-
titudes may save those afflicted 
with HACE.

How We Nearly Died on a Narrow Mountain Pass
April 27, 2015
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Before dawn, Marta was fixing 
breakfast. David and Agustin, who had 
driven up from Cafayate the night be-
fore, were out with their horses. Jorge, 
too, had brought up three horses, two 
mules and two burros. One of the bur-
ros was not much bigger than a large 
dog. We thought it must not be fully 
grown.

“No, no…” Jorge told us. “It’s just 
a burrito.”

We took that to mean that there 
was a species of dwarf burro in the 
valley and that we shouldn’t worry 
when he loaded it with gear for our 
four-day trek out to the Puna.

Jorge and Gustavo then saddled up 
the horses and packed up the mule 
and the other burro. It was not obvi-
ous how the mountains of supplies 
would stay on their backs, but they 
seemed to have a system for rigging 
them up.

“Napoleon invaded Russia with 
less stuff,” we said to Sergio.

The hierarchy of ranches – or at 
least those owned by foreigners – is 
as follows: owner, administrador, en-
cargado, capataz. In our case, the ad-
ministrador is a lawyer in Salta. The 
encargado is the link between the out-
side world and the ranch; he brings 
supplies and keeps an eye on things 
and reports back to the administrador, 
who in turn reports to the owner. The 
capataz is the ranch foreman. It is he 
that actually makes things happen.

Sergio is the encargado. Jorge is 
the capataz.

“Well, we need a lot of stuff,” Ser-
gio replied. “It’s rough up there.”

We would realize, 12 hours later, 
how rough it was.

“Hmmm… cold winds,” Jorge said, 
looking up at skies. There were clouds, 
high, light, in a fish-scale pattern. 
This time of year, that pattern marks 
the arrival of winter winds.

After a quick breakfast of eggs, 

toast and coffee, we mounted up. Mar-
ta and Gustavo waved goodbye – “Que 
vayan bien” – and the expedition took 
off.

On the map, it looked simple 
enough. We would ride for 10 hours, 
to the house of our most distant pues-
tero – Sylvia. There, we would set up 
camp, spend the night, and move out 
the next day to our destination, Río de 
los Patos.

Horses, riders, mules and burros 
headed out quietly, going around the 
back of the house and up the trail over 
the hill to the main “road” to the high 
pasture. We had not been gone more 
than half an hour before our plan ran 
into trouble. The packs on the burros 
shifted to one side or the other and 
needed to be readjusted. Each time, 
Jorge leapt from his mule (he always 
prefers a mule for mountain trekking) 
and hitched up the wool ropes, pull-
ing them hard to get them cinched up 
again.

The burro did not appreciate the 
tugging; he turned his head to try to 
bite

Jorge.
“Ahh… burro!” Jorge yelled at him, 

smiling.
We have been over this part of the 

trail many times. But our guests found 
it challenging.

“I hope the rest of the ride won’t be 
this steep,” said David, an American, 
an avid horseman, who lives down in 
Cafayate.

“No,” we replied, “it will be much 
worse.”

Soon, we were on the “road” and 
moving along fairly well. But it was 
already clear that we were falling be-
hind.

“We’ve got to get there before 
nightfall,” Jorge explained. “Other-
wise, it will be very hard to set up our 
tents and prepare our dinner.”

Getting there before nightfall be-

came our principle preoccupation. To 
that end, Jorge drove the burros along.

“Ayyyup! Ayyyup!”
“You drive the burros and you pull 

the mules,” he explained. “Different 
personalities. Burros can’t be led. 
Mules can’t be pushed.”

The burros were unattached, but 
they went where Jorge drove them, 
up the “road” to the pass… and then 
down the “road” to the big valley on 
the other side.

The valley is called Compuel. It is 
about 10,000 acres, with a river run-
ning through it. Despite its size, Com-
puel supports only 200 of our cattle. 
It could take 100 or so more, but the 
valley is becoming the site of a range 
war. Much of the available pasture is 
eaten by burros, sheep and llama that 
do not belong to us. And their owners 
believe – probably correctly – that we 
will be unable to get rid of them. But 
that’s another story for another day…

David checked his GPS…
“We’re at 3,500 meters [11,500 

feet]. And if this is right, it’s about 40 
kilometers to where we’re going to-
night, and we’ve gone about halfway.”

But it was already 2 in the after-
noon and we needed to stop for lunch.

The wind was blowing hard. Jorge 
led us to a big rock that provided shel-
ter. There in a corner, he built a fire, 
put stones around it, skewered pieces 
of lamb on sharpened sticks and laid 
them over the coals.

Agustín is a young Argentine, 
from Buenos Aires, but married to a 
local girl and now living in Cafayate. 
Friendly and good-looking, with dark 
hair and pale skin, he trained as an 
oenologist in Bordeaux, France, and 
in Italy, and now speaks both French 
and Italian as well as Spanish. He is 
developing a business in the valley 
of producing very high-quality wines, 
which he sells to the Chinese at high 
prices. He brought several bottles of 
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wine – each one an example of what 
the valley could produce – for the trip.

“This is a Tannat,” he said pulling 
out the cork.

He poured the wine into our plas-
tic cup while Sergio came around with 
roasted lamb.

“If we leave here by 3, we ought 
to get there at 7,” Jorge calculated. 
“That’s cutting it close, because it 
gets dark at 7:30.”

The Wikipedia entry on “mountain 
sickness” tells us that experienced 
mountain climbers go up no more 
than 300 meters per day, giving them-
selves time to adjust to the higher al-
titude. We had already gone from the 
main house, at 2,800 meters, to our 
high pasture at 3,500, an increase of 
more than twice that amount.

But we had not consulted Wiki-
pedia or any other authority before 
beginning our expedition. We had it 
only on Jorge’s say-so that this was 
something that could be done. And 
our plan included an ascent of anoth-
er 500 meters – to 4,000, or more than 
13,000 feet – by the end of the day. We 
would go up 1,200 meters – four times 
the mountain climber recommenda-
tion – in a single day.

After lunch, we packed up the 
mule and burros, checked our hors-
es’ cinches, and moved on. We were 
now riding across the valley, on a 
wide, flat, swampy plain with green 
grass watered by a little river curling 
along the valley floor. After an hour, 
we entered a defile and turned onto 
a path on the side of the hill. Climb-
ing, we continued on the side of the 
hill, higher and higher. Several times 
we had to stop and reorganize the 
packs. Each time, Jorge jumped from 
his mule to do the work, often running 
ahead to catch the burros. Agustín 
dismounted to help. It took two men –  
one on each side – to push and pull 
the load into place, and then to tight-

en up the ropes.
We tried to help, but the task re-

quired more local jargon and coordi-
nation than we could manage. In ad-
dition, we were noticing already that 
the air was getting thin. Even the ex-
ertion of dismounting and mounting 
again caused heavy breathing.

The task was never easy. It was 
made much more difficult by the nar-
row little path, squeezed by rocks on 
one side and a cliff on the other, on 
which we had to do the work.

It was on one of these efforts that 
your editor almost died…

We’re acquiring a local reputation.
“Don Bill is not a good horseman. 

But at least he gets up after falling off.”
“Don Bill is not a good cattleman, 

but he can run fast and jump a fence 
to get away from the bull.”

“Don Bill is not very smart, but he’s 
pretty tough for a gringo.”

The source of our reputation 
comes from several incidents, the 
most recent of which we have begun 
to describe. We were riding along on 
our expedition to the Río de los Pa-
tos, on a difficult path on the side of 
a mountain. On the right, we were 
hemmed in by large rocks. On the left, 
was a drop-off of several hundred feet. 
Forced to halt when one of the burro’s 
packs slipped to the side, we had to 
get off our horse on the left side, be-
cause there was no room on the right. 
This left us standing on a ledge, about 
a foot wide, before walking forward to 
see if we could help Jorge.

Jorge signaled that he needed no 
help, so we stood on our rocks, hold-
ing the reins of our horse.

Suddenly, for no apparent reason, 
the horse jumped up toward us. He 
pushed us off the ledge. We fell about 
15 feet down, into some briar bushes 
and rocks. We might have fallen much 
farther, with fatal consequences, but 
we held the horse’s reins in our right 

hand and used it to break our fall. This 
was not without its own dangers; we 
might have pulled the horse down 
with us and on top of us, but we had 
no time to think. Fortunately, the ani-
mal held his ground.

Bruised and stuck with thorns, we 
got up, climbed back up to the horse 
and remounted.

“You were lucky,” commented 
Agustín. “It could have been much 
worse.”

The march went on. Up… and up… 
and up… the valley. There were pam-
pas grasses in the river. On the hill-
sides were grasses and thorny bushes 
in some places. In others, nothing but 
rocks.

The burros – driven ahead by Jorge –  
came out of the narrow passage first. 
Then, the rest of us followed, with 
Agustin pulling the pack mule. The 
rocky valley gave way to a wider, grass-
ier space. A river ran through it as it 
widened out into broad, grass-covered 
hills.

Each horse had his personality. 
Elizabeth rode a very energetic black 
Criollo. It liked to be first, and bobbed 
its head when held back. Maria, Jorge’s 
wife, was covered from head to toe 
– hat, scarf, coat, pants, boots – and 
mounted on another Criollo, brown 
with a white face. David and your ed-
itor were both on buckskin-colored 
Criollos and Agustín had a rented 
horse – a fine-looking Paso Fino.

We had warned Agustín that the 
Paso Fino were not tough enough for 
mountain trekking.

“Don’t worry. He’s very strong,” he 
replied.

He had to be. We rode steadily, a 
total of about 10 hours, most of it up-
hill. The oxygen content of the air fell. 
And it was getting colder.

We pulled jackets, scarves and 
gloves out of our bags. David put on 
a poncho.
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As we got into higher, greener pas-
tures we noticed a group of llamas. 
Funny-looking animals, with long 
necks and small heads, they were not 
afraid. Instead, they were curious. 
They studied us as we rode by.

Among the llama were several very 
young ones, with spindly legs. All 
were covered in a deep nap of wool – 
some white, some black, some brown, 
and many mixtures. And as we ap-
proached the stone hut, where Sylvia 
lives, the llamas increased in number. 
There were dozens of them at first, 
then hundreds.

Sylvia is a woman of about 40 or 45. 
She walks with a limp, with one leg off 
at an angle to the other.

“Her mother died when she was a 
baby,” Maria explained. And her fa-
ther was off in the mountains. She 
was left with her older brothers. She 
developed some sort of abscess or in-
fection in her leg. Her brothers didn’t 
pay much attention and it went un-
treated. She was crippled.”

Sylvia was dressed in a pair of 
pants, over which she had a bright or-
ange skirt. Above it was a homemade 
sweater, probably of llama wool. On 
her head was an Andean hat – also 
decorated with flower patterns in 
rich colors. Despite the cold, she wore 
neither coat nor gloves, nor any foot 
covering except sandals. This detail 
seems so unlikely, given the cold, that 
we could hardly believe it. But we saw 
nothing else on her feet the whole 
time we were with her.

We arrived about a quarter after 7. 
The light was already fading, with the 
last rays of sunshine creeping up the 
mountain to the east. We made haste 
to unsaddle the horses and unload the 
mule and burros. Then Jorge arranged 
them in pairs. He hobbled one of the 
animals in each pair with a wool rope 
tied to its front legs, then he tied an-
other rope from the hobbled animal’s 

neck to its partner. With one thus 
hobbled and the other tied to it, they 
couldn’t go far but could still graze 
and get water.

It was getting colder and colder. 
Our hands were getting numb, trying 
to put together tents and help Jorge 
with the horses. But soon, the work 
was done. The local horses trundled 
out into the pasture and were soon lost 
in the darkness. The two horses from 
Cafayate, however, seemed confused. 
They stayed in front of the house until 
Jorge finally shooed them away. Even 
then, they hesitated, unsure of what 
they were supposed to do.

Sylvia knew we were coming. The 
courtyard of the house, the space be-
tween three small buildings, had re-
cently been swept.

The buildings were built out of 
stone, everywhere in much abun-
dance. There was little attempt at 
architectural perfection. Walls were 
not necessarily straight. Doors, of 
cactus wood held together with raw-
hide, were cockeyed. The kitchen had 
no door at all. Its entryway of granite, 
was shiny with the oil of hands that 
must have rubbed against it for many 
years, often greasy from slaughtering 
one of the many llamas or sheep in 
the valley.

“They don’t have anything but lla-
ma and sheep,” Jorge explained. “They 
don’t have a fruit orchard or a kitchen 
garden. Nothing will grow up here but 
grass.”

“How do they live? They can’t live 
just on sheep and llama.”

“Yes, they do, and a few cattle. Well, 
they come down and get some apples 
and nuts from us. I just give them to 
them. And they trade with the other 
people for corn. They get enough to 
live on. Meat, milk, cheese – with corn 
and nuts.

“And now they get support from 
the government; they can buy things 

and bring them back here on mules.”
Sylvia has a sharp look on her 

face and speaks in a local patois that 
sounds a bit like a yell or a bark. It 
takes a while to understand her. From 
what we could make out, her father 
gave her this puesto four years ago. 
Her brothers didn’t want it. Too far. 
Too cold. Too barren.

There are no trees. Just open, 
grass-covered mountains, with snow 
on the ones to the west and a gurgling 
river a few yards down from the house.

She has three children. The oldest 
is a boy who worked for us for a while 
then moved away. He currently works 
in the construction trade in Salta. He 
seemed bright and confident.

Her daughter, Claudia, stays up at 
the puesto full-time, looking after the 
sheep and the llama. Claudia is about 
18 years old. She is a little chubby and 
dresses in jeans, tennis shoes, a heavy 
sweater and the same broad-brimmed 
Andean hat as her mother.

Her youngest daughter, Nancy, 
stays at the school near the main 
house. Nancy is one of the girls in 
Elizabeth’s English class, and one of 
the quickest to catch on. Sylvia spends 
most of the school year down near the 
school, at a small adobe house owned 
by the ranch, so she can be with Nan-
cy.

“Do I understand this right?” we 
asked Maria. “Claudia stays here by 
herself most of the time while Sylvia 
is down in the valley with Nancy?”

“Yes, it’s very strange that a girl 
of that age lives alone so far from ev-
eryone. But that’s the way it has been 
for the last four or five years. Sylvia 
comes back sometimes. But it’s a 14-
hour walk, so she can’t do it very of-
ten.

“Claudia is not entirely alone, 
though. There’s another family up 
here – well, maybe four hours away 
on foot – and they get together once 
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a week or so. They are all cousins or 
half-siblings. It’s hard to follow be-
cause Sylvia’s father had more than 
one family.”

In the kitchen, there was a fire on 
the dirt floor, surrounded by stones. 
A grill had been placed over the fire, 
on which there were two pots and 
one kettle. In one of the pots was our 
evening meal – rice.

Smoke filled the kitchen. There 
was no chimney. The smoke went out 
through the roof or through the open 
doorway. There were no cabinets. No 
sink. No running water. No kitchen 
table. No refrigerator or stove. Syl-
via, Claudia and Elizabeth sat on tiny 
chairs around the fire, talking.

Elizabeth cut up some sausage we 
had brought with us and put it in the 
rice. It was very tasty.

“No, thank you,” Jorge said when 
offered a plate.

“You’re not eating?”
“No… I never eat anything for 

dinner when I’m up here. Otherwise, 
I won’t be able to sleep.”

Taking Jorge’s lead, we had a cou-
ple of bites and passed the plate back 
to Elizabeth.

Night fell as we scrambled to put 
together our bedding. We had air 
mattresses, but the air pump didn’t 
work. We tried blowing them up, as 
if we were giving them mouth-to-
mouth resuscitation, but it was hope-
less. It was hard enough to breathe, 
let alone blow something up.

Instead, we collected the horse 
blankets and lay them on the ground. 
That would be our bed. On top, we 
put down our sleeping bags, with a 
poncho on top of them.

One of the buildings was a bed-
room. In it were two beds, covered 
with several layers of llama-wool 
blankets.

“You’re welcome to sleep inside,” 
Sylvia offered. “Claudia and I can 

take one bed.”
Agustín, who had not brought a 

tent, took the offer. Meanwhile, Ser-
gio and Jorge set up their tents in the 
lee of stone walls, trying to protect 
themselves from the driving wind. 
David had a sausage-shaped one-
man tent that he put up near ours.

We drank some local herb tea and 
all went to bed.

But we did not go to sleep. The 
wind howled, threatening to blow 
away our tents. Even protected by 
the buildings and stone walls, it blew 
hard against the thin tent walls.

And it was cold. The temperature 
had already dropped below freezing 
and the night had just begun.

We crawled into our tent. The 
ground was like concrete, even with 
the fleecy saddle covers under us. 
But our sleeping bags were warm. 
Elizabeth went to sleep straightaway, 
exhausted by the day’s ride.

Dogs began to bark. One, then 
two, then all three. What was out 
there? A puma? There were surely no 
other humans for many miles.

After a while, the dogs settled 
down. The wind blew harder. It was 
a bitter cold wind. How did the dogs 
and the horses stand it? The horses 
had been ridden hard all day, with-
out food. Now, the night was freezing 
cold and they had no protection from 
the wind.

Out on the top of our tent, a flap 
blew open. It was small. Maybe it was 
a good thing; we needed all the ox-
ygen we could get. Out through the 
hole, we saw the starriest sky we’ve 
ever seen. Millions of stars… a whole 
dust cloud of them. There was no 
moon to compete with them. And 
no atmosphere to block them. They 
were so bright that, even without a 
moon, it was light outside.

We lay awake, contemplating the 
series of events and thoughts that 

had brought us – now beyond retire-
ment age – to be sleeping outside on 
the hard ground, at 13,000 feet, with 
a hurricane wind blowing through 
the walls of a light tent. We don’t like 
camping out, never have. We don’t 
have any special appreciation for na-
ture, or for “roughing it,” or for pit-
ting ourselves against the elements. 
The whole experience was foreign… 
even curiously bizarre.

And yet, there was something 
charming about it. We pulled up 
the edges of our sleeping bag and 
wrapped a wool scarf around our 
head. The sleeping bag was designed 
so that your head fits into it. But we 
are too tall, so our head poked out.

We had no pillow. And all the sad-
dle blankets were beneath us. So we 
brought up one of our boots and rolled 
up a jacket to put on top of it. Thus, 
curled up… and snug in our sleeping 
bag… we were strangely at peace with 
the world. Howl ye winds! Drop ye 
temperatures! We are ready for you.

But one thing was beginning 
to bother us: We couldn’t breathe. 
Each time we began to fall asleep, we 
awoke, gasping. Awake, the body took 
in as much air as it needed. But when 
it settled into sleep rhythm, the lungs 
did not get enough air. And the mo-
ment we started back to conscious-
ness, sucking air as if we had been 
underwater, was terrifying. What if 
we didn’t awake? What if the body 
got tired of fighting and simply let us 
drift off into unconsciousness? What 
if some deeper problem resulted from 
not having enough oxygen in our 
blood, something like brain damage?

We decided to stay awake. We 
listened to the wind, flapping the 
sides of the tent… picking up dust 
and blowing pieces of cardboard 
around the courtyard. We looked at 
the stars and wondered what worlds 
they might hide. We thought about 



The Bonner-Denning Letter

47

our ride… about how Sylvia and her 
daughter could stand such a rude 
life… We thought about our busi-
ness, our family, our future.

We wondered how come people 
still lived as they had 1,000… 2,000… 
many thousands of years ago. This 
was like Jacob, Esau and Isaac in the 
Old Testament – pastoral people of 
the Mideast 5,000 years ago.

No, it was much worse. They had 
fruits and vegetables… even wine… 
in the House of Abraham. And they 
weren’t freezing their derrieres off.

We didn’t think about money. Or 
the stock market. Or economics. Or 
any of the things that are supposed 
to be the subjects of this Diary.

In fact, the only thing connected 
to the subject was a sudden realiza-
tion: that money really didn’t matter 
very much.

Of course, this was a fantasy, 
probably caused by the lack of oxy-
gen. Without the money to buy the 
ranch, we wouldn’t we sleeping in a 
dirt yard, without a mattress.

Without the money to hire Jorge 
and Sergio, we wouldn’t have been 
able to do this 10-hour horseback 
ride… with another 30 hours left to 
go.

Without the cash to pay for an 
expensive lifestyle, we wouldn’t now 
be outside on a freezing cold night 
in the middle of nowhere, at least 
a day’s horseback ride back to our 
house… and then another five hours 
in a truck to get back to medical fa-
cilities, restaurants, hotels and the 
rest of what is normally associated 
with a decent lifestyle.

Without the resources to afford 
the “good life,” we couldn’t share 
Sylvia’s pot of rice cooked over an 
open fire in a smoky kitchen with a 
dirt floor.

And without the financial means 
to live where and how we want, we 

wouldn’t now be lying awake gasp-
ing for air in a flimsy tent in the high 
Andes.

Without money, we’d now be in a 
comfortable house somewhere in the 
suburbs… enjoying a modest retire-
ment on Social Security and perhaps 
a little pension.

The night went by. Often we drift-
ed off to sleep for a second or two… 
then awoke, drawing oxygen as fast 
as we could. Many times we won-
dered… was it 2 a.m.… or 4 a.m.…?

We were eager for dawn.
“I give up. This isn’t working for 

me.”
We didn’t know what time it was. 

It was still dark. But the voice was 
David’s. He was decamping. From his 
tent into the kitchen. It was too cold 
outside.

We wondered how much warmer 
the kitchen would be, without a door. 
The walls would protect him from 
the winds. And the stones would still 
have some of the day’s heat. The floor 
might even retain some of the heat 
from the fire. But it wouldn’t be warm.

The night continued.
Finally, a light appeared. Voices. 

It was Sylvia talking to David. She 
had gotten up early so that she could 
walk for hours to round up her cattle 
for vaccination.

We stayed in our tent. It was still 
dark. And it was bitter cold. At least, 
as long as we stayed in our sleeping 
bags, we would be warm.

It grew lighter. Now, Jorge’s voice 
greeted Sylvia. And Agustín came 
out of the bedroom.

“Buenos días, how did you sleep?” 
he asked David.

“Sleep? I didn’t sleep. Falling 
asleep would have been a death sen-
tence. I would have frozen.”

“Oh… too bad. I slept like a baby.”
“I feel like I didn’t sleep either,” 

said Elizabeth. “But I know I must 

have. I don’t remember much from 
the night.”

“I remember every minute,” we 
replied.

Sergio was coming out of his tent 
when we got out of ours.

“This is crazy. These tents almost 
blew away. And out on the Puna, 
where we’re going today, it will be 
colder. And the wind can blow these 
tents away. This is crazy.”

“I agree,” said David. “We can’t go 
on. We’ll all freeze to death.”

Jorge had already set out to bring 
in the horses. Two of them – those 
from Cafayate – were still close at 
hand. But our horses and the mules 
had wandered away, far down the 
valley. We couldn’t see them from 
the house.

Jorge walked on, gradually disap-
pearing from view. He was gone for a 
good half an hour before we saw him 
again, this time mounted on a horse, 
bareback, and driving the rest of the 
animals in front of him. He brought 
them up to the house, where we 
threw ropes around their necks and 
got out the saddles.

Freezing didn’t worry your editor. 
He expected to suffocate long before. 
Or succumb to something related 
to mountain sickness as described 
in Wikipedia. It was one thing to go 
without sleep for one night. It was 
another to go for three nights, while 
spending all day in the saddle.

And even if we survived, which 
seemed unlikely at the time, we 
might regret our decision to lead 
seven people on a hellish four-day 
trip. We put the question to the only 
person who knew what he was doing.

“Jorge, what do you think? Should 
we go back or go forward?”

“Wait a minute,” David inter-
rupted. “First, let’s put this in per-
spective. We’re at about 13,000 feet. 
We’re exhausted. We’re freezing. 
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And here at least we can make a lit-
tle fire. Out there, we’ll be 1,600 feet 
higher… with stronger winds… and 
no wood to make a fire. I don’t even 
know if the horses will survive. They 
won’t have anything to eat. And it 
will be damned cold.”

Out beyond the courtyard where 
this discussion took place, was the 
pasture. Through it, ran a river. But 
we no longer heard the burble of 
running water. During the night, it 

had frozen over. Horses walked on it 
without breaking the ice.

“Well, Jorge, what do you think?”
Jorge smiled. He was as at ease 

and confident in the cold as in the 
heat… at 15,000 feet as at 8,000.

“Either way is fine for me.”
We packed up, saddled up and 

loaded up.
We rode from sunup to sundown 

and rounded the hill behind the 
ranch house just before dark. Sergio, 

who had ridden ahead, had already 
made a fire in the fireplace. Nicano-
ra, Marta’s sister, was in the kitchen 
with Sylvia’s daughter Nancy and her 
own daughter Rucha. Soon, hot wa-
ter was flowing from showerheads… 
cold beer was being poured out of 
aluminum cans… and a warm stew 
was set on the table.

“I am so glad we’re not out on the 
Puna,” said Sergio. Every head nod-
ded in agreement.
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“Give it the works,” Jorge, our ranch 
foreman, yelled.

The dust billowed up. The cows 
whined, moaned and honked.

We reached for our clippers.
The results of “the works” were 

already spread around us. There was 
blood splattered on the stone walls 
and wooden barriers. The smell of 
burnt hair and hide was in the air. And 
on the ground were triangular pieces 
of cows’ ears, horns and testicles in 
various sizes.

One of the dogs had been eating 
the testicles as fast as they were tossed 
to him. But he had had enough. Now 
they were just lying in the dust.

When the order went out for “the 
works” the team moved into action.

As the least competent member, 
our job was to clip the cows’ ears. Done 
right, on the lower part of the ear, the 
cow seemed to barely feel it.

Meanwhile, Jose – one of the ranch 
hands – brought over two syringes, in-
jecting a dose of antibiotics as well as 
some anti-parasite concoction.

Close behind him was another 
ranch hand, Javier, with the branding 
iron. He brought it firmly down on the 
cow’s flank, until smoke rose and the 
brand was clearly planted.

Jorge was already on the job by 
then. He opened up the scrotums with 
his Swiss Army knife, drew out the tes-
ticles and cut them off, throwing them 
off to his right.

There, until he had eaten his fill, 
Jorge’s dog, Sintenella, snapped at 
them… often getting them before they 
hit the ground.

All day, the cattle ran through the 
manga – the cattle squeeze chute.

“These are mountain cattle,” Jorge 

explained.
“You can see the difference. They’re 

thinner. And they are a different breed. 
Criollo mixed with some of our Bra-
ford. And they have horns.

“We usually castrate our cattle ear-
lier and we take the horns off when 
they are little. These animals get pret-
ty big before we get them in here.”

They came to us in payment for let-
ting them graze on our land.

The system is so arcane that even 
after eight years we still don’t under-
stand how it works.

There are cattle up in the moun-
tains – thousands of them. Jorge seems 
to know, more or less, where they are 
and to whom they belong. But how are 
we going to get along after he retires?

Extreme Value
Today, everyone is on vacation 

here. It’s May Day – the international 
worker’s holiday.

But our labors continue. Fortunate-
ly, our vocation is also our avocation. 
“Love and need is one,” as Robert 
Frost put it.

So even on this holiday, we contin-
ue trying to understand what is going 
on not only on the ranch, but also in 
the economy.

First, we recall with some satisfac-
tion that we told readers in the March 
20 Diary to “Sell the U.S.; Buy Russia.”

Naturally, this annoyed some read-
ers, who saw something unpatriotic in 
investing in Russia.

But the idea proved to be a good 
one. Since then, the big Russian ETF, 
Market Vector Russia ETF Trust (NY-
SE:RSX), is up 21%. U.S. stocks are 
more or less flat. The S&P 500 is down 
about 0.5% over the same period.

The Smell of Burnt Hair and Hide Was in the Air…
May 1, 2015



The Bonner-Denning Letter

50

How did we know Russian stocks 
would go up?

Of course, we knew no such thing. 
All we knew was that they were 
preposterously cheap and that most 
investors based their judgments on 
little real knowledge of Russia.

Extreme valuations – high or low –  
are usually wrong. And they are most 
probably wrong when they are mixed 
with political nonsense, media clap-
trap and popular prejudice.

As for the U.S. stock market, we 
judged it preposterously expensive.

Not that it couldn’t become much 
more expensive. But every day brings 
more evidence that:

1. The recovery is more fake than 
real.

2. The U.S. is in a long-term 
growth downturn.

3. U.S. stocks are overvalued giv-
en these underlying conditions.

Cheap Tricks and  
Speculation

Jeffrey Snider of investment firm 
Alhambra Partners tells us that it 
is unusual for “final sales” – which 
measure demand from U.S. residents 

for imported and domestically pro-
duced goods and services – to fall.

(By contrast, GDP measures de-
mand from foreigners or U.S. resi-
dents for U.S.-produced goods and 
services.)

But that’s what happened be-
tween the last quarter of 2014 and 
the first quarter of 2015. And this 
wasn’t the result of some adjust-
ment. This was the real thing, unvar-
nished and undiluted. Here’s Snider:

Seeing a negative nominal growth 
rate in final sales is highly unusu-
al, which might as well be expected 
given that we have been under some 
form of an “inflation” appeal of mon-
etary theory since 1965.

In the twin of final sales account-
ing, Final Sales of Domestic Product, 
there have only been four instanc-
es of a negative quarter since 1958. 
Three of those were during the Great 
Recession… and Q1 just produced 
the fourth!

To what do we owe this crummy 
economic performance? To the Fed!

It has shifted the economy from 
the hard work of saving and invest-
ing to the cheap tricks of speculation 
and financial engineering:

Reagan’s former budget adviser 
and Wall Street watcher David Stock-
man explains:

Self-evidently, the Fed’s 5x bal-
ance sheet expansion since Decem-
ber 2008, which has resulted in 77 
straight months of zero money mar-
ket interest rates, has massively sub-
sidized carry trade speculators.

The latter use this free short-term 
money to fund (i.e., “carry”) their 
stock, bond and other asset positions, 
and thereby bid the market for these 
assets to higher and higher levels.

So doing, they are not bringing 
new savings into the investment 
market and thereby augmenting 
honest demand for stocks, but are 
merely enlarging their bids with zero 
cost credit made from nothing.

That is what gives us $1 trillion of 
stock buybacks and roughly zero real 
economic growth. Had the figures 
not included growth in inventories, 
the GDP figure for the first quarter 
would have been negative.

And now, our own research de-
partment believes U.S. stock market 
investors are being led into the man-
ga.

“Give ’em the works,” a voice yells.
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Nothing much happening in the 
markets. Up, down, up…

As near as we can tell, we are still 
in a bull market, but one that is weak-
ening.

On Wednesday, we showed you how 
our short-term indicator has turned 
very negative. And the U.S. stock mar-
ket looks very dangerous. In addition 
to near-zero growth in the first quar-
ter, there are more and more alarming 
signals coming our way…

McDonald’s is closing 700 stores….
Major retailers are closing some 

6,000 outlets altogether….
Retail investors’ margin debt is at 

record highs….
America’s non-oil trade deficit hit a 

new record high in March….
World trade is going soft; China’s 

containerized trade index just hit a 
multi-year low…

The bond market seems on the edge 
of panic, with German Bund yields up 
30% in just a matter of hours yester-
day and 12 times in the last 20 days…

Spending on non-durables has 
been this punky only twice in the last 
60 years

According to Challenger, Gray & 
Christmas – the oldest executive out-
placement and career transitioning firm 
in the U.S. – over 200,000 jobs have been 
cut so far this year, more than a third of 
them due to plunging oil prices.

Fracking boom? Goodbye to all 
that!

Meanwhile, back at the ranch…

The Finest Example of 
Womanhood on the Planet

Elizabeth’s English class has turned 
into a lovefest. The girls, aged 7 to 12, 
are sure that Elizabeth is the finest ex-

ample of womanhood on the planet. 
They are determined to model their 
lives after her.

At least, that is how it looks to her 
husband. The girls come over, even 
when there are no classes. They follow 
her around. They offer to help her in 
the kitchen. They write her notes, tell-
ing her how much they idolize her.

“I don’t know how I’m going to 
be able to leave them,” says the star 
teacher.

But time is running out here at the 
ranch. In one more week, we will pack 
our bags and move on. Argentina allows 
non-citizens only 90 days in the country, 
before they are in violation of its tourist 
visa rules. Our 90 days are up soon.

“I don’t know what to do. The girls 
are making so much progress. But it’s 
going to come to a halt. Then, when 
we come back next year, we’ll have to 
start all over again.”

Elizabeth is not the only one to re-
gret moving on. Your editor is just be-
ginning to get the hang of things. He 
can ride a horse without falling off. He 
can run the cows through the manga 
without being a drag on the rest of the 
gaucho team. He has come to under-
stand the budget… and has an idea of 
how to stop the red ink.

Still, there are places to go and 
people to see. He has a job to do and 
he cannot do it by staying out in the 
middle of nowhere… no matter how 
much the middle of nowhere may ap-
peal to him.

“Yes, well, that’s us and our lives,” 
says Elizabeth. “But what about the 
girls? It doesn’t seem fair to them. I’ve 
started something. It seems to be im-
portant to them. Because it opens up 
the world. They live in houses with-

out plumbing, without heat, without 
chimneys to let the smoke out and 
with dirt floors. And when I give them 
these books… I can see their eyes light 
up. They’re seeing another way of liv-
ing. I don’t want to think about those 
eyes going dark.”

Outflanked by a  
Seven-Year-Old

The girls know that we are leaving 
soon.

Mili is the youngest. Seven years 
old. Very cute. With big eyes and a big 
smile. Yesterday, she came to my office 
after her class.

“Do you know who I am?” she 
asked.

“Yes, of course,” we bluffed, not re-
ally sure whether she was one of the 
Diaz girls or one of Juanita’s daugh-
ters. It turned out, she was neither. She 
is Veronica and Javier’s daughter.

“Do you know my name?”
“No,” we had to admit. We were 

now on the defense, outflanked by a 
seven-year-old. Then, we were stag-
gered.

“My name is Mili.”
She raised her cheek, a signal for 

us to kiss her. Then, she passed a note 
with a heart drawn on it. Here is what 
it said:

I am Mili.
I hope you have a good time 

and much luck [after you leave].
When I see you at the door, I 

am very proud. And I want to say 
hello to you. I am happy that you 
are here.

At the bottom of the note was an-
other heart, with “Mili” written inside.

Time Is Running Out at the Ranch
May 8, 2015
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Our last day at the ranch was hap-
py and sad.

Life up here toughens you up. At 
least, that’s what we’ve been saying.

It is a hard life in many ways. There 
are no 7-Elevens. No supermarkets. 
No doctors. No drugstores. We cannot 
call for a pizza delivery when we get 
hungry.

We cannot call anyone – we have 
no phone!

The temperature now falls below 
zero degrees Celsius at night; water 
pipes freeze up. We have no central 
heating. And no heating at all in most 
of the house.

The preferred means of locomo-
tion up here is a horse or a mule.

Wednesday’s expedition – to visit 
some of the farmers up in the valley – 
took seven hours of riding over rocky 
trails and mountain passes.

We were not just riding for plea-
sure. We were trying to head off a rev-
olution.

“La Gorda”
“This is not the first time this has 

happened. The government sends 
agents up into the mountains. They 
talk all kinds of nonsense,” said Jorge, 
our ranch foreman.

“They tell the local people that 
they have special rights because they 
are ‘indigenous people.’ Then they 
stop paying us rent.”

The last time it happened – about 
20 years ago – the landowner had the 
government on his side. He brought 
in the police. The troublemakers were 
thrown off the property.

Now, the government is against us. 
And it’s not so easy.

The rent is so little – one scrawny, 

unsalable, inedible cow for every 20 in 
their herd – it is hardly worth the ef-
fort to collect.

But it is the principle of the thing. 
If the tenants don’t pay, they will 
claim they don’t have to pay… and if 
they don’t have to pay, the land will 
be theirs.

So, we rode up… counting on good 
humor and good sense to bring around 
the revolutionaries.

After all, they pay practically noth-
ing in rent, they pay no property tax-
es, they pay nothing for water, and we 
bear the expense of keeping up the 
road and the farm. We also give them 
breeding bulls and rams so they can 
improve their stock.

Alas, the only revolutionary we 
could find was one woman – Maria 
“La Gorda” (literally, Maria “The Fat 
One”).

She was nice enough, but cunning 
and noncommittal. She would not pay 
her rent. But she asked for a scholar-
ship for her son and a new house!

We are developing mental calluses 
to match our physical ones. The local 
people ask for things; we are learning 
to say no.

School Time
We are toughened up in other 

ways, too.
We clip the cows’ ears and put 

a hot branding iron on their flanks 
without thinking much about it. The 
dust blows hard; the sun beats down; 
the cold nights stiffen us up like the 
frost on the sagebrush.

But yesterday, we melted like ice 
cream…

Yesterday was Elizabeth’s last En-
glish class. The girls sat down at the 

table and prepared cards for her… and 
some for Don Bill too.

Three months ago, they were tim-
id – frightened to say a word in Span-
ish, let alone in English. Now, they all 
yelled, “Hi, Don Bill!” and ran around 
the courtyard.

“I never expected this,” said Eliza-
beth. “I started teaching one girl, Fati-
ma, because she wanted to speak to 
her aunt in New York. Then the others 
just kept coming. I didn’t do anything 
special, but the girls seemed to come 
alive.”

But Elizabeth did do something 
special…

“Come on, girls,” we heard her say. 
“We are going to say the days of the 
week and the months of the year… 
and then I’m going to show you how 
to make a chocolate cake!”

“Yaaay!”
Elizabeth teaches them songs and 

nursery rhymes, tells them stories, 
and shows them how to do things.

She has had boxes of books shipped 
from Buenos Aires and lent them out 
to girls who have scarcely ever seen 
anything but school workbooks.

“They are used to hard living. But 
they are not at all hardened by it. 
I’m not just talking about not having 
running water or heat. Most of these 
girls don’t have fathers either. Or they 
don’t know who their fathers are.

“Family life around here can be 
fluid and precarious. But the girls are 
very innocent,” Elizabeth concluded.

“They are not jaded, or spoiled, or 
blasé. They don’t expect much. And 
when I tell them stories or read to 
them in English, they really seem to 
be delighted.

“They especially love the books. 

Our Last Day at the Ranch…
May 15, 2015
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All the books. Some are too young 
for them. Some are too old. I even got 
Little Women in Spanish. But they 
love them all.

“So I set up a library in the house 
where they can come and get books. 
And I have another box of them com-
ing up from Buenos Aires next week.”

An Unexpected  
Parting Gift…

The girls all made cards for Eliz-
abeth.

“I will miss you!” said one.
“Have a good time in America,” 

wished another.
“We love you,” said another.
There were elaborate cards – 

some big, some small – with cut-out 
hearts… taped-on flowers… cutouts 
and pockets.

We worked in our office while the 
commotion outside increased. We 
had just come upon a fascinating 
study showing the costs of regula-
tions imposed by Washington on the 
U.S. economy.

According to economists John 
Dawson and John Seater, over the 
last roughly half-century, the effect 
of government regulation on U.S. 
economic growth has been “negative 
and substantial.”

[F]ederal regulations add-
ed over the past 50 years have 
reduced real output growth by 

about two percentage points on 
average over the period 1949-
2005.

That reduction in the growth 
rate has led to an accumulated 
reduction in GDP of about $38.8 
trillion as of the end of 2011. That 
is, GDP at the end of 2011 would 
have been $53.9 trillion instead 
of $15.1 trillion if regulation had 
remained at its 1949 level.

This is yet another way we – the 
boomer generation – have stolen 
from our children. Had we left well 
enough alone, our children might 
have three times the job opportuni-
ties and three times the income.

We have been studying the ways 
old people – no older than your ed-
itor – have engineered a huge trans-
fer of wealth from the future to the 
present.

We were wondering how it was 
possible to take real wealth from the 
future when a small face appeared at 
the window. It was little Mili – seven 
years old.

She came in with a big smile, 
turned up her cheek for a kiss, then 
took Don Bill by the hand and led 
him outside where the girls were 
dancing around.

Don Bill took a photo of the girls, 
put the camera down, and headed 
back to his office. As he went, Mili 
ran behind him, grabbed his hand, 

and gave him a card.
She had taken the petals from 

a red flower and pasted them on a 
piece of paper. On it she had writ-
ten (we have taken liberties with the 
translation):

Don Bill.
I write you this letter. I give you 
a couplet.

From the top of mountain
came down a little bug.
It tumbled down a rocky cliff
And got a little hug.
I love you much, Don Bill.

– Mili

Sniff. Sniff.
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[The following piece appeared in the 
May issue of The Bill Bonner Letter]

Jorge Fabian, as you might remem-
ber, is the foreman on our farm. One 
day, we were sitting under a willow 
tree eating a lunch of dry sausage, 
cheese, and apples. Our horses grazed 
on whatever grass they could find, 
dragging their reins behind them. 
Jorge was explaining how our busi-
ness really works.

“The trouble with them,” Jorge ex-
plained – referring to our own farm 
administrators in Argentina – “is that 
they are not from here. They don’t 
know the details.”

“They [the farm administrators] 
are from Salta. That’s a city. It’s a long 
way away. It’s a different world.”

At that moment, it seemed like it 
could have been on a different planet. 
We had ridden four hours, visiting the 
farms in the valley, getting to know 
the people who lived and worked on 
them, and beginning to understand 
what was going wrong.

These are productive farms; they 
grow onions, potatoes, corn, and alfal-
fa. They are located within our ranch, 
in a valley that is accessible only on 
foot or on horseback. Since you can’t 
get a truck to the farms, they have 
very limited commercial value. The 
farmers “rent” the farms, according 
to an ancient formula that no longer 
seems to work. They are supposed to 
give us 1 cow for every 20 they raise. 
But now some don’t have any cows. 
Others simply refuse to pay.

One of the refusers is a woman of 
about 40, with four children, no hus-
band, and a farm of about 50 acres 
that is short of water.

Political correctness has not caught 
on in the valley, so Maria – who is very 
heavy – is known to all as “Maria la 
Gorda” – “Maria, the fat one.” Anoth-
er woman, Sylvia, who was crippled in 
childhood, is known as “La Rengita,” 
or “‘the limper.”

Maria is a smart woman. She has 
learned the ideology of the local 
Marxist communitarians. They tell 
her that since she is an “Indian” or an 
“indigenous person,” she shouldn’t 
have to pay rent to a foreigner, even 
if the amount is trivial. She found this 
message useful and hasn’t paid for 
several years.

Why not take her to court or throw 
her off the property? That is the ques-
tion I posed when I first arrived. But 
that is the question of someone who 
doesn’t know Wealth Principle #6.

“You’ve got to understand how 
things work here,” Jorge continued. 
“You’ve got to know what happens 
here, not out in the rest of the world. 
They don’t work here like they work 
in other places. Actually, I don’t know 
how they work in other places. I only 
know how it works here. And here, 
you have to work with people. You 
can’t fight them.”

You can’t fight them because you 
will lose. The courts, the government, 
and the administration are all against 
the landlord. Here, there are only five 
or six landowners, controlling a space 
about the size of Connecticut. For ev-
ery vote they cast, there are at least 
1,000 “indigenous people.”

“These places were all controlled 
by absentee landlords 20 years ago,” 
explained a neighbor. “Today, the ab-
sentee doesn’t have a chance.”

“Maria, what can we do for you?” 

I asked.
“Well, my oldest boy wants to go 

to school in the city. But I don’t know 
how he can do that. We can’t afford it. 
I know you gave a scholarship to Na-
talio’s girl. Maybe you could help?”

“Maybe.”
“And you know, Marcelo [the next 

child], has to get up at 4:30 in the 
morning to get to school on time. It 
would be nice if there were a room 
near the school where he could stay 
overnight on Sunday.”

La Gorda didn’t hold back. She 
stood, dressed in jeans, a sweatshirt, 
and a felt hat, leaning against the side 
of a stone storeroom as she spoke. 
Cagey, cunning… a clever, calculating 
look on her face, she also wanted us to 
buy raffle tickets to support her son’s 
school.

“Sure… 25 pesos each… we’ll take 
10 of them,” we told her.

“They just don’t understand,” Jorge 
continued. “If I tell them that there 
are 25 cows up in the mountains near 
Tacuil (a neighboring ranch), they 
will tell me to bring them down and 
sell them. Because we need the reve-
nue. But those cows are so thin and so 
old that they can’t be sold… and they 
don’t belong to us, at least, not exact-
ly. They were owned by Francisco. He 
died at least 10 years ago. Since then, 
it hasn’t been clear who owns them. 
His nephew has been taking care of 
them. But only off and on. Mostly, 
they are left up there… wild.

“But if you’re not from here… and 
you haven’t been here all your life… 
you’re not going to know the backsto-
ry. And you’re going to do things that 
are clumsy and heavy-handed. And 
they’re not going to work very well.”

Small Business Is Pure Micro
May 27, 2015



The Bonner-Denning Letter

55

I already have plenty of proof of 
that. We bought handsome – but ex-
pensive – bulls, on the advice of a 
farm expert from Buenos Aires. They 
were useless, unable to adapt to the 
cold and altitude. We planted 1,000 
walnut trees, on the advice of an 
expert from Mendoza. Few of them 
survived the first winter. We rewrote 
our contracts with our renters – the 
farmers in the valley, including La 
Gorda – on the advice of a lawyer 
from Salta, before we understood 
how delicate and troublesome those 
relations were.

You may make money by invest-
ing in big themes, but in business 
you need to know the specifics – 
profit margins, costs, who’s doing 
what, people, details… details… de-
tails. Private, not public.

Advantages Are Fragile
There is always more to learn. 

Always a new way to understand. 
Always a better way to do things. Al-
ways new and better contacts. And 
the difference – between doing them 
well and doing them in a so-so way 
– is often the difference between 
success and failure. A street corner 
may support only one liquor store. If 
there are two, which one will still be 
there in a year’s time?

My recent experience here in 
Argentina has made me painfully 
aware of this insight. After 35 years –  
12 hours a day – in the financial re-
search and publishing business, I 
figured I had gained a fair advantage. 
Over the years, a team had been as-
sembled. Combined, our top man-
agement group has about 200 years 
of experience. No one has been doing 
what we have been doing for so long.

“All of our competitors have gone 
on to do other things,” noted a part-
ner. “What’s wrong with us?”

I don’t know. But pity the poor 

upstart who tries to compete with us!
And yet, the most valuable lesson 

we have learned is how fragile our ad-
vantage really is. The Internet came 
along in the late ’90s. Many of our 
existing competitors were destroyed 
by it. What new technology waits to 
destroy us? What new insight are we 
missing? What new talent have we 
failed to recognize?

At our stage in life, and in busi-
ness, we should be “conservative.” 
We should diversify, sell shares to 
the public and lobby Congress to reg-
ulate our industry – tightly, to raise 
the cost of entry and keep out com-
petitors. But it is against our philos-
ophy. If we are to be destroyed by the 
future – let it be!

But if creative destruction fails to 
destroy us in the financial industry, it 
will surely get us at the ranch.

“The market will find your weak-
ness,” says old-timer Richard Rus-
sell. “And it will exploit it.”

I have not opened an art gallery. I 
have not started a bar or restaurant. 
Instead, I bought a ranch… and one 
thing led to another.

“The cattle business is not that 
complicated,” explained a friend. 
“But where you are it is impossible.”

Too high. Too dry. Too far. The 
majesty of the ranch – with its vast 
vistas; high, jagged mountains; and 
great distances – is inversely cor-
related with its profitability. A desert 
is defined as an area that gets less 
than 250 millimeters of rainfall a 
year. We get half that – if we’re lucky.

For a few weeks, in summer, 
the rains come and the cattle feed 
on the native grasses and bushes. 
Then comes the fast. By midwinter 
(midsummer in the Northern Hemi-
sphere) it is so dry, the animals go 
hungry. We stock up on bales of hay 
to feed them. But in really dry years, 
those give out by October. Then, we 

wait. We hope. We pray for rain. If the 
rain didn’t come in the old days, the 
cows died of hunger. Today, we ship 
them off.

“Sand-fed beef” is low in fat and 
cholesterol, but it is unlikely to catch 
on commercially. That leaves us with 
thin cows… and thinner revenues. 
The calves sell for 21 pesos a kilo-
gram. The average one weighs about 
120 kilos when we sell it. That gives 
us about 2,400 pesos per calf – or 
about $240 on the black market ex-
change rate. We produce about 300 
of them – giving us total revenue of 
720,000 pesos, or about $72,000.

“We used to be able to sell a lot 
more cows,” Jorge explained why the 
ranch was not always a losing propo-
sition. “That was back in the ’70s and 
’80s. But now the refrigeration trucks 
come up from Buenos Aires and no-
body wants our tough meat anymore. 
Today, we have 2,000 head of cattle 
up in the mountains, practically wild. 
It hardly pays to round them up. No 
one wants them.

“And up in the high pasture, we 
used to raise sheep. We had 700 of 
them. But that was when we could 
sell the hides. Then they started 
making coats out of artificial materi-
als. Now, there’s no market at all for 
sheepskins.”

Local landowners, who were of-
fered our farm before we bought it, 
all turned it down. They knew what 
we didn’t. They had the edge. We had 
only the dull blade of a foreigner, a 
dude, a greenhorn, and an economist 
who thought food prices would rise.

You may be able to take a macro 
view of your investments and suc-
ceed. But you will never succeed in 
business that way. Business is all 
micro. Private details. Private knowl-
edge. Private experience.

Each employee costs us about 
$1,000 per month – including taxes, 
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which are substantial. We have eight 
of them on the ranch. You can do the 
math yourself, but I’ll make it easy… 
our labor costs are significantly more 
than our cattle revenue.

Carlos takes care of the vines. He 
is aided by Nolberto, who is getting 
ready for retirement and is very slow. 
Jose is a good, solid worker. Natalio, 
too, but he is slowing down with 
age. Pedro, meanwhile, is said to be 
a troublemaker. He is a gaucho who 
refuses to ride a horse; even though 
the doctor said there was nothing 
wrong with him, he insists he has a 
problem with his prostate.

Why so many employees? You 
can farm 1,000 acres of flat land on 
the pampas with one person and big 
machines. The work is obvious; they 
say you can “farm from your office 
in Buenos Aires.” You check the sat-
ellite reports. They tell you when to 
plant your soy and when to harvest 
it. Everything is mechanized. Ev-
erything is scientifically, rationally 
organized for maximum return on 
money and time invested.

Not so here. Every day is an ad-
venture. The employees are all relat-
ed. They all depend on the farm for 
their incomes. Their work routines 
are ancient. Traditional. And partic-
ular.

“Esteban is Jose and Nolberto’s 
cousin,” Jorge explains. “He lives in 
the city. But he keeps 25 or 30 cows 
up in the mountains, next to Javier’s 
cows. He and his brother come up 
once a year to pay us the rent [1/20th 
of the cows grazing on our land]. But 
the cows also graze on the farm next 
door. So we split the rent with them. 
And they also are going to slaughter 
one of them and give us some meat.”

This is still a largely credit econ-
omy, but not entirely. Money chang-
es hands. But so do animals. Favors. 
And people. In order to run the 

ranch properly (but not profitably), 
you have to be on site and remem-
ber hundreds of details… whose cat-
tle are where… who owes what to 
whom… and who is an enemy and 
who is a friend.

Lately, this last detail has become 
important. A government organi-
zation, sponsored by the Kirchner 
administration, has been preaching 
revolution to the locals. They are 
told that they are “indigenous peo-
ple” and that they have a claim to 
the land beyond a legal title. That 
they are indigenous to this area is a 
matter of some dispute. Most came 
from other areas. And the claim 
on the land – giving them the right 
to ignore a chain of title that goes 
back to the 16th century – is more 
a matter of politics than law. If the 
courts were to take away all the land 
“stolen” from “Native Americans” – 
no title in North or South America 
would be secure.

The situation must be managed, 
something we are not equipped to 
do; we can barely speak the lan-
guage. We visit. We are friendly, nice. 
We fix a faucet. We fix roads. We offer 
scholarships and job placement help. 
We do what we can to be useful.

“About 20 years ago, there was 
a kind of revolution up in our high 
pasture,” Jorge recalled. “There 
was a guy up there who proclaimed 
himself owner of our land up there. 
Several of the other families joined 
with him. But there was a different 
government back then. The former 
owners contacted the police. They 
came. It was tense for a few weeks. 
But the troublemakers were ordered 
off the ranch. I remember. They 
had to drive all their animals down 
from the mountains, load them onto 
trucks, and move on – while the po-
lice watched. After that, people took 
their hats off when they talked to the 

patron (the owner).
“But those days are gone. There’s 

no point going to the courts now,” 
says Jorge. “They won’t help. We just 
have to show people that it is better 
to work with us than against us.”

Another particularity and ineffi-
ciency of the ranch is that nothing 
will grow without irrigation and all 
irrigation is done with shovels. Small 
streams are diverted over large fields –  
for the alfalfa, the quinoa, and the 
grapes. Two of our employees are 
full-time regadors – irrigators. They 
go around with shovels over their 
shoulders, directing water to where 
it is needed.

The water, too, is a matter of tra-
dition as well as law. Each of the fam-
ilies living on the ranch has the right 
to use it. And the ranch is charged 
with the responsibility of enforcing 
the rules. This requires an amazing 
amount of force of character, as well 
as tact.

One family, high in the hills, is 
believed to be full of cattle rustlers 
and water thieves. But they are also 
“indigenous people,” and legally un-
touchable.

“We know they steal cattle,” Jorge 
told us. “Old Felix was up there look-
ing for his cattle. He saw two of them 
take one of his calves. You know, the 
calves are not marked, so it is hard to 
prove anything. But Felix saw them. 
He went the next day to confront 
them… and they offered him lunch. 
He realized he was eating his own 
calf.

“He went to [the local provin-
cial capital] to denounce them. The 
police came. They took depositions 
from everyone. But nothing was ever 
proven.”

As for the water, I saw the thiev-
ery myself. Each family has the right 
to use the water during certain hours 
on certain days. The families near the 
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water’s source must respect the rules 
or the families downstream go dry. 
The rustlers’ homestead is the high-
est one. So they get the water first.

I rode up to the house with Jorge. 
It was not their time to use the wa-
ter, but there it was… running freely 
down their irrigation canal.

Mounted on horseback, we stood 
in front of the adobe house, smoke 
coming out of the roof, and called 
out… as if we were ready for a gun-
fight.

“Come on out. We know you’re in 
there,” Jorge yelled.

Eventually, a weasely young man 
came out.

“The water must have spilled out. 
It was just a mistake,” he claimed.

The Unwitting Vintner
Obviously, there is no way I can 

manage the farm. It’s a wonder any-
one can.

I am not here more than a few 
months per year. And I have none of 
the micro-knowledge, instincts, con-
tacts, or experience you need. So the 
burden rests on the shoulders of one 
man – Jorge, the ranch foreman. We 
have come to see that he is almost 
superhuman in the way he carries 
out these responsibilities – negotiat-
ing with the mountain Marxists, or-
ganizing and directing his gauchos, 
working out an endless number of 
details involved in running a huge, 
and hugely difficult, ranch.

We were, of course, unaware of all 
of this when we bought the place. I 
thought the ranch “ran itself.” Af-
ter all, how hard could it be to raise 
cattle and sell them? And didn’t 
the Chinese want to eat steak every 
night?

Meanwhile, by accident, I am be-
ing drawn into the wine business. 
The previous owner had planted a 
half-acre of Malbec vines – as an ex-

periment.
“He came up one day with hun-

dreds of plants,” Jorge recalled. “He 
told me to plant them in the valley. 
I didn’t know anything about grape-
vines. Nothing. Neither did he. Then 
he drove off. So, I went down [to a 
neighboring vineyard] and asked 
how you plant a vineyard. Nestor told 
me exactly what to do. Everything I 
know about vineyards I learned from 
him.”

When I bought the ranch, the 
grapevines were so incidental that I 
didn’t even look at them before sign-
ing on the bottom line. Then, after a 
couple of years, it became clear that 
1) cattle wouldn’t support the farm, 
and 2) the grapes were exceptionally 
good.

As to the first point, I have already 
given you the reasons. The second 
was also a surprise, but a pleasant 
one. Our valley is at 8,500 feet. That 
makes it one of the highest vineyards 
in the world. At that altitude, the 
grapes produce a particularly intense 
wine, much sought after in the wine 
industry.

Another thing we have going for 
us is that the valley is isolated. It is 
an hour and a half drive – through 
the desert – from the closest neigh-
boring vineyard. This means it is free 
from disease. The grapes are healthy. 
And very rich in flavor.

This may sound promising. If so, 
it is because you don’t know much 
about the wine business either. Like 
the cattle business – and every other 
business I have ever encountered – it 
is a business that requires detailed 
knowledge, experience, and contacts.

“The Chinese are buying our 
wine,” says a neighbor with a mis-
chievous grin. In the local wine trade, 
rumors of Chinese buying are like 
rumors of a “relief column” at Stal-
ingrad. It’s the sort of macro fantasy 

that will drive you into bankruptcy. It 
may be true. But exploiting it will re-
quire micro information that you can 
never get by “thinking big.”

For every person who has gotten 
rich in business by exploiting a big, 
public insight… there must be 1,000 
souls on some ash heap in Hell who 
went broke because of details they 
missed.

“The wine business?” we posed 
the question to Donald Hess, found-
er of the worldwide Hess Collection 
empire, now retired in Switzerland.

“It’s like everything else. Only 
worse. Anybody can make a good 
wine. But it takes a genius to sell it.”

The Hess group makes some mil-
lion-plus bottles of wine here in Ar-
gentina. Donald explained how he 
got started:

“My family was in the beer busi-
ness in Switzerland for six gener-
ations. Then, I got into the water 
business, which was growing rapidly. 
I took a couple of my associates with 
me to Napa Valley about 30 years 
ago. We were trying to buy a water 
business. But we went out to lunch 
and had a bottle of the local wine. 
We thought it was much better than 
we had expected. And we thought, 
too, that California wine had a much 
brighter future than anyone had re-
alized.”

Donald went into the wine busi-
ness. First in California. Then in 
Australia and South Africa. Finally, 
in Argentina.

He described how he used a very 
important bit of private information 
to break into the California wine 
trade:

“At the time, they didn’t use a lot 
of the land on the hillsides in Napa 
and Sonoma, because they were too 
steep to work with tractors. But I was 
pretty sure you could work this land 
because I had seen it done in Swit-
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zerland on land that was even steep-
er. So I bought the land cheap and 
then brought the tractors over from 
Europe.

After six generations in the alco-
hol business… and 50 years in pro-
ducing and distributing bottles of 
beer, water, and wine… Donald was 
“an overnight sensation.” His busi-
ness is now one of the world’s great 
midlevel wine enterprises.

I don’t know any more about mak-
ing and marketing beverages than 
I do about raising cattle or running 
an Argentine ranch. I can taste the 
difference between a very good wine 
and a very bad wine, but the subtle 
distinctions are lost on me.

“This wine has been put into oak 
barrels,” said Randle Johnson, one 
of the world’s leading oenologists, 
holding up a glass of a “mystery wine” 
brought by another guest, a look of 
mild contempt on his face. “But the 
oak is too aggressive. It is American 
oak; that’s the problem. They should 
have put it in French oak. We only 
use French oak. Of course, you have 
to choose which forest it comes from. 
It can make a substantial difference.”

Choose which forest in France 
that the oak comes from? How can 
I compete with that kind of compe-
tence?

“The wine business is very hard, 
no matter where you are,” explained 
one of the other winemakers at our 
table. “But here in Argentina, it is 
practically suicidal. We’re export-
ers. We earn foreign currencies, but 
we have to trade them at the official 
rate. And our local costs are rising 
fast.”

The hard part is that margins 
are low. Even the most efficient op-
eration still has a cost per bottle of 
between $3 and $4 before leaving 

the winery. Then, there is shipping, 
customs, duties, import fees, distri-
bution, and sales. A bottle may sell 
for $50 in a restaurant, but the wine-
maker will only get a couple of bucks. 
If he’s lucky.

Then, imagine that he is also the 
fellow who bought a cattle ranch and 
has no idea what he is doing. He has 
no public power at his valley, so he 
had the additional cost of shipping 
fuel and supplies, over a dirt road, 
from hours away. And he has a crew 
of gauchos – not trained vineyard 
pros – who handle every aspect of 
the grape-growing operation. And 
these workers live in another val-
ley, a good hour away. What’s more, 
he has limited supplies of water. He 
can only maintain 11 acres of grapes. 
His energy is more expensive. His la-
bor – per grape – is more expensive. 
His supplies. His management. His 
whole grape business struggles to 
survive, let alone break even.

Not that there aren’t benefits. He –  
meaning me – has gotten a lot of 
“free” wine from his own vineyard – 
some of the best wine in the world. 
So far, each bottle has cost him about 
$4,000.

Getting in Touch with 
My Inner Cowboy

But I am not writing to complain. 
I am writing to expose my problems –  
like the Spartan women exposed 
their babies. Maybe I’ll get lucky. 
Maybe they’ll die.

It is unlikely that I will ever break 
even in wine or cattle. Why? Because 
I don’t have time to become an “over-
night sensation” in either industry. 
That’s the trouble with Wealth Prin-
ciple #6. It takes time to get private 
knowledge. It takes time to figure out 
how to use it. I’m 66 years old. I hope 

to be able to put in another 10 years. 
But only a few months each year. It 
might be fun to go “all in” and devote 
myself to it 100%. But I can’t afford 
to. I’ve got too much invested in my 
main business.

Every real business is fragile. Vul-
nerable. Subject to creative destruc-
tion. That’s the secret: You have to 
put in not just money but time to 
stay ahead of the threats and take 
advantage of the opportunities that 
come your way. Distract yourself 
from a business you know to tend 
to a business you don’t and you will 
likely have two failing enterprises on 
your hands.

I am just now beginning to real-
ize the magnitude of the problems 
I face in cattle and wine. How like-
ly is it that I will master them? And 
what am I really doing? Am I trying 
to make money? Or am I just doing 
what my daughter calls, “getting in 
touch with my inner cowboy?”

I turn my face skyward and ask my 
business angel Greg, now firmly en-
sconced in Heaven. He put it to me 
straight:

“Bill, you’re crazy to try to make 
money in cattle down there. And 
even crazier to think you can make 
money in wine.

“You should focus on the busi-
ness that you know. Make your mon-
ey there. And if you want to spend 
it pretending to be a rancher or a 
winemaker… at least you should rec-
ognize that these are just hobbies. 
Some guys take up golf. You’ve tak-
en up cattle ranching. But it’s a cost 
center, not a profit center. Your goal 
should be to control the cost, not to 
try to make a profit. Because if you 
think you’re going to make a prof-
it you’ll invest a lot of money… and 
you’ll lose it.”
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“Oh… Señor Bonner. Where is la 
señora?”

This was the greeting we got on 
Saturday when we arrived at the 
school.

Five little girls came running up. 
They were genuinely happy to see us. 
But only because it meant that Eliza-
beth was there, too.

Elizabeth came over a little later, 
walking over the dusty path from the 
house to the school. The girls ran to 
greet her and gathered round, eager 
to talk to her… to touch her… to kiss 
her cheek.

It was the Fiesta de San Ramon, 
patron saint of Gualfin. There were 
already about 100 people gathered 
at the school. More were arriving in 
their pickup trucks every minute.

The Story of San Ramon
“San Ramon is known as San Ra-

mon Nonnatus,” the priest explained 
later.

“He is the patron saint of Gualfin, 
but also of pregnant women, mid-
wives, and slaves. He is called ‘Non-
natus’ because he wasn’t born. At 
least not in the normal way…

“His mother died in childbirth. His 
father delivered him by performing a 
Caesarean section on his dead wife. 
That’s why he is patron saint to mid-
wives and pregnant women.

“He is patron saint to slaves be-
cause he was one himself. He went to 
North Africa and bought slaves out of 
their servitude. This was back in the 
13th century.

“And when he ran out of money, he 
traded his own freedom for the free-
dom of the slaves.

“In captivity, he preached Christi-

anity to his fellow slaves. This got him 
into trouble with his captors, who tor-
tured him. He even converted a cou-
ple of his torturers.

“Then they bored holes in his lips 
with a hot iron and padlocked his 
mouth so he could no longer talk.”

It was 10:30 a.m. The sun was al-
ready hot… even though it is still win-
ter in Argentina.

The grapevines will be pruned next 
week. The trees in the orchard will be 
pruned the following week. But the 
peach trees are already in flower and 
the hum of bees is so loud that we first 
mistook it for an electric motor.

A Very Special Place
“This is a very special place you 

have here,” said one of our guests.
“You probably think you are in Ar-

gentina. But this is another world.”
He said this after Nicanora, the 

sister of our cook, Martha, had taken 
her leave.

She had kissed us all – including 
our guests – on both cheeks and an-
nounced that she was going back up 
to her house, six hours away on foot.

“It’s not like this in the rest of the 
country. Everywhere else we are fight-
ing with one another. Nobody wants 
to work. And we are all suffering from 
the damage done by President Kirch-
ner and her husband [former presi-
dent Nestor Kirchner].

“I mean it is almost unbelievable 
what they’ve done. They’re thorough-
ly corrupt. And they’ve corrupted the 
whole country. But you seem to have 
been spared… at least, so far…”

In the schoolyard, groups were be-
ginning to form.

One was made up of the students 

of the school. They were dressed in 
white smocks, which the property 
owners had bought for them.

A policeman led another group 
– about 10 boys all under the age of 
12 and all in uniform. These were 
the “police cadets.” There were a few 
drummers, too.

The two schoolmistresses were 
there, too. With them was a well-
dressed, but overweight, woman. She 
had just arrived… ready to take over 
from the headmistress, who had just 
retired.

But the headmistress’ second in 
command – a thin, chain-smoker with 
a worried look – will be taking over 
the top job.

The two women lived in the school 
together for more than 20 years. They 
were on speaking terms for only about 
half the time. The rest of the years 
went by in silence.

But now that the headmistress is 
retiring, the two seemed to have rec-
onciled their differences. Now, the 
thin woman will run the school.

Already, the local people refer to 
them as “the fat one” and “the thin 
one.”

Being fat is no shame in this part 
of the world. Instead, it seems to be, if 
not a badge of honor, at least a moral-
ly neutral condition.

Raising the Flag
The purpose of the schoolyard as-

sembly was a mystery to us, until we 
were summoned to the flagpole.

A loudspeaker explained it to us:
“The flag will now be raised by the 

headmistress, the local county exec-
utive, and the ranch owner,” it an-
nounced.

An Update from Our Ranch in Argentina
August 31, 2015
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But Walter, the county executive, 
was missing. So word went out to find 
him. Once discovered, in a crowd of 
voters, he wasted no time making his 
way to the flagpole, running up the 
hill.

“Come on, fatso,” yelled the orga-
nizer with the microphone.

Once we were all in place, we 
clipped the flags of Argentina and 
Salta Province onto the pole and 
waited for the music.

But nothing electric works as ex-
pected, there being no reliable power 
in this part of the country. So, it took a 
few minutes to get the volume on the 
CD player and amplifiers adjusted.

By then, the national anthem was 
about half over. People began moving 
their mouths; it was not clear if any of 
them, apart from the politician, knew 
the words. But they seemed to under-
stand the gist of it.

Along with the headmistress, we 
had the job of pulling on the chords 
to get the flags up.

When we had raised them to about 
half-mast, we realized that the na-
tional flag had not been unfurled 
properly. Instead, it was wrapped 
around the lines.

Still, it seemed unwise to lower it 
and pull it out, as the national anthem 
was reaching its finale. So we simply 
hoisted it to the top of the pole.

Your editor wore a wide-brimmed 
hat to keep the hot sun off of his head. 
He should have removed the hat for 
the national anthem, but it was not 
his country and it was his head.

So, he waited until the final oomph 
of the anthem, took off his hat in 
a theatrical gesture of respect, and 
promptly put it back on again.

An Offering of Prayers
After this salute to the temporal 

authorities, the crowd made its way in 
procession to pay homage to the reli-

gious ones.
Down the hill we walked and then 

up the other side to the chapel –led 
by the policeman and his young en-
forcers, followed close behind by 
the schoolchildren, the teachers, the 
county executive and his entourage 
and, finally, the rest of the people.

It was so dry that the tramping of 
a couple hundred feet raised clouds of 
dust, which a light wind carried off to 
the west.

The church was already nearly 
full by the time your editor arrived. 
He and his wife crowded onto a hard 
bench for the Mass. Prayers were of-
fered for what seemed like hundreds 
of people, saints and sinners – some 
long dead, and some still ailing.

There are only about 10 families 
in the valley; the same family names 
keep recurring preceded by Christian 
names of great variety.

Then the Great Eucharist began, 
following the familiar pattern. The 
only unusual element was the ser-
mon, which, as mentioned, focused 
on the life of San Ramon, who watch-
es over the farm with more or less at-
tentiveness.

One other element deserves a 
note: Special blessings were asked for 
the farm and its principal features.

The priest called out a prayer for 
the “tools we use on the farm.” And 
a boy came down the aisle with a hoe 
and a rake in his hands.

Then came a girl with a basket of 
fruit – apples, pears, grapes – and a 
piece of beef. (It is not the season. So 
the fruit had to be bought in town.) 
Another child came with a Bible in 
hand. And another with a schoolbook.

All were blessed.
When the Mass was over, four 

bearers picked up the statue of San 
Ramon and carried it outside.

Following it were the same groups 
in the same order – except this time 

the padre and the altar girls followed 
immediately behind San Ramon; the 
rest of the procession fell in line be-
hind them.

We reversed our steps. This time, 
we proceeded to the schoolyard… did 
a circle around the generator in the 
middle of the yard… and went back to 
the chapel.

Once there, the priest took the 
microphone to offer a final blessing 
upon the ranch and all its people.

A Few Words
The padre is a slight man with a 

warm smile. He is from Spain but has 
spent most of his career in northwest 
Argentina among the poor indige-
nous peoples.

It is easier to understand him 
when he talks than it is to understand 
the local people.

Dressed in white, he thanked all 
the people who had prepared the fi-
esta and wished good things for them 
all and the ranch over the 12 months 
until the next fiesta.

“I also want to thank the ranch 
owner, Señor Bonner, for contributing 
so much to the ranch and supporting 
it through these trying times,” he said.

Jorge, the ranch foreman and our 
guide to everything that happens on 
the ranch, sidled over:

“You should say a few words.”
“Me?”
“Yes… You’re the owner. They ex-

pect it.”
At first, we were frozen in place, 

panicked at the idea of having to 
speak in public, in Spanish.

But there was no way out. Our sin-
gle most important goal as owner of 
the ranch is to win Jorge’s respect. We 
knew we would lose it forever if we 
failed now.

We took the microphone and did 
our best…

We thanked all those who had 
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prepared the fiesta and all those who 
lived on or worked on the ranch for 
making it such a nice place. We vowed 
to come to the next fiesta. And we in-
vited all present to join in the com-
munal feast that Jorge and his team 
had prepared.

At least, we think that is what we 
said. Sometimes our grip on the local 
idiom is shaky.

Often, we think we have comment-
ed on the government’s macroeco-
nomic policies, but instead we have 
asked for a turnip. And often, our ac-
cent is so thick… or so unaccustomed 
are the local people to it… that they 
have no idea what we said anyway.

Still, we understand Jorge, and 
he understands us. After our brief 
remarks, he gave a nod of approval. 
That is all that matters.

An Impromptu Song
Maria, Jorge’s wife, then took the 

microphone…
She called forth first the police 

squad, which did a goose-step march 
to the applause of the crowd… then a 
team of children dressed in folkloric 
costumes performed a Salteña dance 
routine.

It bore some resemblance to fla-
menco… with flowing dresses swirl-
ing around, while the boys kicked 
their heels and raised their arms 
above their heads to the music of lo-
cal guitars and singers.

The dancers were followed by two 
women who performed a copla – a 
long wail interrupted by lines of sung 
poetry.

It is a musical form to which we 
had never been properly introduced. 
But it was appealing in a melancholy 
way – a bit like keening at a gravesite.

“The copla is supposed to be im-
promptu. It’s ad lib,” explained an Ar-
gentine friend from Buenos Aires.

“It is almost always about love – 

lost love, of course. But this one was 
about the love of the place… of Gual-
fin. At least I think it was. I couldn’t 
quite understand.”

By this time, the sun was high… 
and very hot. People were stand-
ing around in a circle in front of the 
church, admiring the dancing, march-
ing and singing, but also getting hun-
gry.

Finally, Maria announced that 
it was time to eat. Then the crowd 
turned and followed the trail that led 

from the chapel to the main house.

Lunch Is Served
In front of Jorge’s house, and adja-

cent to the main house, rows of tables 
had been arranged, with benches and 
stools to sit on.

Some stretched across the front of 
Jorge’s house, under the mud-covered 
porch. Others filled the two garages 
nearby. And still another line of ta-
bles was placed under a shade canopy 
drawn taught between poles.

The Salteña

The Fiesta
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But all of these places proved in-
sufficient for the crowd. There were 
about 300 to 400 people. The overflow 
happily sat down under the willow 
trees or in the small pasture in front 
of the house.

We worried that there would not 
be enough food to feed such a mul-
titude. But, of course, Jorge had the 
whole thing under control.

Twenty or so volunteers – almost 
all members of Jorge’s family or ranch 
staff – served lunch.

They brought platters of salad – 
cut-up pieces of potatoes and carrots 
with a mayonnaise sauce – followed 
by soup and beef.

A large fire had been prepared 
much earlier out in the pasture. The 
cattle had been butchered in advance, 
too. The meat was hanging on a long 
wire between the trees when we ar-
rived the day before.

A team of men – Jose, Javier, Na-
talio, and Carlos, our ranch hands 

– slaughtered and roasted the beef. 
Nolberto, ready for retirement, was 
put to work stirring the huge caldrons 
of soup.

There were two kinds of soup. One 
was a thick corn soup calledlocro. The 
other was described as “el picante.”

We took that to mean spicy. But 
it didn’t seem especially spicy. It was 
less thick and included the intestinal 
parts of the cows.

Both were delicious.
Wine, water, Coca-Cola, and some 

kind of orange-flavored drink provid-
ed the liquid refreshment.

“Don’t bring out too much wine,” 
Jorge had cautioned.

“People drink too much. The next 
thing you know, they are getting out 
their knives and fighting over a girl… 
or a cow.”

No Blood Spilled
The only heavy drinking we saw 

was at the head table – our own.

But no knives were drawn and no 
blood was spilled.

The end of the repast was marked 
by the arrival of an enormous cake, 
carried by three men and our cook, 
Martha.

The latter had made it, with help 
from her sister Nicanora. On the top 
was written “10 Años.” It was com-
memorating the 10th anniversary of 
the building of the chapel.

Elizabeth was called front and cen-
ter to cut the cake, along with Maria. 
This they continued to do for at least 
half an hour, until all were served.

Then the crowd began to break 
up. Three people went this way… two 
went that way. Many came up to us 
and thanked us for the fiesta.

Often, we missed the detail of 
what they were saying. But we smiled 
broadly and sincerely, which seemed 
to be enough.

“This is another world,” repeated 
our friend from the big city.
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“The natives who lived in Gualfin 
were the last to surrender to the Span-
ish… according to legend anyway.”

Jorge, our ranch foreman, is get-
ting ready to retire. He was reflecting 
on the problems facing the ranch.

“They retreated up into the moun-
tains to that rock we call ‘The For-
tress.’ That’s where they made their 
last stand.

“You’ve been there. You can see 
all the pieces of broken pottery on 
the ground. Apparently, they went up 
there with food and water. It’s called 
‘The Fortress’ because it is a natural 
fortification; it was impossible to get 
them out.

“So, the Spaniards laid siege. And 
when the locals ran out of food and 
water, they threw their pots down at 
the invaders… and then threw them-
selves off the cliff.

“They were tough people.”
And now, if you believe today’s leg-

ends, their descendants are mounting 
a counterattack. They are trying to 
take back what was lost four centuries 
ago.

There have been whispers of in-
surrection ever since we got here nine 
years ago. Now, things are heating up.

Taking Back the Valley
News of the coming revolt reached 

your editor last week…
He went to visit a neighboring 

property, the Hess family’s Bodega 
Colomé. One of the executives gave 
us a warning.

“It’s coming. They have brought in 
professional organizers. They’re paid 
by the government to stir up trouble. 
It’s part of the Kirchner administra-
tion’s attempt to buy votes.

“They tell the local people they 
have the right to the land because 
their great-great-great-grandfathers 
lived here. The organizers go around 
and appoint a cacique – a chief – who 
is supposed to bring the people to-
gether to fight the landowners.

“These caciques had a meeting re-
cently. One of my employees report-
ed that they have a plan to take the 
whole valley. They’re beginning here. 
Then they’re going to march up and 
take your place too.”

This was bad news. But it had a 
comic tinge to it.

How could they really take back 
land that had been stolen, fair and 
square, in the 16th century?

What kind of precedent would that 
set?

Would it mean that Americans 
would have to give Manhattan back to 
the descendants of the tribe that lived 
there (if they could find any)?

And of all the thousands of de-
scendants of the original inhabitants, 
who may or may not have crossed the 
river at what is today St. Louis, who 
among them would have the right to 
the city?

And wasn’t all of Australia tak-
en from the Aboriginals in the 18th 
century? Will that have to be given 
back?

It seemed crazy…

Rise of the Originarios
“No, it’s true,” said Hugo.
Hugo is one of the local people 

who calls himself an originario. He is 
a young, burly man who, aside from 
making adobe bricks, has no visible 
means of support.

Rumor has it that he receives pe-

sos from the local mayor; he is a polit-
ical operative. He may be the local ca-
cique. We don’t know. But he came to 
see us last Friday, with a declaration 
of war.

“Hugo,” we asked, “are you saying 
that you have special rights simply 
because your great-grandparents may 
have lived here?”

“Yes. We are originarios. We have a 
right to the land, the air, and the wa-
ter. It is only natural.”

“Does that mean that the land I 
bought is yours? Have you been pay-
ing the property taxes on it?”

“No, no,” Hugo smiled slyly. “We 
don’t have to pay property taxes. And 
I don’t have to sign your rental con-
tract. Because I’m anoriginario. I have 
special rights.”

“How many other people who live 
here have these rights?” we wanted to 
know.

“Well, I don’t know. It is for each 
person to declare himself.”

“Most of these families are not 
originally from here,” we continued. 
“They came from neighboring farms a 
generation or so ago.”

“I don’t know if that matters,” 
Hugo replied.

“Well, if where your grandpar-
ents came from doesn’t really matter, 
doesn’t that create a problem?

“Couldn’t you claim any property 
you want? I mean, the rest of us have 
to pay for property. We rent or we buy. 
Or we inherit. I’ve never heard of any-
one who got someone else’s land sim-
ply because his ancestor may or may 
not have once lived there.”

“It’s a law. It’s an international law 
that was made in the 1990s. You can 
look it up.”

Revolution on the Ranch
September 9, 2015
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“We Don’t  
Have to Pay You”

“Funny that I never heard of it be-
fore…” we replied.

“And I don’t see how it can work. 
You probably had a lot of ancestors 
who lived here… and at Tacuil and 
Colomé, too [neighboring properties]. 
How do you know which one you have 
a right to?”

“It is for each originario to declare 
it for himself… depending on where 
he lives now.”

“Hmmm, sounds a little vague. 
Everybody has to have four grand-
parents, eight great-grandparents… 
am I doing this right?… and 16 
great-great-grandparents. It is likely 

they come from different places. So, 
does this mean you have the right to 
16 different properties? Or more?

“Or look at it from the other angle. 
If each of your 16 great-great-grand-
parents had four children… and each 
of them had four children… and so 
on… that would mean about 2,000 
descendants. How do you decide who 
gets what?”

“Señor Bonner, no. It doesn’t work 
that way. It’s just where you live. You 
have the right to that.”

“So you’re saying I don’t have the 
rights to my land that I thought I had.”

“Yes… that’s right. This land be-
longs to the originarios. We don’t have 
to pay you. We don’t have to sign a 
contract.”

“Maybe we should get all the 
people who claim to be originarios 
together and figure out who has the 
right to what. I mean, I just want to 
know.

“I’m investing a lot. I think I’ll 
just leave if I don’t have the right to 
the land. I’ll stop paying salaries. I’ll 
stop buying equipment. I’ll stop in-
vesting.

“And if I get chased off by this orig-
inario thing, who will take my place?

“Nobody. And how will anyone 
here be better off is no one is bringing 
in money from the outside to try to 
make it a viable property?”

“I don’t know… We’re not trying to 
drive you off…”

“Oh…”
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“We always felt a little ashamed… 
or we had an inferiority complex… 
because our government was so bad.”

An Argentine friend – a cattle 
man – was explaining how he felt 
about his new president, business 
mogul Mauricio Macri.

(To fill readers in, Macri was mayor 
of Buenos Aires after years working 
in the private sector in construction 
and manufacturing. Last November, 
he beat a populist left-wing oppo-
nent to become Argentina’s new 
president… ending 12 years of rule 
by the dominant Peronist party.)

“But I don’t feel that way now. 
This was the first time I voted for a 
politician that I actually wanted to 
win. It seemed impossible. But he did 
win.

“I’d put him up against any pres-
ident the Americas have ever had. 
At least, in recent times. He’s like a 
conservative, business-minded Ken-
nedy. Compared to your frontrunner 
candidates in the U.S. – Clinton and 
Trump – he’s much better.

“Of course, it’s still early days. 
Macri is going to make mistakes. And 
we still don’t know if a president 
like him can survive in office in this 
country. But I am very optimistic. 
That’s why I’m investing again.

“We couldn’t export meat un-
der [Marci’s predecessor] Kirchner. 
Farmers sold off their animals and 
planted soy. Now, soy prices are 
down… and beef is way up. We’re 
making money on cattle again.

“I’ve got 300 head, including the 
230 that we got from you [we shipped 
our cattle down to the valley as grass 
dried up] and I’m going to add anoth-
er 350.”

A Visit to Jorge’s
Meanwhile, up at the ranch, things 

are looking up, too… if you ignore the 
drought.

We arrived yesterday. Our faithful 
ranch manager, Jorge, has retired. He 
now lives not far from the airport. So, 
we stopped by to say hello to him and 
his wife, Maria.

After a lifetime spent up in the 
mountains… riding his horse every 
day… covering thousands of acres of 
pasture… fixing fences… repairing 
roads… wrestling calves… and driv-
ing a team of gauchos… we worried 
that Jorge would find retirement dull 
and difficult.

He wouldn’t take up golf. He 
wouldn’t go to Starbucks, buy a latte, 
and surf the internet. He is out of 
place down in town.

His son was there when we arrived. 
He teased his father…

“Are you going to take dad back to 
the ranch?” he asked.

“He needs to go,” Jorge’s son con-
tinued. “He still gets up at 6 a.m. He 
can’t stop himself. He brought his 
two horses down from the ranch and 
keeps them at a nearby farm. He goes 
over there every day just so he can ride 
around and look at the cattle. He’s go-
ing crazy. And he’s driving us crazy.”

Everybody laughed.
We turned to Jorge. He was laugh-

ing, too, but it was an insincere laugh.
“How are you taking to retire-

ment?” We put the question directly.
Jorge shrugged.
“It’s okay.”
But it wasn’t okay. We could tell 

from the look on his face. There was a 
hint of sadness in his usually cheerful 
eyes.

For nearly half a century, he 
woke up every day and rushed to get 

A Visit to Our Old Faithful Ranch Manager, Jorge
April 15, 2016

Our dried-up ranch – there’s been little rain this year.
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out onto the valley… or up into the 
mountains. There were cattle to take 
care of. There were problems to solve. 
There were people to talk to. He could 
shoe a horse, castrate a calf, and build 
a stone wall – all before lunchtime.

Now, he must wake up and wonder 
why he bothers to wake up at all.

Our New Capataz
“How’s Gustavo doing?” we asked.
Gustavo is the new capataz, the 

man who has taken Jorge’s place.
“I think he’ll be fine. People like 

him. The ranch is a good place to 
work. The peones (as Jorge calls the 
men who work for us) are happy. After 
all, we pay them. I’ve heard that our 

neighboring ranches have not been 
able to pay their workers. They’re run-
ning months behind on wages. Our pe-
ones feel lucky to be on our payroll.”

We were happy to hear him say 
“our.” Over the years, your editor de-
veloped a great admiration and affec-
tion for Jorge.

Our main goal came to be noth-
ing more than winning his respect. 
We’ve been there 10 years. But we 
were so awkward on a horse when we 
arrived… so clumsy in Spanish… so 
ignorant of cattle ranching… it was 
always an uphill struggle.

Now he’s retired and left the ranch. 
What is our goal now?

“Come up and visit,” we urged 

him. He agreed to come this Saturday.
Up at the ranch, Gustavo has tak-

en over. Young. Nice. Smart. Gustavo 
grew up here, too. His mother comes 
from one of the old families on the 
ranch. He doesn’t know who his fa-
ther was, not an unusual situation in 
the mountains.

Gustavo moved his family into the 
foreman’s house in January and has 
been running things ever since.

We worried that he may not be 
able to fill Jorge’s shoes; we wondered 
if anyone could. Besides, Gustavo is 
younger than the other ranch hands. 
The tough old gauchos may not ac-
cept him as boss.

But “so far, so good,” says Gustavo.
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Here in Argentina, word comes 
from a local contact in Salta that a 
nearby farm is for sale…

“The owner is desperate,” says our 
lawyer. “It’s about 25,000 acres. You 
could probably get it for about $40 an 
acre.”

“What?” we replied indignant-
ly. “We paid only $4 an acre for our 
ranch.”

“Yes… but your ranch is mostly 
wasteland.”

He has a point. But the neighbor-
ing ranch is mostly wasteland, too.

(To illustrate what a great in-
vestment ranches can be, the owner 
bought it 10 years ago for $80 an acre 
– twice what he’s asking for it today.)

On Saturday, our old ranch man-
ager, Jorge, came back to the ranch 
for his retirement party. He retired 
in January. But we were away and 
couldn’t mark the event until this 
past weekend.

As luck would have it, his new home 
down in the valley, near Salta Airport, 
is also near a farm where we sent the 
cattle we could no longer keep.

We’re having a drought up here in 
the mountains – in the last year, just 
2.5 inches of rain fell. The grass has 
dried up. The cattle are getting thin. We 
sell them off as fast as we can… or ship 
them to our friend’s farm… which just 
happens to be near Jorge’s new home.

Jorge goes over every day to check 
on his old friends, the cows. He keeps 
his horse at the farm, too. So, he sad-
dles up and rides around to inspect 
the animals. He does this for his own 
amusement; the animals would be 
fine without him.

But old habits are hard to break. 
For half a century, Jorge has been 

checking the herd on horseback. He 
doesn’t seem eager to give it up.

“For Many Years 
of Service…”

Friends and family came to the re-
tirement party – an asado (or Argen-
tine barbecue) held on the veranda, 
for a group of about 40 people.

“Compadre!” Jorge greeted one of 
his old friends.

The two, about the same age, 
worked together for almost 40 years. 
They recalled what it was like when 
they started:

“It was very different… much, 
much harder. We had about 3,000 
head of cattle on the ranch [now we 

A Tearful Farewell at the Ranch
April 19, 2016

A lamb “a la cruz” for Jorge’s retirement party
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have only 700]. And they were pretty 
much ranging all over the mountains.

“We had to round them up on foot 
because it is too rough up there for 
horses. But they were practically wild. 
They were dangerous. And hard to 
herd. Sometimes, if we couldn’t get 
them under control, we just had to 
shoot them with a rifle.

“But the worst was in the 1990s. You 
think this is a bad drought. So far, it’s 
nothing. In the 1990s… I think it was 
1995 and 1996… we had two years of 
drought back to back. With 8 mm [about 
one-third of an inch] one year and 12 
mm [about half an inch] the next.

“There wasn’t much we could do. 
Everything was dying. The grass. The 
trees. Several of the families here 
packed up and moved out. Even up in 
the mountains, the little springs dried 
up, and the grass disappeared. Half the 
herd died. We had no way to transport 
them… and nowhere to send them even 
if we could. It was very sad.”

After eating several helpings of 
barbecued lamb and beef – along with 
salad and big white beans – your edi-
tor made a little speech, edited in ad-
vance by someone who speaks Span-
ish correctly.

Then we presented Jorge with a 
silver platter.

“For many years of service to the 
ranch and the people of Gualfin,” we 
had engraved on it.

Tears welled up in a few eyes; we 
weren’t sure whether the occasion or 
our clumsy speech was to blame.

A Real Gentleman
We’ve owned the ranch for 10 

years.
We told the group how Jorge and 

his wife, Maria, had always greeted us 
warmly and made us feel like friends 
and family, rather than foreigners. 
And how we would all miss them…

We wanted to say more. Jorge is 

one of the most competent, dignified, 
and cheerful people we ever met. He 
has little education. He’s had little 
contact with the world outside our 
farm. He’s never been online. And 
only once, when he was in the army, 
did he fly on an airplane. 

But he is a real gentleman.
There was a lot we could have said. 

But even after a decade, our Spanish 
is primitive and clunky. This was an 
occasion that called for careful words.

Or maybe not. Maybe we didn’t 
need any words at all. We gave Jorge 
the platter. He said a few words of 
thanks. And we hugged each other.

(Later, privately, we gave Jorge 
another little gift… a few dead pres-
idents to make his retirement more 
pleasant.)

After the party was over, Jorge was 
quick to return to his old ways.

“Don Bill, I’d like to ride out and 
see the cattle, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course not… We’ll saddle up a 
couple of horses. I’ll go with you.”

Riding Out
We trotted down the long, wide 

entrance, then out between the stone 

walls to the campo afuera – the field 
outside.

We took the familiar path through 
the gate and into the huge valley.

Jorge had been remarkably quiet 
during the asado. Often, his face in-
clined toward the table as if he were 
in deep thought. But now, on horse-
back, the broad smile returned.

We rode down to the river. There 
was no water in it, just sand. A few 
birds scared up out of the bushes. The 
wind picked up.

We continued toward the “pass” 
that leads to a neighboring ranch. The 
pass is, in fact, impassable, except on 
foot.

In the decade we’ve been here, 
we’ve never ventured over to our 
neighbor’s place. Part of the ranch is 
owned by a Swiss couple, who invited 
us to visit. This year, we hope to make 
it over.

Finally, as we approached the pass, 
the ground turned green. There, the 
cattle scoured the ground for what 
was left of the grass. Here and there, a 
few pools of water remained.

“The cows are in remarkably good 
shape,” Jorge observed.

Don Bill and Don Jorge saddle up to check the herd…
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“But you better get them out of 
here as soon as you can. They’re los-
ing weight. Try to get the calves and 
the old cows off the land. You need 
to save the young cows so you’ll have 
more calves next year.

“They’ll be okay. We’ve got some 
hay stored. And we can buy more in 
Molinos [the nearby village]. They’ll 
be alright if it doesn’t get too bad this 
winter.”

We knew all this already. We’d al-
ready been over our strategy with the 
new ranch foreman, Gustavo. But it 
was good to have Jorge confirm it. No 
one knows the ranch, or the cattle, 
better than he does.

We left the river bed. Your editor 
was mounted on an old horse, Regali-
to, who was a little hard to control. He 
always wants to run off.

As we fought with Regalito, Jorge 
rode effortlessly up the side of the 
hill. We followed… making our way 
around the north side of the river-
bed. In the distance, about a half 
hour away, we could see the sala – the 
ranch house – surrounded by the ala-
mo trees and irrigated pastures.  

It was a beautiful sight, reminding 
us of what we were doing there.

We wondered if Jorge now saw it 
differently.

Now, he lives in a suburban area, 

with a few farms surrounded by hous-
es. Cars drive up and down the road. 
People rush to get to work. Buses pass 
on the main road near his house. Air-
planes fly overhead. 

“Our cattle seem to be happy 
down in the valley,” Jorge volun-
teered.

“They ought to be. There’s plenty 
of grass for them. They must feel they 
have died and gone to heaven.

“But it’s a big change. The young 
ones adapt quickly. They start fatten-
ing up almost immediately. But the 
old ones find it harder to adapt. Some 
of them don’t do so well.

“That happens to people, too.”
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Last week, we had a series of set-
backs…

First, our satellite Internet con-
nection went down for no apparent 
reason.

It had been very windy and cold, so 
we went around and checked the con-
nections. Everything seemed to be in 
order. We waited. And waited. Finally, 
we thought we needed to get in touch 
with the outside world.

So we drove down to Colomé, 
a wine estate about an hour away. 
There, they maintain a museum and a 
small restaurant with Wi-Fi.

It seems impossible that such a 
place exists – so close to us but so far 
from everything else. But there it is: 
a happy miracle. An outpost of civi-
lization, created by a wealthy Swiss 
winemaker and his wife.

On the Way to Colomé
Donald and Ursula Hess fell in love 

with the place about 15 years ago.
They had vineyards in California, 

Australia, and South Africa. But the 
place here in Argentina was special to 
them. They could live anywhere. But 
they decided to live here – far from 
everything else but with its own rich 
culture.

They planted acres of grapes… 
built a luxury hotel and a museum 
dedicated to the work of artist James 
Turrell (famous for his light installa-
tions)… and added a little café restau-
rant to their winery. 

Poor Ursula developed a lung 
problem. Then it was time for Donald 
to retire. So they went back to Swit-
zerland, where they live today. They 
closed the hotel but kept everything 
else in operation.

On the way to Colomé, we spied 
a car coming up the hill toward the 
ranch. We have gotten a little suspi-
cious of people who drive up unan-
nounced.

There is a group of cross-country 
4×4 enthusiasts who want to drive 
around the ranch. Our now retired 
ranch foreman, Jorge, advised us to 
keep them out because they don’t 
close the gates. Then, they inevitably 
run into trouble, and we have to bail 
them out – often with our backhoe or 
horses.

One group, for example, was train-
ing for the Dakar Rally. They drove 
into the back of the ranch and got 
stuck in our high pasture.

Two of them straggled down to the 
ranch house to report that their com-
rades, left behind with the vehicles, 
were running out of food.

We didn’t take that alarm very se-
riously; the pasture is full of our beef 
cattle, as well as the local’s sheep, 
goats, and llamas. If they starved to 
death, we reasoned, it would be their 
own damned fault.

But we organized a team of horses 
to pull their 4x4s out of the mud.

Unexpected Visitors
Not many people come to vis-

it. Except for the 4×4 buffs, people 
only drive up when they have to. For 
business. Or because one of the older 
people on the ranch has had a health 
emergency.

The day before yesterday, for ex-
ample, an aunt of our new ranch fore-
man, Gustavo, woke up with her right 
leg paralyzed.

We thought it was probably a 
stroke. So we organized someone to 

take her down to the hospital in the 
nearby village of Molinos. She’s back 
at her house now. Doctors don’t seem 
to know what is wrong with her.

Seeing the car approaching, we 
stopped to find out what was up.

“Hi, we’re Greg and Christy from 
Washington. We heard there was a 
beautiful place up here. So we just 
thought we’d drive up to take a look.”

The couple in the car was mid-
dle-aged, cheerful, open, and opti-
mistic in a very American way.

“Uh… Do you realize that this is 
private property?” we answered a lit-
tle coldly, a manner of speaking we 
picked up during our years in France.

“No. We didn’t think about it. And 
we didn’t see any signs.”

“No problem.”
We were warming up, returning to 

our naturally friendly roots. And Greg 
and Christy seemed like nice people.

“You’ve come all this way. Just 
drive up to the ranch house and tell 
Marta you’re friends of ours. She’ll 
show you around and take care of 
you.”

Finally, we got to Colomé, where we 
ran into old friends from Doug Casey’s 
place in nearby Cafayate – including 
Casey Research analyst Louis James, 
who just happened to be visiting.

After some small talk, we sat 
down, ordered a coffee, and went to 
work – mostly signaling to the Bon-
ner & Partners team back in Delray 
Beach, Florida, that we might be out 
of contact for a while.

Out of Contact
Being out of contact is an odd con-

cept for the folks back in the U.S. to 
understand.

“Welfare Cops” Come to the Ranch
April 25, 2016
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In Baltimore, we are always con-
nected – 24 hours a day, 365 days a 
year.

If there were a problem with the 
office Wi-Fi, we’d turn to our trusty 
iPhones, which seem to pick up the 
news from the ether. We don’t know 
how these messages come to us, but 
they seem to find us no matter where 
we are.

We are able to send and receive… 
all day long. Here, it is a different 
story.

When we returned to the ranch, 
Greg and Christy were on their way 
out. They told us they had been well 
looked after, which we were glad to 
hear.

And back at the house, the Inter-
net was working again. It came as it 
went – like a surly teenager, without 
excuse or explanation.

But then a second setback: The 
electricity went off.

We had just replaced the batteries 
in our super-duper solar system, at a 
price of about $4,000. So there was no 
reason for the system not to work.

But there it was – as lifeless and 
useless as a joint session of Congress.

And without power, of course, the 
Internet wouldn’t work. And with-
out the Internet, we couldn’t keep up 
with the latest news on the presiden-
tial primaries. Or the latest postings 
on Facebook. Or what was happening 
in ABC’s Dancing with the Stars.

Suddenly and mercilessly, our lives 
would be focused on things that really 
mattered.

That is probably what we like 
about being here. Almost everything 
matters – especially when the Inter-
net is not working.

The chickens have stopped laying. 
The cows are running out of grass. 

The reservoirs are no longer filling.
Is it because the people up farther 

in the valley are not respecting our 
water rights? Or because the river has 
dried up?

And what’s wrong with Doña Ana? 
How will we get her to the hospital?

Every problem… every situation… 
needs further investigation and a 
solution.

How can we get rid of more cattle? 
How is the pasture up at Compuel? 
Is that gas leaking from the kitchen 
stove?

Welfare Cops
Last week, two “policemen” drove 

up to the ranch.
Gustavo reported that they asked 

to borrow our horses. They were not 
regular policemen, he explained, they 
were with the agency that provides 
welfare checks for poor people.

Almost all the people in the valley 
– except those who work for us or for 
Colomé – are poor. They all qualify 
for government assistance. And this 
being Argentina, it is common for the 
families of older people to continue 
accepting this largesse long after their 
loved ones have had the life sucked 
out of them and the dirt thrown onto 
their faces.

The Argentine feds meet this 
chicanery with visits to old people, 
checking pulses to determine if the 
recipients are still alive.

We have at the ranch four people 
who appear to be in their 90s. Doña 
Marta Sandoval, who we went to visit 
last year, Doña Isadora, Don Domin-
go, and Don Severiano.

Don Domingo was in church on 
Sunday. He had walked the hour or so 
down the valley to take confession.

“When will the priest come?” he 

asked. We didn’t know. As it turned 
out, he never came. Instead, Sister 
Domenica showed up, full of energy 
and enthusiasm but lacking the sa-
cred authority necessary for confes-
sion.

“This is the first time I’ve been 
here,” she said to us after the service.

“This is very different from any 
place I’ve seen. Where do these peo-
ple live? I didn’t see any houses.”

“Ah… they live up in the moun-
tains… often very far away.”

Down in the suburbs and barrios 
of Buenos Aires, the areas that rule 
makers had in mind when they set up 
the inspection program, it is an easy 
matter to go from house to house vis-
iting the old and infirm.

Up here, it is a different story.
The welfare cops came up intend-

ing to see all four nonagenarians. But 
just visiting one is an all-day affair.

Don Domingo and Doña Isado-
ra are only about an hour away on 
horseback up the valley. But Doña 
Marta is about a three-hour ride away. 
And you need a guide, or you will nev-
er find her.

Don Severiano is an hour’s drive 
from the house… then about four 
hours more on horseback… eight 
hours, roundtrip. We have never seen 
his place.

In any event, the police, guided by 
Gustavo, went to Doña Marta’s place. 
They are “local” police… from the 
province of Salta. But they were not 
from here, and not used to our horses 
or the thin air.

After the visit to Marta’s – who 
has now been declared, officially, to 
be among the quick – they decided to 
drive back to their comforts for the 
weekend and come back the following 
week for further investigation.

http://bonnerandpartners.com/i-dont-know-how-we-will-get-her-body-down/
http://bonnerandpartners.com/i-dont-know-how-we-will-get-her-body-down/
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The herd first appeared as a cloud 
of dust coming from the northwest.

It would take another two hours 
for us to hear the cows mooing and 
the gauchos yipping and yelling.

In the tumult of the roundup, 
cows are separated from the calves. 
Both call out desperately until they 
are reunited.

Then they moo for other reasons 
– probably a general disgust with 
having been whipped by the gauchos 
and harassed by their dogs for the 
past three or four hours.

We didn’t join in driving the cat-
tle this morning.

Gustavo, the new ranch foreman, 
politely asked us if we would mind 
giving up our horse to one of the 
gauchos.

We weren’t sure whether Gustavo 
thought he was doing us a favor… 
whether he really needed the horse… 
or whether he was worried for our 
safety.

Last year, he saw us fall off our 
horse while trying to stop a runaway 
bull. He wouldn’t want to see his 
boss trampled; it would slow down 
the whole process.

Jorge Returns
After the cows arrived at the cor-

ral, the cowboys – Gustavo, Samuel, 
Pedro, and Natalio – dismounted.

Pablo took the place of his broth-
er José, whose wife, Sylvia, had to go 
back to the hospital for more tests. 
(She complained of a headache. And 
then, the right side of her body was 
paralyzed. It didn’t sound good, but 
we await the medicos’ diagnosis.)

We were all pleased to see Jorge 
drive up. He couldn’t resist the 

roundup. He had come to advise… 
but soon, he had his work clothes 
on and a large hypodermic needle in 
his hand. He is retired, but he took 
charge of the vaccinations nonethe-
less.

Everyone had his job to do, in-
cluding your editor.

The young boys – changos, Sam-
uel and Pablo – whirled their lassoes 
over the heads and yelled at the cat-
tle… wading into the herd to drive 
them into the entrance to the manga.

The manga is a long funnel, built 
of high stone walls, where the cat-
tle are compressed into a single 

file. This leads to the wooden chute, 
where a number of doors and yokes 
allow the cowboys to go to work on 
the animals one by one.

The cows ran around trying to 
avoid the entrance to the manga; 
they must have known that they 
wouldn’t like it when they got in.

A cloud of dust rose over the cor-
ral. And gradually, by groups of three 
or four, the animals went where they 
were supposed to go.

Then, the changos closed the gates, 
mounted onto the stone walls, and 
walked along the top, poking the cattle 
with long sticks to force them forward.

The Herd First Appeared as a Cloud of Dust…
April 28, 2016

Pablo – a “chango” – lasso in hand
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Samuel even had an electric cattle 
prod – the first one we’ve seen at the 
ranch.

When, finally, they got into the 
wooden chute, the gates were closed 
in front of them and behind them. The 
cows locked in place, Jorge adminis-
tered a shot of anti-parasite vaccine.

Geraldo (not one of our crew, but 
a man authorized by the government 
to oversee vaccinations) gave them 
an extra shot against brucellosis.

Gustavo wrestled with the calves, 
putting a piece of yellow plastic in 
their noses to prevent them from 
nursing from their mothers. Then he 
cut off the ends of some of the tails, 
which he must have judged either 
unaesthetic or unhealthy.  

We operated one of the gates… 
responding to the calls from Jorge 
– arriba or abajo (up or down) – de-
pending on which direction they 
were to be sent.

The ones that went abajo would 
be sent back into the big valley 
they came from. The others would 
be marched up to the high valley at 
Compuel. We did not understand the 
selection process, but there was no 
time to discuss it.

Dust, Noise, and Action
Opening and closing the gate 

would seem to be the easiest job 
around, but we soon realized that it 
came with its own responsibilities, 
dangers, and challenges.

“Close the gate,” Jorge would 
yell… giving us only a second or two 
to react.

Sometimes, it was too late. Once a 
cow – or worse, a bull – had his head 
past the gate, it was impossible to stop 
him. And now and then, a cow would 
be driven mad by the experience.

One, with horns, leapt at us from 
in front of the gate, trying to get over 
the wall and out of the manga. We 

Jorge (in the foreground) overseas the vaccinations

Your editor (stick in hand) at the gate of the “manga”
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jumped back in time to avoid being 
gored…  but we stayed on our toes 
the rest of the day.

The whole scene was one of dust, 
noise, and action. The cowboys 
whipped, prodded, and lassoed – all 
the while yelling threats or encour-
agement to the cows.

The older gauchos delivered their 
medicine and made their judgments… 

always calling to one another over the 
mooing cattle and the general hulla-
baloo.

Occasionally, a calf would get tram-
pled in the manga. The larger animals – 
including huge bulls – would walk over 
the poor little calf, leaving it for dead 
on the ground. Sometimes, the calves 
get trampled to death. But yesterday, 
both of the victims soon revived.

Each time, Gustavo jumped down 
to the ground, grabbed its head and 
held it up. Jorge was fast behind him. 
Needle in hand, he gave the calf a 
shot. Within a few seconds, the calf 
seemed to come back to its senses and 
struggle to its feet.

When the sun set, we had finished 
the work – processing 195 cows and 
83 calves.
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“You want to be able to keep the 
ranch going? Keep the employees on 
the job.

“With a place like this, the only 
way to do it may be tourism. It’s very 
picturesque. It may the only thing 
that really works.”

Speaking was a young woman 
who works in the hospitality indus-
try. Sent by a friend, she wanted to 
come to the ranch to see if it would 
interest tourists. A smart woman, 
she saw the situation clearly:

“You’re too high, too dry, too far 
from everything… and pardon me for 
saying so… but this place may only 
be of interest to tourists. For them, 
it’s wonderful.

“You’ve got miles and miles of 
mountains, gauchos, valleys, Indi-
an ruins, vineyards, rivers, cattle, 
sheep, guanaco, goats, llama… pic-
turesque homesteads… great people 
(we had not mentioned our war with 
the originarios, the natives claiming 
land rights).

“It may be hard on the cattle here, 
but sophisticated travelers will love 
it.”

Growing Losses
When we first saw the ranch – 

about 11 years ago – we were touring 
with a group of investors.

We judged it a bad investment. 
Nothing that has happened since has 
proved us wrong. It’s been 10 years 
since we bought it; we’ve lost money 
every year.

What worries us is that even after 
substantial investment in equipment 
and facilities, the losses are getting 
larger.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Eliz-

abeth, graciously. “You don’t spend 
money on anything else. You don’t 
have a boat or a plane. You don’t 
even own a car. This is your hobby. 
Enjoy it.”

But the air gets a little thinner 
each year. The mountains get a little 
steeper. And the saddles are a little 
farther from the ground. After each 
fall, it takes a little more to recover.

The time will come when we are 
too old to enjoy it. Then, what will 
happen? We will pass it on to our 
children. But they may be less able 
or less willing to support such an ex-
travagant hobby farm.

“We would much rather put it on 
a breakeven basis… so at least they 
are under no pressure to do anything 
with it.

“Tourism can work here; I’m al-
most sure of it,” was our visitor’s 
judgment.

Left for Dead
She came after another day of the 

roundup.
This time, the gauchos swept 

the campo adentro, the inside field, 
bringing about 300 more cows, bulls, 
and calves into the corral.

We worked all afternoon, run-
ning them through the manga (the 
long funnel, built of high stone walls 
where the cattle are compressed into 
a single file)… locking them in the 
chute… vaccinating them… cutting 
off tails… and other things.

It was hard work. But she was 
right; it was picturesque.

“Quick, open the gate!” Jorge 
yelled. “A calf is getting crushed.”

We rushed back to our post. We 
had been helping to put the yel-

low plastic in the calves’ noses (to 
prevent them from sucking at their 
mothers’ teats). We held onto their 
ears, trying to hold their heads in 
place, while Gustavo put in the 
dreaded plastic.

We opened the gate as fast we 
could. But the cows had gotten 
themselves locked in place, crowd-
ing against each other so tightly that 
none could move.

The gauchos knew what to do. 
Jose jumped into the manga and 
pulled on one of the cow’s tails. Gus-
tavo pulled at another’s head. Samu-
el raced over with the electric cattle 
prod to try to untangle them.

After a few minutes, the animal 
logjam was broken up… the cows ran 
off through the chute. And when the 
dust had cleared, we saw one calf, ly-
ing on its back… apparently dead.

Gustavo ran over to it. Within a 
few seconds, the calf surprised us. 
Its limp body suddenly sprang to life. 
The calf jumped to its feet… and ran 
to join the rest of the herd.

Charmed Life
The cowboys here are not at all 

sentimental about cows. But each 
one will sell for the 29 pesos a pound 
– about $2. Our average animal gets 
to about 120 pounds by the time we 
sell it.

You can see the problem as well 
as we can. If we sell 300 animals a 
year (our fertility rate is very low… 
thanks to drought, cold, condors, and 
pumas), that gives us total income of 
only $72,000.

Even down here, that’s not 
enough to pay the salaries of our five 
cowboys.

The End of the Road for the Ranch?
April 29, 2016

http://bonnerandpartners.com/revolution-on-the-ranch/
http://bonnerandpartners.com/revolution-on-the-ranch/
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After a charmed life in the finan-
cial publishing world, our life here 
shows us something important: If 
you want to make money, it helps to 
be in the right place at the right time.

The financial industry in the U.S. 
– of which we are a small part – has 
been good to us.

Ranching is another thing…
“What people want today is expe-

rience,” continued our travel expert.

“Authentic experiences. I’m 
talking about wealthy people. They’ve 
been to Paris and Rome. They can go 
wherever they want. They have a lot 
of money and not much time. You 
have to give them a real, unique ex-
perience. And that is something we 
can do here.

“And don’t worry, I’m not talking 
about mass tourism. That ruins a 
place in my opinion. I’m talking 

about bringing a very few, select 
groups here… more like friends of the 
family than customers… and giving 
them the experience of an authentic, 
traditional ranch in Northwest Ar-
gentina. It won’t be cheap, but they 
will love it.”

“You mean we can sell expensive 
travel packages to hedge fund manag-
ers and Washington lobbyists? “Keep 
talking,” we replied.
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“What happened to you?”
Elizabeth noticed that our left arm 

was covered with bruises and blood.
“I don’t know. It could have 

come from working with the cows… 
or from when I rode the horse into 
quicksand.”

By the time you read this, later 
today, we’ll be on our way back to 
civilization, or at least to France. We 
drive back to Salta… fly to Buenos 
Aires… and then to Paris.

This year, we could only spend 
a few short weeks at the ranch. Our 
visit was squeezed in between vari-
ous obligations – weddings, business 
meetings, and a college graduation.

But while we’re traveling, today 
and tomorrow, we’ll close the se-
ries on life at the ranch with a quick 
memoire of our last days.

Steer Clear of the Deep, 
Dark Sand

We rode out at dawn on Friday, 
accompanied by Jorge (our now-re-
tired ranch foreman) and Elizabeth. 
The temperature was below zero. But 
the sun was shining, with no wind.

As long as we were in the sun, we 
were warm enough. But as soon as 
we entered the canyon leading to the 
north, a glacial cold fell upon us.

Jorge and Elizabeth wisely wore 
heavy coats. We had just a couple of 
sweaters.

The purpose of this outing was to 
visit our closest neighbors – whose 
farm abuts ours on the northern side.

We had never seen their farm, nor 
the valley it is in. The reason for this 
ignorance is that a large mountain, 
El Colorado, stands between us. The 
only way to get there (other than 

driving for four hours) is on horse or 
on foot, following the river through 
the canyon cut by the river.

Our ranch has two rivers. Both are 
dry. So, this seemed like a good op-
portunity to follow the dry river bed 
through the canyon to the adjoining 

property, said to be about a three-
hour ride.

Jorge was to be our guide, by vir-
tue of the fact he had been there 45 
years ago and said he wanted to go 
with us.

We would ride over together. Then, 

Our Left Arm Was Covered With Bruises and Blood
May 2, 2016

The glacially cold canyon leading north. Photo credit: Elizabeth Bonner

Don Bill ready to ride. Photo credit: Elizabeth Bonner
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someone would meet us on the other 
side, in a truck, and take Jorge back 
to the city. We’d return to the ranch 
with the horses the way we came.

The ride through the canyon took 
about an hour.

We picked our way over rocks and 
around sand banks. Water appeared 
in the river as soon as we entered the 
canyon, a trickle at first, and later a 
full-flowing river about eight feet 
wide with about a foot of water.

This was the same river that was 
dry on our side of the mountain. The 
water must have gone underground 
on one side of our property and come 
up in the canyon.

That it should give us the slip like 
that hardly seemed fair, but there 
was no one to complain to.

On each side, red rocks rose hun-
dreds of feet… in some places, sharp 
pieces of rock bristled from the side 
of the hill… in other places, huge 
boulders were worn smooth by wind 
and water. Like clouds, you could see 
what you wanted in the extravagant 
shapes – castles, towers, caverns, 
ships, planes… icebergs of red rock.

It reminded us of the Canyon de 
Chelly in Arizona, but smaller, tighter, 
and shorter. In places, it might have 
been about 100 feet wide… in others, 
the horses had to go single file.

We followed the river. The horses’ 
iron shoes slipped and clipped on the 
stones… or splashed in the water. At 
one point, Jorge turned to point to a 
patch of dark, wet sand and motioned 
us to stay clear of it. We obeyed… but 
saw nothing different about it from 
the miles of wet sand we had rode 
over already.

Finally, the canyon walls became 
more like hills…. and the river en-
tered a large valley, with a dry ridge 
running down the middle and a much 
bigger mountain on the far side. It 
was watered by the confluence of two 
rivers, in addition to the one we fol-
lowed to get there. And where there 
is water, there are fields, pastures, 
and people.

Grapes, Walnuts, and 
Alfalfa

Our horses stepped over a toma, 
where the river was blocked so the 

water could be diverted into a large 
irrigation canal.

To the left was a dirt road, and a 
pick-up truck parked nearby, under 
an algarrobo tree.

Soon, we saw a field of grape-
vines. A little further on, another was 
planted with walnut trees.

There were adobe houses… some 
of them handsomely positioned in a 
grove of walnut trees or on the edge 
of a vineyard. A few fields appeared 
to be abandoned. They hadn’t been 
irrigated or planted. And there were 
several large, green fields of alfalfa.

Jorge’s eyes lit up. Green alfalfa!
Jorge is a cattleman. Alfalfa is to a 

cattlemen like an all-girls’ college is 
to a sex maniac; once he’s seen it he 
can’t get his mind off of it.

Our alfalfa at the ranch is drying 
up and turning brown. We are out 
of water, so we will have to buy big 
rolls of the stuff – at about $50 a roll 
– from a friend in Molinos, an hour 
and a half away.

We estimated that there were 
about 50 acres covered with alfalfa. 
That’s a lot of $50 bills.
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The two valleys, ours and this 
one, are side by side, separated only 
by the aforementioned El Colorado 
mountain.

But they are very different.
Ours looks like what it is – a high, 

dry, semi-desert cattle ranch. It is 
big and majestic. But it is cold and 
windy, too.

This valley was as big as ours but 
not majestic… and there was no sign 
of any cattle. It was more like our lit-
tle valley, where we have our grapes.

The difference is water. They have 
water all year round; we don’t. They 
could use their water to produce 
high-value crops – anise, onions, pi-
miento, grapes, walnuts, and quinoa.

In comparison, our business strat-
egy is modest… and marginal. We 
hope we get enough rain in Decem-
ber and January so the cows don’t die 
before the following rainy season, 11 
months later.

Cattle ranching up here was al-
ways a chancy business.

We passed a few people working 
in a field, separating corn from the 
stalks.

They were working, but without 
much conviction. They seemed soft-
er and rounder than the people from 
our ranch.

Our people are harder and tough-
er. They have to be. They live in ado-
be houses without heat… even when 
the temperatures drop as low as zero 
degrees Fahrenheit.

The Edge of Civilization
On Saturday, we visited Felix and 

Eleena.
The couple lives on a tiny plateau 

up in the valley above our vineyard… 

about two hours by horse.
Felix is 80. Eleena claims to be 74. 

But the deep crevices in her face sug-
gest she could be 100.

The two of them live where Elee-
na was born… and except for their 
battery-powered radio, their lives 
have scarcely changed.

They have cattle, goats, and sheep 
up in the mountains. At their little 
homestead, they have just enough 
water to keep an orchard and a gar-
den. They never see a doctor. They’ve 
never been sick. And they’ve nev-
er watched TV or lived in a heated 
house.

Our people garrison the furthest 
reaches of civilized life. Beyond 
the ranch, out to the West, there is 
nothing but the high grasslands of 
the puna – where the air is so thin… 
the water so scarce… and the tem-
peratures so low… that humans can 
barely survive.

Driving across it – from the Ata-
cama Desert – from Chile, travelers 
are advised to take some oxygen with 
them, for example.

But here, even octogenarians, 
such as Felix and Eleena, range over 
the mountains like wild goats. They 
have no need for oxygen… and no 
use for the things people in the rest 
of the world take for granted.

Maybe there is some equilibrium 
in nature. Maybe those who live in 
such difficult circumstances all their 
lives find Heaven particularly pleas-
ing. Even the evil ones among them 
are happy to go to Hell; at least they 
get a chance to warm up.

Returning to our visit to the 
neighboring valley…

Hidden Eden
When we finally got to our des-

tination, three and a half hours had 
passed since we entered the canyon. 

Our Last Days at the Ranch
May 3, 2016

Bill visits with Felix and Eleena Photo credit: Elizabeth Bonner
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Now, it was midday. And we had been 
invited for lunch.

Our hosts were a Swiss couple who 
had bought a small farm at the foot of 
El Colorado, where it bumped into the 
next mountain in the sierra, Durazno.

They had discovered a micro-
climate, where water from the two 
mountains gushed down into their 
irrigation ditches, even while it was 
bone dry on the other side – our side.

There was green grass everywhere 
and fruit trees… bushes… grape 
vines. It was a paradise… an Eden of 
greenery and sun.

We watered our horses in an ir-
rigation ditch and then put them to 
pasture in a small field. The couple 
had decided to make biodynam-
ic wine. (They use organic methods 
with some esoteric twists thrown in.)

They had no tractor. And used no 
chemicals. Instead, they cultivated 
behind a draft horse – a Percheron 
– and were forever at war with ants 
and other pests.

They had no electricity at their 
house. They used only candles. But 
the house had a modern, Swiss look 
– small, efficient, and very pleasant.

It must cost almost nothing to 
live there, but it was as comfortable, 
and as charming, as any house we 
had ever seen.

They had prepared an asado – an 
Argentine barbecue – and proposed 
their own wine as a lunchtime liba-
tion. Everything was delicious.

We were enjoying the friendly 
discussion with Jorge and the Swiss 
couple when Jorge nervously looked 
at his watch.

“We have to get going,” he warned. 
“Night is coming.”

Return of  
the Originarios

Word had gotten out that we were 
in the valley…

People are friendly in this part of 
Argentina. The distances are vast. 
But the community is small. So, peo-
ple take advantage of opportuni-
ties as they present themselves. If a 
neighbor is near, he is invited to visit.

As near as we can make out, the 
valley has three major farms of about 
30,000 acres each, plus the Swiss 
couple’s little jewel of about 50 acres. 
Two of the other property owners 
asked us to stop by before we left.

One is a charming and energetic 
man from Buenos Aires. We had met 
him briefly at the airport in Salta (the 
closest city).

He taught at The Wharton School 
in Pennsylvania and now travels 
widely as a business consultant.

He bought the farm almost by ac-
cident – at a tax sale. His idea was 
simply to sell it later, when the mar-
ket improved. But the more often he 
visited, the more he liked it. Now, 
he is hooked… like us and the Swiss 
couple.

He’s planted about 70 acres with 
grapes, which seems to the rest of us 
a bold and ambitious move. The wine 
business is a tough business, too.

Another neighbor, Raul, who 

makes our wine, happened to be vis-
iting at the same time. He gave us an 
update:

“The war with the originarios isn’t 
over,” Raul reported. “It has calmed 
down. But it is not over.”

Raul reported that activists from 
all over the province had invaded his 
farm and claimed it as their own. He 
called the police, who set up a road 
block outside the farm entrance to 
prevent any further trespass.

The police stayed on the job for 
six weeks. Raul took the ringleaders 
to court for illegal trespass; nothing 
further has happened.

Strange Territory
The sun was already dropping low 

in the sky by the time we got back in 
the saddle.

Jorge, now even more eager to see 
us get underway, bid us farewell, re-
minding us not to forget to take the 
right fork when the river split in two, 
on our way back to the ranch. He was 
worried that we wouldn’t be able to 
find our way back in the dark.

The river to the left, by the way, 
leads to an enormous property called 
Jasimana.

The right fork of the river Photo credit: Elizabeth Bonner
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It is a place we’ve heard about of-
ten; it adjoins our ranch on the south 
side.

The property is about 3 million 
acres. From time to time, you see it 
advertised for sale for as little as $1 
million, the seller hoping to put one 
over on a gullible foreigner.

But Jasimana has no real own-
er. It is a strange territory, where 
thousands of squatters, originarios, 
traditional farmers, and small land-
holders have lived, unmolested by 
the outside world, for hundreds of 
years.

For generations, no owner has 
managed to exercise dominion over 
the property; anyone who tried to do 
so now would most likely face un-
pleasant consequences.

“Don’t worry about it,” we told 
Jorge. “Nothing can go wrong. I know 
where we’re going. We’ll just go 
slowly.”

But something always goes wrong.
It was already about six o’clock in 

the evening. We would have to ride 
for two hours up the riverbed; that 
part should be easy. Then we would 

enter the canyon after dark; that part 
wouldn’t be so easy.

Still, horses can see better at night 
than we can. And the local people of-
ten travel by the light of the moon.

Except there was no moon. Not 
yet, at least. Just stars.

We entered the canyon gingerly. 
We were eager to get to the other side 
and nervous about riding through 
unknown country in the dark.

We had been in it only about 20 
minutes… Everything was going well. 
Maybe the horses really could see in 
the dark. Maybe God looks after mid-
night riders, as well as drunks and 
half-wits. Maybe the next U.S. pres-
ident won’t make a worse mess of 
things. Maybe the Fed won’t cause a 
financial disaster. And maybe grow-
ing old won’t be so bad.

Then, our horse suddenly plunged 
into quicksand.

It was the same place Jorge had 
warned us about the day before. But 
coming from the other direction, in 
the dark, we hadn’t recognized it.

We have little pools of quicksand 
on our side of the mountain, too. The 

cows and the horses know where it is 
and avoid it.

Still, sometimes, a cow will sink 
in… fight against it… and die from 
cold and exhaustion. We’ll find it 
days later, dead in the mud.

Our horse sank in to its belly. It 
panicked, pitching its rider onto the 
rocks. Everything happened so fast. 
It must have gotten a foothold on 
something. It freed itself and was 
back on solid ground before we had 
time to stand up.

“Are you okay?” asked Elizabeth.
“I hope so,” we replied.
In fact, we got a little banged up. 

But nothing serious. We got back on 
El Bayo – one of the mischievous 
horses we’d caught eating our flow-
ers last week – and continued on 
through the canyon.

Once on the other side, the coun-
tryside opened up. We were able to 
pick up a little speed, now on the dry 
riverbed… until about a half-hour 
later, we saw a light.

It was Carlos’ house on the edge 
of our own vineyard. We were “home” 
again.

http://bonnerandpartners.com/is-this-making-kids-dumb/
http://bonnerandpartners.com/is-this-making-kids-dumb/
http://bonnerandpartners.com/is-this-making-kids-dumb/
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Let us return to the mountains of 
Northwest Argentina… where several 
dear readers have sided with the orig-
inarios. One French reader:

I hope they will win // maybe 
you can give them half of your 
sandy ranch and everybody will 
be happy… You say the “law” is 
on your side. But you know the 
law is always on the side of the 
rich. 
You should just give them all your 

RANCH…
Several noted that they thought it 

was “greedy” of us to try to hold onto 
the land we paid for. None, however, 
volunteered to return his own land 
to the Cheyenne, the Chippewa, or 
the Cherokee originarios of North 
America.

But wait. We’re all originarios…
More than 100 years after the Na-

tive Americans of the Calchaqui Val-
ley had been dispossessed, the Scots 
were losing their land to the English. 
Our family got its start in America 
when Seamus McCeney was captured 
at the Battle of Culloden… shipped to 
the New World… and sold into inden-
tured servitude on Kent Island, in the 
Chesapeake Bay.  What happened to 
his ancestral land in Scotland?

But  reader sentiment was about 
evenly split. Half thought we were 
evil. The other half thought we were 
just dumb. We’re not sure ourselves…

“Yeah, Dad,” added one of our 
own children. “You should just give it 
to them. Ha ha… It would be better 
for us if you stopped spending your 
money down there.”

Looking at it selfishly, this is a bat-
tle that his father would be better off 
losing. As it is, he has the privilege 
of paying seven salaries… property 
taxes… equipment, fuel, and mainte-
nance… with almost no hope of ever 
turning a profit.

The originarios are trying to drive 
him off. If he had any sense, he would 
raise the white flag.

It would serve them right.

Welfare Programs Never 
Work

And now this update from our 
lawyer:

The activists were paid by 
the government to cause trou-
ble. They don’t really want the 
land. They’ve already got plen-
ty of land. And what would they 
do with it? They’ve already got 
thousands of mountain cattle 
and goats that they can’t sell. 
This is just a political shakedown. 

The originarios barricaded the 
road to [the upper pasture]. They 
claim we abandoned the land. 
They have some sort of govern-
ment decree signed by a guy who 
worked for the Kirchner gov-
ernment. They say it gives them 
the right to the pasture. But it 
was signed a month after he was 
fired. Very strange. And we just 
took the cows off the pasture 
two months ago. Because of the 
drought, there was nothing for 
them to eat. 

We’re getting to the bottom 

of it… but it’s taking time. The 
important thing is that the new 
government isn’t supporting 
these activists anymore.

“Dad…” a canny son continues, 
“you know welfare programs don’t 
work. But that’s what you’ve got 
there… a private welfare program.

“You improved the church. You 
bought miles of pipe so they could 
have running water in their houses. 
You bought that backhoe and two 
tractors and other equipment. You 
fixed the roads. You give out schol-
arships. You pay those salaries, even 
though you don’t really need that 
many workers. You lose money every 
year…

“You claim to be ranching, but 
you’re really just redistributing mon-
ey. From us to them. The whole thing 
is absurd. You charge them rent – a 
couple goats and a skinny cow. Then, 
you can’t do anything with the an-
imals… so you allow them to give 
you a few pesos instead. After infla-
tion, you get about 70 cents a year, 
total, for a house and a farm. And if 
they don’t pay, you can’t do anything 
about it anyway.

“And now, instead of thank-
ing you… they rebel against you. 
But what do you expect? Welfare 
programs never work. Give people 
something for nothing and they hate 
you because you make them feel in-
ferior.”

Maybe he’s right. We’re going back 
to Scotland! At least, there’s water 
there.

Time to Raise the White Flag at Gualfin?
May 25, 2016
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On Sunday, we received an update 
on our problems in Argentina.

You will recall that the ranch 
was invaded by originarios – locals 
who claim to be descended from the 
original inhabitants of the area.

They believe they have a claim to 
the land that transcends settled prin-
ciples of property law.

Our man on the scene reported in:

Good fortune! As soon as the 
trouble started, we called the 
police. They prevented any real 
violence (but one of our men 
got a little too aggressive with 
the originarios).

Then we took the ringleaders 
to court. We charged them with 
criminal trespass. Last week, the 
court issued its verdict – an in-
junction against them.

The originarios are prohibited 
from interfering in any way with 
our operation of the farm. They 
can’t block our roads or use our 

fields. If they give us any trouble 
now, the court will come down on 
them hard.

And the best thing is that now 
that the government has changed 
[Argentina voted in a new presi-
dent last year] their funding is 
getting cut off. They were getting 
money to promote “indigenous 
rights.”

At least, that was the idea. But 
an audit found that they were 
stealing the money. Millions of 
dollars went missing from their 
accounts. We don’t really know, 
but I’m hoping they are out of 
money.

Meanwhile, our cattle are starving. 
In context, the fight with the origi-
narios seems irrelevant.

The economics of farming in the 
area have changed. The ranch isn’t 
sustainable for any of us – neither 
your editor nor the people trying to 
take it away from him.

Consumers in Northwest Argenti-
na used to buy our tough, lean beef. 
Now, they get meat shipped up in re-
frigerated trucks from the Pampas.

And now, with a drought in the 
area, our cattle can barely survive, let 
alone put on tender weight.

We asked our former ranch man-
ager, Jorge, to check out the neigh-
boring ranch. It is for sale at about 
$40 an acre.

The idea was that we could drive 
our cattle through the pass, and keep 
them there during the winter, to get 
them through the dry season.

But Jorge reported in last week, 
too. He said that there were only 
about 140 acres with access to wa-
ter… and the water dried up in the 
wintertime.

“It’s not worth fooling with,” he 
advised.

“Hay un problema. Pero no hay 
una solución,” said Jorge, smiling.

It’s not the only problem without 
a solution…

Violence at the Ranch
July 26, 2016

http://www.bonnerandpartners.com/time-to-raise-the-white-flag-at-gualfin/
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We folded a soft, thick, llama-wool 
blanket and laid it on the bottom 
sheet.

Then we put down the top sheet… 
along with a modern, spun-wool 
blanket… added a beige wool cover-
let… another Arctic blanket on top of 
that… and still another blanket over 
the lot of them.

Just to be sure, we then spread 
a heavy, tightly woven llama-wool 
poncho over the bed.

And we kept our socks on. Then we 
crawled under the pile for a night’s 
sleep.

“Trouble…  
Lots of Trouble”

The temperature was falling to 
near-freezing when we arrived at the 
ranch last night.

The stars were bright; the sky was 
clear. Before the night was over, wa-
ter – if there was any in the area – 
would start to freeze.

Gustavo, the ranch manager, and 
his wife, Gabriella… along with their 
boy, Augustin… came to greet us. 
Then they quickly made their way 
back to the warmth of their house.

Our house is unheated. So, we ate 
a chilly dinner, prepared by Marta, 
who comes down from the moun-

tains when we visit.
Marta, wearing a ski hat and a 

winter coat, served us some meat 
with an egg on it. Then she gave us 
the lowdown – in telegraphic form – 
on what had happened since we were 
last here.

“Trouble… lots of trouble. 
The originarios [the local indigenous 
people claiming title to our ranch]. 
The police came several times. Sam-
uel got into a couple fights. Now, I 
don’t know what’s going on.”

After brief enquiries – “How’s 
your family?” – we took our leave and 
quickly got under the covers.

In the night, we considered our 
situation…

“It’s Not Violent… Yet”
“It’s not violent up there. Not yet 

anyway.”
Our lawyer filled us in before we 

left the airport.
“Up in the north, property owners 

can’t even go onto their farms; it’s 
gotten so bad. It’s like a war.”

That’s why your editor is here… in 
the dead of winter.

“I had a meeting with the other 
owners in the area,” continued our 
representative.

“We’re trying to figure out the best 

way to handle this. Most of us think 
it’s best to remain calm… to keep 
talking to the government and to the 
originarios.

“We’re trying to keep it cordial. 
But your neighbor [about 45 minutes 
away] doesn’t want to talk. He is go-
ing to fight. He’s suing the originari-
os… the ‘Diaguita Community,’ which 
is what they are calling themselves… 
and the government, too.

“He says if anyone is an originar-
io it should be him. He and his fam-
ily have been there for hundreds of 
years. He’s a direct descendent of the 
Isasmendi family, which got the orig-
inal Spanish land grant.”

“I guess it’s hard to remain cor-
dial,” we replied, “with people who 
are trying to take away something 
that has been in the family for 300 
years.

“Besides, he may be right. The 
government is not going to help us. 
They’re just going to try to get us 
to go along with a settlement that 
makes them look like heroes to the 
local people.

“And it won’t cost them anything. 
They’ll be giving away land – my 
land. They’re not going care about 
me. I’m a foreigner. I’m just one per-
son. I don’t even vote here.”

The “Originario War” on  
Our Ranch Takes a New Turn
August 30, 2016
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It snowed a little this morning… 
just a few light flakes.

We lit a fire in the woodstove in 
our office and put on a pot of coffee.

For a moment, it seemed calm and 
pleasant.

Then the ranch foreman came to 
give his report…

Gustavo is a nice, thoughtful fel-
low. He aims to do his best. But he, 
like your editor, is completely out of 
his element in politics.

To make matters worse, he is too 
young and too new to the job to have 
much authority with the local people.

Gustavo is Jorge’s replacement. 
Jorge knew everyone. Everyone re-
spected his judgement. He and his 
wife, Maria, made the ranch work.

But Jorge retired, after a lifetime 
of running the ranch.

And once Jorge was out of the way 
(he moved to the city to be closer to 
his children), the trouble began.

“Tell me what happened,” we told 
Gustavo.

“I was completely surprised. 
About a week after you left, I got up 
in the morning and got ready to go to 
work. We were going to move some 
cattle up to Compuel [a high pasture]. 
But a group of people showed up. 
They gathered in front of my house. 
They said the land up there belonged 
to them and that we couldn’t take 
our cattle there.

“I tried to talk to them, but they 
wouldn’t listen. I used the radio to call 
the city. I asked them to send the police.

“Then they moved their animals 
onto the field in front of the secret 
garden where we keep our bulls. And 
they put a gate on our road with a 
lock on it so we couldn’t pass.

“Samuel [one of our ranch hands] 
knocked down their gate and got in 
a fight with one of them. But I didn’t 
think that was a good idea. I tried to 
calm the situation.

“It is very difficult for me. Their 
ringleader is like a brother to me.”

“It’s Like They  
Wanted War”

“It’s like they wanted a war,” Gus-
tavo continued. 

“They meet at night at one of the 
houses near the school and figure out 
their next move. I think they’re trying to 
goad us into doing something stupid.”

The “Originario War” has divided 
families. As you would expect, those 
who work for the ranch are against 
the originarios – the local indigenous 
people claiming title to our land.

Others aren’t so sure which side 
to take. Brothers, sisters, aunts, and 
uncles – they are forced to choose 
between kin and cause.

“You know old Francisco, Samu-
el’s father, died last week,” Gustavo 
went on.

“I think they didn’t look after him 
properly. He sided with us. But his 
wife and the rest of the family sided 
with the originarios.”

Francisco was an old man. And he 
was blind.

“He got sick. And it was very cold. 
Either they weren’t paying attention 
or they just didn’t care about him.”

Which leads us to:
A “Short Treatise on Government 

in the Context of the Originario War.”

“I Am the State”
“I am the state,” said Louis XIV, 

who ruled France for 72 years.

Louis, for all his big talk, could do 
nothing without the support of thou-
sands of apparatchiks, fixers, and 
functionaries… not to mention his 
bone-breakers and executioners. 

At any moment, his entourage could 
have cut him down… his army could 
have turned against him… or the plain 
people could have revolted and upset 
the whole apple cart.

Napoleon was able to conquer 10 
times as much territory as Louis IX.

Louis had subjects; they grudgingly 
went off to fight their monarch’s bat-
tles.

Napoleon had citizens who were 
willing to sacrifice lives and property 
for La Patrie.  

Participatory democracy draws 
almost everyone into the spectacle. 
(Here in Argentina, for example, vot-
ing is compulsory, if you want to re-
ceive welfare and other benefits.) But 
95% of the participants are what Lenin 
called “useful idiots.”

Either they have no idea what is 
going on. Or like trustees in a concen-
tration camp, they keep each other in 
line, and hope to get an extra crust.

Naturally, sensible and honest men 
“everywhere and always” despise gov-
ernment.

They have contempt for democratic 
politics, too.

They know is it nothing but manip-
ulation and grandstanding – a sad, but 
greatly entertaining, spectacle of moun-
tebanks and scoundrels, each pretend-
ing to be less bad than the other.

Nevertheless, it was to the govern-
ment we turned to protect our ranch 
when the originarios invaded. Cynical 
readers may detect a whiff of hypocrisy

We deny it. 

“I Was Completely Surprised”
August 31, 2016

http://bonnerandpartners.com/a-visit-to-our-old-faithful-ranch-manager-jorge/
http://bonnerandpartners.com/a-visit-to-our-old-faithful-ranch-manager-jorge/
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Here in Gualfin, we have poor 
people who live in the mountains – 
mostly subsistence farmers who also 
get checks from the government.

We have a middle class, too – peo-
ple who work for the ranch and get 
a salary.

And there is a very small class of 
rich people – your editor, the guy 
who was dim enough to buy the 
ranch imagining how happy every-
one would be to see him try to im-
prove it.

For the middle class, the route 
forward is simple. A day laborer 
hopes to get full-time employment. 
Then his earnings rise as he gains ex-
perience.

If he learns to drive the tractor or 
the backhoe, for example, he gets a 
pay increase. If he is ambitious, he 
can hope to become the capataz, the 
foreman, who gets a fairly modern 
house (by local standards) as well as 
greater pay.

But for the poor, there is no way 
to make headway. A young man not 
employed by the ranch typically 
leaves; there is nothing else for him 
to do.

Then he has to master the rig-
ors of the modern workaday world… 
with its unfamiliar codes and daunt-
ing challenges.

So, when political activists come 
on the scene and get him to under-
stand that he may be able to get 
ahead in a simpler, faster way, he is 
all ears.

He won’t have to learn new skills, 
they tell him. He won’t have to move 
to the city. He won’t have to provide 
goods or services to demanding cus-
tomers. Instead, he will be able to 

live in a “traditional way” on land 
that belongs to his “tribe”…

…and he can count on the gov-
ernment to support him.

Originario Scam
The originario hustle can be lik-

ened to the Black Lives Matter move-
ment in the U.S.

Black Lives Matter demands rep-
arations and free college educations 
for descendants of the slaves and a 
guaranteed income for everyone.

Originarios demand land and 
handouts for the descendants of the 
indigenous tribes. Both movements 

are fundamentally race-based, polit-
ical, and larcenous… not voluntary, 
universal, and civilized.

“You are so naïve,” said an en-
gineer who came to check on our 
grapes and oversee the pruning.

“You don’t really understand any-
thing. This whole originario thing is a 
scam. They call themselves the ‘Dia-
guita Community,’ but no one knows 
if they have any real connection to 
the Diaguita people that once lived 
here.

“And they say they want to live 
in a traditional way on their land. 
But it’s nonsense. They want pickup 

Government Checks
September 2, 2016

Bone dry at Gualfin
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trucks and television, just like every-
one else.

“The originario thing is just a way 
for the organizers to get money. The 
local people are pawns. They don’t 
know what’s going on.

“You think you’re going to go to 
them and explain the situation. You 
think you can tell them why it is a 
bad idea… and why they would be 
better off in the modern economy.

“Well, of course they would be 
better off. If this succeeds, they’ll be 
condemned to live hard lives with 
just enough from the government 

to get by. The government will say 
they are living in a ‘traditional way,’ 
but you’ve seen what that means. No 
heat. No running water. No educa-
tion. It’s terrible.”

“The best thing that could hap-
pen – for them – would be for you 
to go to the ringleaders and make 
a deal. You give them some money. 
And they back off.

“Look what happened at [a neigh-
boring ranch that was seized by the 
government and given to the origi-
narios]. It was all an inside deal.

“The originarios made noise. And 

the owner of the land had a good 
contact with the government. He was 
paid by the government for the land… 
far more than it was really worth.

“Everybody came out ahead, ex-
cept the originarios. The politicians 
gave the land to the originarios and 
won some votes. The landowner got 
his money. But the originarios now 
live in a state of perpetual poverty. 
No one wants to invest in their com-
munity because they don’t respect 
property rights.

“Taxpayers got hosed, too… and 
they didn’t even know it.”
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It was 14°F (-10°C) yesterday 
morning. The water pipes had burst. 
A light snow fell.

We said goodbye to Marta, our 
cook, Gustavo, the ranch foreman, 
Gabriella, his wife, and the ranch 
hands, Pablo, Natalio, José, and Sam-
uel.

Then we drove through the main 
gate and out across the dry riverbed.

After a few minutes, we noticed 
an attractive young woman, stoutly 
bundled up against the cold, walking 
along with two unsaddled horses be-
hind her.

We stopped to say hello and dis-
covered that it was Nicanora, Mar-
ta’s sister. She smiled, as she always 
does, and greeted us with a kiss on 
the cheek.

“What are you doing?” we asked.
“I’m bringing the horses so Marta 

and I can ride back to papa’s place.”
In the pickup, we had the heat turned 

up full blast. Our 22-year-old son, Ed-
ward, accompanied us on the trip.

“Imagine riding a horse for five 
hours in this glacial cold to reach an 
unheated house,” he said. “It’s unbe-
lievable. I almost froze just getting 
out to open the gate.”

But Nicanora doesn’t seem to no-
tice; she wasn’t even wearing gloves.

For her, it was routine… and she 
went about it with grace and charm.

Rock and Hard Place
Continuing on our way, up to the 

pass at the Cuesta del Obispo, we 
found a winter wonderland. You can 
see it in these photos we took.

We would have felt better about 
leaving if we had left the ranch in 
good order.

But it was not.
As the week developed, so did 

our awareness of the problems we 
faced… and what little we could do to 
solve them.

“Some problems don’t have solu-
tions,” our old ranch foreman Jorge 
had told us.

The ranch is caught between two 
problems – one economic, the oth-
er political. Neither seems to have a 
solution.

On the one side is the “rock”: the 
ranch itself… so high, so dry, and so 
difficult to work that it can’t pay for 
itself.

Each year, we take a loss, telling 
ourselves that the extra investment 
will bring us closer to breakeven. And 
each year, we get further from it.

The biggest cost is the workers’ 
salaries. They earn little compared 
with Americans. But they are also 
much less productive.

As we left, for example, the crew 
was on its way to the vineyard to prune 
the grapevines. Pedro, one of our gau-
chos, explained how it worked…

“I get up at 4 a.m. I have to make 
a fire on the foguero [a raised hearth] 
to cook my breakfast. I get dressed 
and pack a lunch. It is still dark when 

Goodbye to the Ranch
September 6, 2016

The road to Salta
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I start walking to the sala [the ranch 
headquarters and our home here; he 
walks because there is no road from 
his house].

“It takes me an hour and a half of 
walking to get there. Then we get our 
tools together and fill up the truck so 
we’re ready to head over to the vine-
yard at about 8 a.m. It takes about 45 
minutes to drive there… and another 
15 minutes to get ourselves sorted out. 
We start work at 9 a.m., trying to keep 
our fingers from stiffening up in the 
cold so we can still do the pruning.”

Pedro was not complaining. He 
was just illustrating what life at the 
ranch was like… and demonstrating 
why it is so hard to make any money 
there. The simplest task – changing a 
tire, checking the grapes, vaccinating 
the cattle – is complicated by dis-
tance and the harsh weather.

“You are always going to lose 
money on the ranch,” explained our 
lawyer in a final meeting before we 
headed off to Buenos Aires.

“But you don’t have to lose so 
much. Just fire some of the workers.”

Everyone’s Loss
This brings us to the other of our 

two big problems: the “hard place” of 
politics.

Even with all the advantages of 
capital, machinery, engineers, Goo-
gle, the various experts advising us 
– not to mention our abundant ex-
perience in providing unwanted eco-
nomic commentary – we can’t come 
close to breakeven on this ranch.

But that doesn’t stop the originar-
ios – the local indigenous people who 
are claiming title to our land – from 
wanting to take it from us.

What benefit they will get from it 
has yet to be explained. But our law-
yer shed more light on the situation:

“It’s politics. It’s not economics. 
You can’t make the ranch profitable. 
Nobody can. And least of all, the orig-
inarios.

“They have no money. They have 
no expertise. Many of them can’t even 
read. They have no machines. They 
don’t know how to drive. All they 
could possibly do would be to live 
there in poverty, just as they do now.

“If you leave, it will be a loss for 
everyone. But the ringleaders don’t 
care. They will score a victory. They 
hope to get more money from the 
government for their new ‘Diaguita 

Community’ [the name the originar-
io agitators have given themselves]. 
They don’t care what happens to the 
people there. They don’t even live 
there.

“But time is on your side. These 
movements are losing ground ev-
erywhere in South America. People 
are beginning to realize how disas-
trous they are. Land prices collapse. 
Nobody wants to invest. People with 
skills and capital leave. It’s a night-
mare.

“Probably the biggest nightmare 
is Venezuela. Do you know it has 
collected about $1 trillion in oil rev-
enues over the last 10 years? But de-
spite all that money, the people have 
no food, no medicine, no nothing. 
And that guy who runs it, Maduro, is 
a total fruitcake. He says the former 
president, Hugo Chávez, who’s been 
dead for three years, speaks to him 
through a bird.

“Up at your ranch, you have no oil. 
No rich farmland. No water. No sug-
arcane. No factories. You don’t have 
anything. If these guys could make a 
mess of one of the richest countries 
in the world, imagine what they’re 
going to do to your ranch.”
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The Battle for Gualfin has settled 
down.

As you will recall, some of the lo-
cals challenged our land title. They 
blocked our road. We called the po-
lice to re-establish order.

We bought the land from the pre-
vious owner… who had held it for 
about 60 years after buying it from 
the owner before him. For 300 years, 
the chain of title was unbroken.

But the originarios – the local in-
digenous people claiming title to 
our ranch – say it ought to be theirs, 
invoking some indigenous property 
rights that have never been clarified.

In broad theory, if their claim were 
accepted, all of America – north and 
south – would have to go back to the 
descendants of the natives who were 
there when Christopher Columbus 
arrived.

But now… both sides in the strug-
gle have something more immediate 

and more dangerous to worry about: 
a common enemy more unforgiving 
than either the leftist originarios who 
want to take the land by political 
force or its legal owner, your editor, 
who – perhaps against his own inter-
ests – struggles to hold on to it.

Our mutual enemy is drought.

Bovine Holocaust
Last year, the ranch got only about 

2.3 inches of rain.
This year, so far, we have gotten 

about 4 inches. And the rainy sea-
son is over. There is little likelihood 
of any further rain in the Calchaquí 
Valleys this year.

Cometh this word from our law-
yer:

It’s not just us. The whole 
valley is nearly a disaster zone. 
We’re barely able to water the 
grapes. The wine will be good. 

[The quality tends to vary in-
versely with the amount of wa-
ter available to the grapes… 
to a point.] But there won’t be 
much of it. And there is just not 
enough rain to sustain the cattle 
anywhere. We’ve already taken 
most of our cattle down lower in 
the valley where there was more 
grass. But even that is giving out. 
I don’t know what we will do for 
the rest of the year.

The last major drought hit more 
than 30 years ago. Then, with no-
where to take the cows and no way to 
get them there, more than 2,000 head 
died on our ranch.

Now we seem to be approaching 
another bovine holocaust.

We are headed down there at the 
end of next month. In the mean-
time, ojalá que llueva – we hope to 
God for a freak rainstorm.

A More Terrifying Enemy 
on Our Ranch in Argentina
February 22, 2017

http://bonnerandpartners.com/revolution-on-the-ranch/


The Bonner-Denning Letter

91

It took us 24 hours to get here…
…during which time your edi-

tor drove 350 miles (mostly on dirt 
roads)… got stuck in the desert… 
took a long walk by starlight… and 
was wanted by the police…

We will tell the story as it hap-
pened…

March or Die
There is a certain romance to 

walking along in the dark.
But Elizabeth and I had already 

been hiking for an hour and a half… 
and the romance had been dropped 
in a rut.

So deep were the crevasses, and 
so many rocks were in the road, that 
we held hands to avoid falling in one, 
too.

We knew that if either of us twist-
ed an ankle or broke a leg, he would 
be left for dead.

“March or Die,” we reminded Eliz-
abeth of the motto of the French For-
eign Legion, which seemed appropri-
ate under the circumstances.

Behind us was the truck, immobi-
lized in deep sand. In front of us was 
the 25 miles we estimated that stood 
between us and our destination… al-
most all of it uphill.

“At least there is enough light to 
see the road,” said Elizabeth.

She was looking at the half-full 
part of the glass. It was not a “road” 
at all, but a bare track through the 
desert. Barely visible at all, at times it 
disappeared completely.

Occasionally, we used our cell-
phones to light the way. But we were 
careful to preserve our batteries: If 
ever we got a signal, we would need 
them.

“Oh, c’mon. Cheer up,” she con-
tinued. “Nothing is really wrong. 
We’re lucky. We’re having a nice walk 
by starlight. We’ll come back for the 
truck tomorrow.”

Eight-Hour Ordeal
The lucky part was that she was 

such a good sport about it.
Some women may have been 

tempted to look at the other half of 
the glass – the part that had an eight-
hour ordeal in the middle of the night 
in front of them.

On Sunday morning, Sergio, our 
local man on the ground, had left a 
Volkswagen Amarok truck for us in a 
parking garage in the city of Salta.

The key was in it. But so was a lot 
of trash.

“He should have at least cleaned it 
before giving it back to us,” Elizabeth 
commented, annoyed.

There was an empty beer bottle in 
the front seat. The CB radio was miss-
ing. And the windshield was cracked.

“I’m really rather disappointed 
in Sergio,” she went on. “He should 
have fixed these things.”

But the truck ran well… at least 
for the first 350 miles. Then the road 
turned to sand. We put the truck in 
four-wheel drive. But the gears had 
been changed…

Instead of the 4×4 settings – low 
and high – we recalled, it had only 
“off road” mode. And in “off road” 
mode, the Volkswagen didn’t have 
the power or control it needed to get 
through the deep sand.

“Damn, why did he change the 
transmission without saying any-
thing to me?” we complained, not ex-
pecting an answer.

It was now dark. We had not seen 
a house or another vehicle for two 
hours. Most likely, there wouldn’t be 
another truck passing for days. There 
was no phone signal.

What to do?
We suited up and headed out…

Where’s the Party?
After the aforementioned hour 

and a half picking our way through 
the desert, we had worked our way 
down to the river valley.

There were faint lights farther 
downriver. A small settlement was 
tucked along the riverbank where a 
neighbor grows grapes.

It was in the wrong direction, but 
perhaps we could find someone there 
who could give us a ride up the valley 
to our farm.

But by the time we got there, the 
lights had gone out. It was pitch dark. 
We walked along the middle of the 
dusty road trying to make out shapes.

We were looking for automobiles 
or trucks. There was no point in going 
up to a house and knocking on the 
door, waking the inhabitants; if they 
had no car, they couldn’t help us.

A dark figure appeared in the mid-
dle of the road stumbling toward us.

“Hola!” we called out.
It was a young man.
We explained our situation and 

asked if anyone in the village had a 
car.

“No,” he said.
We were going to pursue the con-

versation, but we realized that he was 
so drunk, he could barely stand. He 
was swinging a liquor bottle from his 
hand and looked as though he might 
fall over at any moment.

Wanted by the Police in Argentina…
April 4, 2017
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“Okay… sin problema… We’ll just 
continue walking.”

A few minutes later, another dark 
figure appeared. Again, it was a young 
man. And again, he was completely 
drunk.

He was in a jolly mood and sug-
gested that he might be able to take 
us up on his motorcycle.

Again, we thanked him and kept 
walking.

“Where are these drunks coming 
from?” Elizabeth wondered. “Where’s 
the party?”

Miracle!
We were in a tiny settlement of no 

more than five houses.
There was no noise. No light. 

Nothing.
Then, after a few more minutes 

of walking, a pair of headlights ap-
peared.

We flagged down the car, for this 
would surely be the last one that 
would pass by this night.

Miracle!
Here in the middle of nowhere… 

in the middle of the night… was a 
taxi cab.

He had just delivered the foreman 
of the nearby vineyard to his home 
and was on his way back to the village 
of Molinos, about an hour away.

“What luck…”

We explained our situation to the 
taxi driver – how we were on our way 
to Gualfin when we got stuck in the 
sand up in the desert.

“Could you run us up to Gualfin?” 
we asked him.

“Where is it?”
“At the end of the valley.”
“How long will it take to get 

there?”
“About 45 minutes.”
“No… I’m sorry. But that road is 

too dangerous at night. Unless you 
know it really well, you could get 
stuck. And then what would I do?”

“Don’t worry about that,” we re-
assured him. “I know the road well. 
We’ve been coming here for 10 years.”

“You’ve been here for 10 years?”
“Yes… off and on.”
“And you know all the roads well?”
“Yes… very well.”
“Then how come you got stuck in 

the sand?”

Excellent Adventure
There was no good answer.
The contradiction could not be 

easily resolved… and certainly not to 
the taxi driver’s satisfaction.

So instead of going up to the 
ranch, we rode with him down to Mo-
linos.

“Man… you are so lucky that I 
came along when I did,” the driver 

insisted several times. “Otherwise, 
you’d have to walk all night.”

He was right. We encountered no 
other cars along the way.

In Molinos, we went to the only 
hotel in town, the Hacienda, and ar-
rived just before they barred the door 
for the night.

Again, we were lucky. We know 
the staff at the hotel, who found a 
room for us and prepared a plate of 
cold cuts served with a bottle of wine 
from the vineyard where we had been 
rescued.

“This has been an excellent ad-
venture,” Elizabeth concluded.

Thus fortified, we turned in for the 
night… but not before alerting Sergio, 
via email, about what had happened.

“He’ll get the message in the 
morning,” we laid out the plan to 
Elizabeth.

“He’ll contact Gustavo [our ranch 
foreman] by radio. He’ll probably be 
here before we get up. Then we’ll go 
and pull the truck out of the sand.”

“Well, you should say something 
to Sergio about that truck. He really 
should have been more careful.”

We were about to compose anoth-
er note on the subject… when we got 
another message from Sergio.

“Bill, you took the wrong truck 
from the garage. The police are look-
ing for you.”
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“Two of them called me Eliza-
beth,” said Elizabeth.

She was referring to one of the 
cowboys’ wives and one of the local 
women.

“And one of them sided with 
the originarios [the local indigenous 
people claiming property rights over 
our land].

“That’s the first time anyone 
around here called me by my first 
name. When we first got here, they 
called me Patrona. Then it was Doña 
Elizabeth or Señora. Now it’s Eliza-
beth.”

Times are changing…

Lying Low
Before we get to that story, we 

close last week’s story of being want-
ed by the police.

We’ve been lying low at the ranch…
The owner of the truck “stolen” 

out of a parking garage called the po-
lice. They watched the video at the 
garage and found the desperado – a 
tall gringo wearing a cap with the 
New Holland logo on it.

The police alerted its roadblocks, 
but too late to stop us. Meanwhile, 
our lawyer went to the garage, found 
the owner, and sorted it out.

“He is not a criminal,” he ex-
plained. “He’s just not very bright.”

Meanwhile, we got the truck out of 
the sand. Sergio, one of the cowboys, 
worked out an exchange… and got the 
charges dropped.

The immediate crisis was solved. 
But the longer-term, and more seri-
ous, crisis remains.

For Sale
“Bill, you are trying to recreate 

something that is no longer possible.”
Francisco, our lawyer, was not try-

ing to discourage us. He was trying to 
make us understand the reality that 
we have gotten ourselves into.

“Everything in the valley is for 
sale. The Italian lady went back to It-
aly. The Swiss guy went back to Swit-
zerland. The German guy…”

“He’s Dutch…”
“Well, he’s selling out, too. None 

of them can figure out how to make 
these farms work. And they’re profes-
sionals. Except for the Italian. I think 
she’s in a class of her own.

“And there’s that guy from Bue-
nos Aires who has 90,000 acres next 
door… and even the local guy at Mo-
linos. And Luracatao. That’s a farm 
that’s been in the same family for 
hundreds of years. I know because it’s 
my family. And they’re selling out.

“You get a good year, with a lot of 
rain, and you can break even – if you 
carefully control your costs. Then 
you have a bad year, and you’re in 
the hole. Another bad year and you’re 
desperate.

“That’s the way it has been here. 

And it’s getting worse.
“We were facing back-to-back 

drought years. Then, finally, it rained. 
[A month after the ‘rainy season’ end-
ed, our ranch got an unexpected five 
inches. That is the total for the year. 
No more will fall until December.] So 
we’re okay for another few months.

“But if you want to raise cattle, 
you go over to the eastern part of the 
province. There, cattle raising is a real 
business. The land is flat. And there’s 
plenty of rain. You can make it work. 
[A serious cattleman we know] has 
8,000 head out there. He makes mon-
ey.

“But you can’t raise cattle and 
make a profit in Gualfin. You are too 
far away. Your land is mostly rocks. 
And you don’t get enough rain.

“Maybe 20 years ago… owners 
could make a living selling their tough 
beef to the locals. But now, good beef 
gets carried in by refrigerated trucks.

“Your cows are so thin, they get 
pregnant only once every two years. 
And their calves, when you sell them, 
weigh only 200 pounds. You’re never 
going to compete.

Our Ranch Is Becoming a “Death Valley”
April 10, 2017

Dead horse. Tough country.

http://bonnerandpartners.com/wanted-by-the-police-in-argentina/
http://bonnerandpartners.com/wanted-by-the-police-in-argentina/


The Bonner-Denning Letter

94

“And you’ve got the originari-
os [local people claiming to be de-
scendants of the Diaguita tribe with 
rights to the whole valley] to deal 
with.”

Death Valley
The outlook was depressing. For 

the ranch. And for the people who live 
and work here.

For us, it’s a different story. We 
can blow out as easily as we blew in. 
But we had hoped for a remote, beau-
tiful, self-sufficient, and sustainable 
ranch… an heirloom bolt-hole that 
we could keep in the family for gen-
erations.

Instead, we have our own Death 
Valley.

But it isn’t the loss of money that 
depresses us; it is deeper than that. 
We feel like a child whose town was 
hit by a devastating tornado that left 
the school untouched.

Our life has been one move after 
another: We lived in the Baltimore 
ghetto. We lived in a barn in southern 
Maryland. We moved to France, where 
we lived in a large house in the coun-
try… and then an apartment in Paris.

We moved to London – twice. Then 
back to the U.S., where we lived in 
Bethesda… and then Baltimore again.

All the while, we kept the family 
farm in Maryland. It remained fairly 
true to itself. But the world around it 
got turned upside down.

The D.C. suburbs advanced, bring-
ing the swamp from Anacostia to the 
shores of the Chesapeake.

The people we knew as a child 
died… or moved away.

The old farmhouses were torn 
down and replaced with McMansions.

And the old farmers and oyster-
men who used to live there were re-
placed with GS-13s… human resource 
experts… public health functionar-
ies… and budget analysts.

Here in these barren hills, final-
ly, we had something that wouldn’t 
– couldn’t – change.

Who would build a house up here? 
Who would come here to live? Who 
would put up a strip mall or a Roy 
Rogers?

Here we had a life that was as time-
less as stone… as ageless as the desert 
that surrounds us. A life protected 
from the outside world… that would 
remain an unsullied family sanctuary 
for generations.

Camino de la Cruz
As we write, Elizabeth is doing the 

Camino de la Cruz – the “journey of 
the cross.”

Every Friday during Lent, the local 
women climb the mountain behind 
the house.

They follow a zigzag trail… stop-
ping at a white cross every hundred 
or so paces. At each stop, they recite a 
Gospel passage and prayers…

“Mother full of affliction… engrave 
the name of Jesus in my heart…”

They have been doing this for as 
long as anyone can remember.

But things are changing fast there, 
too.

“When you came,” Gustavo, our 
new ranch foreman, told us yesterday, 
pointing at one of the cowboys’ new 
pickup trucks, “no one had a pickup 

except the foreman. Now everybody’s 
got a pickup.”

When we came, too, no mention 
was made of originarios. There were 
none at the time. But now they are up 
in the hills like the wild cattle, tough 
and dangerous.

Ten years ago, about when we ar-
rived, none of the local people had 
electricity or TV. Now, thanks to a 
government program, they all have 
solar panels over their rude houses 
and watch tawdry soap operas inside.

Cattle prices have gone up, but not 
near enough to keep up with soaring 
prices for gasoline and wages.

“You can’t stop time. Not here. Not 
anywhere,” concluded Gustavo.

This is not a message a man in his 
late 60s wants to hear. He is as alert 
to the sound of a ticking clock as the 
bomb squad. He dreads it.

Your editor hoped that, at last, he 
had found somewhere so remote… so 
desolate… that no one would want to 
take it from him. A place where CNN 
wouldn’t reach… politics wouldn’t 
touch…

…so marginal that even time 
wouldn’t notice.

The years could go by uncounted… 
Like a gnarly old algarrobo tree, he 
could let the rest of the world go 
about its business without bothering 
him.

Early morning hikers during Camino de la Cruz
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Our annual roundup… or yerra… 
began yesterday.

We go out on horseback early in 
the morning with our gauchos Gus-
tavo, José, Samuel, and Natalio.

Pedro has a bad back and no lon-
ger rides.

The technique is simple: It takes 
two or three hours to get to the far 
end of the valley. Then we begin 
whooping and hollering to drive the 
cattle back to the corral.

But it is a big field. And the mon-
te is full of sagebrush, cacti, gullies, 
canyons, rocks, and various varieties 
of undergrowth in which the cattle 
can hide.

We have two fields… or campos… 
of about 5,000 acres each. Yesterday, 
we did the campo to the west of the 
house. Today, we’ll sweep the cam-
po to the east.

In each, we hope to find about 200 
cows and calves.

Bill leads a cattle roundup on the 
Gualfin ranch

Enraged Bull
The herd is smaller than it used to 

be. We had to get rid of hundreds of 
animals during last year’s drought.

We try to get the animals in the 
corral by noon. Then we break for 
lunch.

In the afternoon, we drive the 
cows from the corral, one by one, 
through the chute… or manga… 
where they are locked in place so 
that they can be given vaccinations.

Male calves are castrated. Horns 
are cut off. The young females that 
will stay on the ranch are branded.

The whole thing is not for squea-
mish types with Bernie Sanders 
bumper stickers. And parts of it are 
dangerous. Driven to aggravation or 
madness, the cows – or bulls – will 
sometimes charge.

Once, we were in the pen when 
an enraged bull headed for us at top 
speed. Readers would be impressed 
by how fast a sixtysomething gringo 
writer can vault over a 5-foot fence.

Another time, on horseback, we 

chased a runaway bull. Then, at full 
gallop, we leaned over to lash the 
bull… the saddle slipped… and we 
tumbled onto the ground.

Yesterday, Samuel was in the pen 
when a young bull charged. He dart-
ed behind a post. But the bull circled 
the post fast and caught him on the 
leg.

In a cloud of dust, Samuel ran to 
the stone wall and hoisted himself 
over, with the bull hard on his heels. 
Today, he walks with a limp.

We’ll report more on this 
year’s yerra… tomorrow.

Charged by an Enraged Bull
April 12, 2017

Bill leads a cattle roundup on the Gualfin ranch

http://bonnerandpartners.com/dont-go-in-there-the-bull-is-dangerous/
http://bonnerandpartners.com/dont-go-in-there-the-bull-is-dangerous/
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The full moon was still up in the 
west when we got up yesterday.

We put on a pair of jeans, boots, 
a flannel shirt, a scarf, a sweater, 
gloves, and a hat.

It was dark, but riders were al-
ready heading down the allée from 
the house toward the campo aden-
tro – the inside pasture.

Pablo, one of the ranch hands, 
lives on the far side of the pasture in 
a puesto (a remote farmstead) where 
several canyons come together and 
at least a trickle of water is usually 
available.

From his position at the edge of 
the field, he flushed out the few cat-
tle that had wandered that far to the 
east and drove them over the hill.

There, he was to hook up with the 
rest of the gauchos and begin sweep-
ing the valley for the rest of the cows.

Meanwhile, your editor… his wife, 
Elizabeth… Sergio, our farm manager… 
and Marie Beatrice, a young French 
woman who is visiting… all headed out 
to the north, to the “marsh.”

There is little water in the marsh 
this time of year… or most of the 
year, for that matter.

But in the rainy season, the flat-
land at the edge of the mountains 
where the river flows through a nar-
row pass to the adjoining valley fills 
with water and remains marshy for 
weeks, sometimes months.

Riding through it is a delight. You 
splash through shallow ponds and 
scare up birds.

Yesterday, though, we were not 
riding for pleasure.

Our part of the job was to round up 
the cattle that were down in the river-
bed, where they were taking advantage 

of the last green grass of the season.
Sergio had his own horse, a pale 

white and gray criollo with an energet-
ic character. Sergio is a “breaker.” He 
takes young horses and trains them.

From the beginning, his horse was 
almost out of control. A stallion, he 
jerked his head. He paid little atten-
tion to the bit. He ran too fast… or 
too slow. Several times, Sergio had to 
get off to calm the horse down.

“He needs more work,” Sergio 
explained.

When we got near to the pass, the 
grass was thick. There were still a few 
pools of water and groups of cattle 
grazing – 30 here… 25 there.

We were in a wide pan, a river bot-
tom about a half-mile across, rising 
on either side. Gustavo was already 
stationed on one side. Natalio was on 
the other.

In the distance was a cloud of dust.

Yipping and Yelling
“That’s Pablo and José, driving 

the cattle that were down further in 
the valley,” Sergio explained.

We waited. Gustavo, on his red 
horse, on one side. Natalio, on a white 
horse, on the other. Gauchos never 
let their feet hit the ground, if they 
can avoid it.

We, in the middle, followed their 
example. We sat on our horses, with 
small herds of cattle on either side. 
All was quiet.

The sun was bright, but the air 
was cool. The cattle stared at us. 
They must have known something 
was up. But none moved.

Gradually, the dust grew closer… 
and then we heard Pablo and José 
yipping and yelling, driving the cat-
tle before them.

As they came within a few hun-
dred feet, suddenly, everyone was 

Yipping and Yelling
April 13, 2017

José wrangles the cattle as a dust cloud gathers
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in motion. Gustavo and Natalio 
swooped down from the hills. And 
our little group fanned out, forming 
a line with the rest of the gauchos, 
putting the mountain called “Peach” 
behind us.

From there, we moved south, 
whooping and hollering, pushing the 
different groups of cattle together, 
until we had a herd of about 250 in 
front of us moving toward the corral.

The dogs did most of the work.
They barked at the heels of cattle 

and greatly disturbed mother cows 
with small calves.

When one of the cows bolted from 
the herd, the dogs took out after her, 
yapping and nipping. The cow ran 
away stirring up dust and trying to 
get a good kick at the dogs.

But soon, it realized that the 
only sanctuary it could find was in 
the herd. It soon turned around and 
headed back to the rest of the cows.

Barking and Snapping
But when one of the small calves 

became separated from the herd, the 
situation was alarming.

Some of the dogs are almost as big 
as the newborn calves. We had about 
five of them with us.

When a calf got separated from 
its mother, the dogs would chase it… 
snapping at its eyes, ears, and hind 
legs. Left alone, they could bring the 
animal down and kill it.

We yelled at the dogs to stop. But 
they paid no attention. The mother 
cow, terrified, would then go after 
the dogs to try to save her calf.

This raised more dust… more 
barking and snapping… more des-
perate mooing… and even a greater 
frenzy from the dogs.

Whoever was closest to the emer-
gency turned his horse and laid the 
whip on his hindquarters.

The sight of the horse and rider 

coming up fast was usually enough 
to disperse the dogs and give the calf 
and cow an opportunity to get away.

In one instance, the dogs drove a 
young animal to the edge of a cliff. They 
continued to bite at it while the gau-
chos looked on, unable to help it.

Suddenly, the calf panicked, fell 
off the cliff, and tumbled down into a 
ravine. The dogs didn’t hesitate; they 
followed the calf down the side of the 
cliff themselves… and fell upon the 
dazed and disoriented animal again.

Natalio, our oldest and most ex-
perienced cowboy, rode down into 
the gulch. Then, using his woven 
leather lasso, he whipped the dogs 
until they finally backed off.

The poor calf went over to Na-
talio’s horse, as though for protec-
tion… rubbing against it. Natalio 
then turned his whip on the calf, 
driving it down the ravine toward 
the herd.

Broken Leg
By this time, Sergio’s horse was 

giving him more trouble.
Samuel, one of the most macho of 

the gauchos, traded with him. Samu-
el doesn’t believe there is a horse he 
can’t control. So he took up the chal-
lenge readily.

The pale horse squirmed… tossed 
his head right and left… unwilling 
to go forward. Samuel pulled on his 
reins… dug in his heels… and hit him 
hard with his whip.

The horse took out running with 
Samuel on his back.

It was not a very elegant way to 
treat a horse, but the animal soon fell 
in line… and did the work that was 
required of him.

Now, mounted on his excited stal-
lion, Samuel raced from one end of 
the long herd – stretching out over 
several hundred feet – to the other… 
chasing escapees… pushing the herd 

onto the right path… driving them 
through the gate and, finally, into 
the corral.

We were about three-quarters of 
the way to the corral when we no-
ticed that one of the calves had a 
broken leg.

“How did that happen?” we asked 
Natalio.

“It was born that way,” he replied.
It had been losing ground the 

whole way and was now trailing the 
rest of the herd. Curiously, the other 
cows seemed to reject it, kicking it 
when it approached as if it were one 
of the dogs.

“This calf isn’t going to make it,” 
we said to Samuel.

“No…” he answered, smiling.
When the dogs attacked it, it 

could neither run away nor hope for 
the protection of its mother, who had 
advanced with the rest of the herd.

We drew our horse alongside the 
poor thing to keep the dogs away.

“We should probably put it out of 
its misery,” Elizabeth suggested.

But the calf struggled on… and 
reached the corral. Then we all broke 
for lunch.

Inside the Corral
An hour later, the gauchos were 

separating the calves from the rest of 
the herd.

Yelping and whistling, they ran 
around inside the corral, driving 
groups of cattle – calves as well as 
cows – into a smaller enclosure.

Then they were able to separate the 
mother cows from their calves, leaving 
all the calves in one pen with the cows 
in the larger part of the corral. But a 
few of the calves and cows refused to 
be separated by this method.

For these few, Pablo and his broth-
er, José, got out their lassos, threw 
them onto the calves, and dragged 
them into the proper pen.
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José is a short, stocky man. He 
roped one of these young cows and 
held the rope around his back. But 
the calf was so strong, he pulled José 
across the corral as though he were 
waterskiing.

Then, when the animals were fi-
nally separated, the calves were run 
through the chute, where they were 
vaccinated.

This was the hardest part of the 
job. The calves protested as they 
were jabbed. They twisted and 
turned, ducking for cover, one under 
the other. Many of the calves needed 
a plastic device in their noses to pre-
vent them from nursing.

The grass won’t last long. The 
mother cows need to rebuild their 
own strength. They can’t afford to 
have calves nursing a moment longer 
than necessary.

So when a calf was judged ready to 
be weaned, Samuel put a rope around 
the calf’s throat and pulled it hard 
against the wood chute… or manga… 
while Natalio worked the yellow de-
vice into its nostrils.

Often, it took several tries – both 
men together against the struggling 
animal – to get the thing in place.

As this was going on, the mother 
cows stood silent, looking at us as 
though we were murderers.

Bloody Carcass
We worked at the manga all after-

noon.
Your editor operated one of 

the gates, the only thing the gau-
chos trust him to do properly. All 
the animals passed through – 165 
of them. But we did not see the calf 
with the broken leg.

Finally, at about 6 p.m., the last 
group of cows went through the 
chute, were given their vaccines, and 
then the whole herd was released 
back into the field.

Tired, we jumped down from the 
stone wall of the corral and were about 
to ask Gustavo what he had done with 
the calf with the broken leg when we 
saw Pablo with a knife in his hand.

Beside him, dogs were eating en-
trails. Hanging from the tree in front 
of him was the bloody carcass.

We looked closely. One of its fore-
legs was twisted in an odd direction.

“Would you like a piece of meat, 
Patrón?” asked Pablo.

Natalio assists with the cattle roundup
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“Watch out, Bill. The originari-
os almost killed someone up the val-
ley,” our lawyer warned us.

“He’s still in a coma.”
The latest news isn’t very encour-

aging.
The originario problem was sup-

posed to have calmed down.

Ranch Invasion
Last year, they invaded our ranch 

and blocked the roads. We called the 
police, who came and cleared them 
out. Then, a judge ordered them to 
back off.

That’s where it stood for nine 
months.

When the populist government in 
Buenos Aires was thrown out at the 
end of 2015, we thought the origi-
narios would give up.

They lost their financial support. 
The local activist – who had been 
visiting our farm regularly and incit-
ing insurrection – stopped coming.

Apparently, he was out of funds.
But then, as though in despera-

tion, a new wave of violence and ab-
surdity began. 

On Sunday, we saddled up two 
horses and rode through the pass 
that separates our ranch from our 
neighbors.

The ride through the canyon takes 
a few hours… but it is breathtaking.

We trotted along in shallow water, 
admiring the huge rocks sculpted by 
wind and water.

On the other side, there was an 
abandoned vineyard… and some 
fields that seem to have been ne-
glected altogether.

But we eventually came to a larg-
er river… with green pastures on the 

other side.

Cops and Robbers
That land has been in the same 

family for more than 100 years.
It was bought by an enterprising 

fellow who made his living trading 
skins and mules in Chile, on the oth-
er side of the Andes.

The trek was almost unbelievably 
difficult. It passed through some of 
the highest and least hospitable land 
on Earth. But somehow, he made 
a profit and used the money to buy 
the farm – about 30,000 acres… with 
maybe only 200 acres usable for ag-
riculture.

He has long since died. Now his 
grandchildren own the land.

One of them, a granddaughter, 
sold her interest to her brothers. But 
then she announced that she was 
an originario – the people pretend-
ing to have “indigenous rights” and 
claiming almost all the big farms in 
the Calchaquí Valley. As such, she 

said she should own the whole place!

New Crisis
When the Inca invaded the area in 

the 1400s, they seized the land and 
turned the locals – called the Diagu-
ita – into slave laborers (“taxpayers,” 
in modern parlance).

What happened to them after is 
unknown. But the language disap-
peared even before the Spanish ar-
rived.

Then the conquistadors con-
quered the Inca Empire. They spent 
more than 100 years mopping up 
local resistance. And the Spanish 
crown gave land grants to its cap-
tains and cronies.

One of them got much of this 
section of the Calchaquí Valley. It 
passed from one owner to the next, 
by voluntary transactions, for the 
last 300 years, down to your humble 
editor.

Over the years, groups of local 
“Indians” staged uprisings. None 

A New Wave of Violence in the Valley
April 26, 2017

Bill traverses the canyon on horseback
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successfully. Most were put down in 
bloody reprisals.

But now, a law enacted in faraway 
Buenos Aires has created a new crisis.

The law gives “indigenous peo-
ple” the right to claim the land where 
they have lived according to their 
“traditional ways.”

Trouble is, who’s to say who is 
“indigenous” and who lives “tra-
ditionally”? Is a guy with a pickup 
truck living traditionally?

No trace of the language or cul-
ture of the Diaguita remains, say 
the experts. But now people declare 
themselves “Diaguita” and claim 
land that belongs to someone else.

Fuzzy Laws
In one case, the local “Diaguita” 

wanted the house of a small electri-
cal contractor.

They moved in and said they 
weren’t leaving unless ordered to do 
so by the courts.

Here, as in the U.S., courts can 
move slowly… especially when they 
are dealing with an issue as vague and 
mushy as “indigenous land titles.”

In fact, the poor man had to live 
with these intruders for more than a 
year until a court finally tossed them 
out.

Fuzzy laws produce fuzzy out-
comes. People see an opening for 
mischief.

In the northern part of the val-
ley, a local “indigenous person… a 
Diaguita” has proclaimed himself 
“chief” of the tribe. It didn’t seem 
to matter that his mother was Ger-
man… or that his father, who may or 
may not have roots in the area, re-
fused to recognize him.

Across the mountains in front of 
our house, a friend has a small farm. 
She and her husband are from Swit-
zerland. They were enchanted by the 
people, the place, and the project – a 
biodynamic vineyard.

She uses no chemicals. She does al-
most all the work herself… by hand… 
or with a workhorse. She has one em-
ployee, who helps her and looks out 
after the place when she is gone. He 
lives in a house on the property.

Well, she apparently had a fall-
ing out with her employee. We don’t 
know what was said or why.

But the employee had an ace up 
his sleeve. He said he was an origi-
nario and that the place should be-
long to him. If she didn’t like it, she 
could leave!

There seems to be no end to it. All 
a person has to do is declare himself 
an originario – with no evidence and 
no proof necessary – and he can set 
himself up as the owner of your land.

Then, depending on the politics 
of the situation, you may be able to 
hold on to it… or maybe not.

We’re taking no chances. We’re 
claiming originario status for our-
selves.
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Today, we leave the world of over-
priced stocks and claptrap politics 
behind.

Instead, we will just tell you what 
happened over the weekend here at 
the ranch.

Monday was May Day in Argenti-
na, as it was in much of the world.

It was beautiful autumn weath-
er here in the Calchaquí Valley. The 
golden leaves on the alamo trees 
barely stirred. The sky was bright 
blue. The temperature was perfect.

Faraway Place
“The valley is known for its hospi-

tality,” John explained.
“Everything was so far away, I 

guess people had to be friendly to one 
another. If you went anywhere, you 
always stayed with neighbors along 
the way. They were happy to have 
some company. They’d kill a calf or 
a lamb and have an asado [Argentine 
barbecue].”

We were not just hearing about it. 
We were living it.

John grew up in Alabama. He be-
came a Spanish teacher and moved 
to Argentina some 30 years ago. He is 
still here, running a charming hotel – 
El Castillo – outside the city of Salta.

“You remember Ashley?” he went 
on.

Ashley, another American, had 
grown up in Ohio, married an heiress, 
divorced, and ended up in one of the 
most remote ranches in Patagonia.

“I went to visit him. I flew down 
to San Martín de los Andes. Then I 
drove for four hours until I got to a 
tiny little town. Ashley kept horses 
there.

“I got on the horse, crossed a river 

that came up to your chest, and then 
rode for another two hours. Finally, 
I got to the house. It was beautiful… 
up on a bluff overlooking the river.

“And Ashley is a good host. So, we 
had a good time, once we got there.”

Stirring Rendition
Along with John was a Dutchman, 

Jan, who owns a large and serious 
farm along the river, and Colin, an 
Irishman who is helping to set up a 
brewery in Salta.

“More and more people are drink-
ing beer,” Colin explained. “And 
we’re making much better beer than 
we used to.”

We offered him the only beer we 
had on hand, a Budweiser.

Also in the group was a couple, 
Clara and Oskar, who had shown up 
at our door unannounced the day be-
fore.

Oskar is an Austrian on an 
around-the-world trek in a Toyota.

Clara is a local woman, a relative 
of our closest neighbor, Raúl. We 
didn’t know where they were going, 
but wherever it was, it was a long way 
away. So, we invited them for dinner 
and to spend the night.

In the evening, we gathered 
around the fire in the living room. 
After a few bottles of Malbec, your 
editor was ready to sing.

At the request of his family, he 
only sings for guests. So, we limbered 
up for a stirring rendition of Johnny 
Cash’s “Folsom Prison Blues,” which 
everyone seemed to know, more or 
less.

500-Foot Drop
About an hour away is a winery, 

a bodega, where our wine is made.
We have grapes, but no winery. So, 

we send our grapes – 46,000 pounds 
of them this year – to Raúl to have 
them processed and bottled.

To get there, you drive down the 
valley as if you were headed back to 
civilization and then take a turn to 
the left.

This is not a road you’d want to 
take at night… or after you had been 
drinking. It moves along, without 
hitch, through the desert, rising gen-
tly as you approach the crest of a hill.

Then, all of a sudden, there is 
about a 500-foot drop down to a jew-
el-like farm, with fields of grapes and 
pimentos, a few farm buildings, and a 
river with a small bridge over it.

But you have only a second to no-
tice. You turn the wheel hard to the 
left to avoid going off the edge.

Then, you hug the side of the cliff 
on a single-track road chiseled into 
the side of the rock.

It takes about 15 minutes to 
weave your way down into the valley 
on the other side, all the while won-
dering what would happen if you met 
an oncoming truck.

Welfare Addicts
Raúl is a young man whose family 

has been in the valley for 300 years.
His great-, great-, etc. grandfather 

was one of the original settlers and a 
territorial governor who once owned 
a huge part of the valley.

When he died, his body was left 
there to dry. Then, it was put in the 
church in Molinos, desiccated but in 
full dress uniform. There, it remained 
on exhibition behind the altar, until 
recently.

Head Toward Civilization, Then Take a Left
MAY 2, 2017
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“People were taking buttons off 
his clothes… and touching the body,” 
Raúl explained. “So, we put his body 
into the wall. In a drawer. It’s still 
there, but you can’t see it unless you 
ask permission.”

Raúl came to live in the valley 
when he was seven years old. His fa-
ther had been in the Argentine mil-
itary. But when the time came, the 
family came back to take up the fam-
ily enterprise.

At one time, the Calchaquí Valley 
was a productive part of the Spanish 
possessions in this part of the world.

It had been worked by the Dia-
guita people for thousands of years. 
Then the Inca conquered the area 
and instituted a system of sharecrop-
ping and forced labor.

The Spanish added their own 
bells and whistles, but continued the 
traditions established by the Inca.

It remained unchanged for three 
centuries. But around the time we ar-
rived – 10 years ago – life in the val-
ley was already evolving rapidly.

Government handouts were turn-
ing the sturdy, independent people 
into welfare addicts.

Rural electricity, using solar pan-
els and batteries, brought electric 
lights and satellite TV to the moun-
tain people.

Trouble in the Valley
When we arrived, the people on 

the ranch were still required to work 
for the owner for three months.

They were paid for the work, but 
at a low statutory rate.

We judged the system unworkable. 
The people were already in revolt 
over the forced work system. And we 
didn’t see how it could be managed 
anyway. So, we gave it up in favor of 
fewer, better-paid employees.

That may or may not have been a 
good idea.

At least the forced work require-
ment gave the local people a connec-
tion to the ranch. Since then, many 
have lost almost all attachment. 
They come. They go. They don’t pay 
their rent.

“It’s a political problem,” Raúl re-
ported.

“I’ve been here all my life. This 
farm has been in our family almost 
forever. But people I’ve known all my 
life now tell me that they don’t need to 
pay their rent because they are origi-
narios [people claiming indigenous 
rights to land in the valley].”

Raúl has seen plenty of trouble 
in the valley. The price of wool col-
lapsed; sheep became unprofitable.

Then the market for moun-
tain cattle practically disappeared. 
Droughts. Windstorms. Floods. 
Frosts. Hardly a year has gone by 
without some kind of calamity.

“Your grapes were exceptionally 
good this year,” Raúl said cautious-
ly, as though he expected the roof of 
the bodega to fall down at any mo-
ment.

High. Dry. Remote. We don’t get 
the kind of diseases that grapes low-
er down suffer. And our grapes run 
no risk of overwatering. We begrudge 
them every drop of water.

They turn every drop into rich 
fruit. Then Raúl turns them into 
wine.

Tank to Tank
“It’s amazing. I make wine for 

you. For the Swiss couple. For the 
people up the valley in Luracatao. 
And for myself, of course.

“All of us share the same valley. 
The same climate and so forth. But 
you can taste the difference. Each 
place is different.”

We went from tank to tank, draw-
ing off a little of the 2017 harvest. All 
were the same grape – Malbec. All 

the same year. All the same valley. 
But each was distinct in its own way.

Then we entered a room off to the 
side, away from the large stainless 
steel tanks. There were the oak bar-
rels we had imported from France.

Raúl doesn’t usually put wine in 
oak. He believes it distracts from the 
taste of the Malbec grape. But we de-
cided to see what would happen if we 
“oaked” the wine. It has been in the 
barrel for a year already.

Raúl inserted a vacuum pump 
into the cask and drew out enough to 
taste. He drained it into a glass and 
passed it around.

“What do you think?”
The oak was unmistakable. It had 

changed the taste of the wine.
Was it better?
We couldn’t say. But it was defi-

nitely different. More buttery. 
Smoother.

“Hmmm… I think this is nice,” 
Elizabeth pronounced judgement.

But by then it wasn’t the taste of 
the wine that attracted us, it was the 
smell of meat roasting over an open 
fire.

“Hey, it’s the end of the harvest. 
We always have a big barbecue to 
celebrate,” Raúl invited us to stay.

It was a typical Argentine asado. 
Lamb followed beef… and one bottle 
of wine gave way to the next.

The bodega workers and grape 
pickers sat with us at a long table 
set up on the shady side of the bode-
ga. We ate. We drank. We joked. We 
laughed.

Then, in the late afternoon, it was 
time to go.

“Wait… you’re not going to drive 
up that hill, are you?” asked Raúl, 
pointing to the death-defying cliff.

“Of course, there’s no other way 
out.”

“I’m going to close my eyes,” Eliz-
abeth added.
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GUALFIN, ARGENTINA – We rode 
out to one of the high valleys on Sun-
day.

Leading the way were the ranch 
foreman, Gustavo, and his son, 
Agostín.

Agostín is 10 years old. But he is 
already a gaucho – sure of himself on 
a horse… unafraid of the cows… ready 
to work from sunup to sundown, as 
long as he can be outside.

We passed ruined stone hous-
es and terraces where Indians once 
planted corn and potatoes; some 
may have been abandoned a thou-
sand years ago.

“Not this one,” said Gustavo, 
pointing up the hill.

“My grandfather lived here as a 
boy. They had a small alfalfa pasture 
in front. There was more rain back 
then.”

It took about three hours – up the 
riverbed and over a low mountain 
to a small pasture surrounded by 
mountains. The previous owners had 
built a tiny stone house on the side 
of the pasture… and a stone corral 
about the size of a quarter of a foot-
ball field.

Nearby was a small crowd…

Bareback Riders
Gustavo’s extended family – 

grandparents and children along 
with brothers, sisters, cousins, and 
wives – had gathered for the annual 
roundup of the semi-wild cattle liv-
ing in the area. They were preparing 
their camp.

As we approached, two boys – 
about 12 or 13 years old – galloped 
up on horses, riding bareback. The 
two came to us, introduced them-

selves, and shook our hands.
In the camp, set amid ruins of 

what must have been a house, meat 
was roasting on a fire. Bales of blan-
kets were piled near the corral. Bags 
and boxes of food sat on top of low 
stone walls.

We recognized most of the faces. 
The originarios – the locals claiming 
indigenous rights to our land – no 
longer even tip their hats. But this 
was a friendly crowd.

The men put out their hands. The 
women and children turned up their 
left cheeks for a kiss. There was Gus-
tavo’s mother, Marta. There were sev-
eral of his half-brothers and cousins.

There was also Vasili from one of 
the originario families. He hooked up 
with one of the gauchos’ daughters 
and came to work for the ranch; his 
family ostracized him.

José and his wife, Silvia – who is 
nearly deaf – were also there.

“Don Bill asks how you are,” a sis-
ter shouted in her ear after we greet-
ed her.

Head of the Clan
And there was old Don Domingo, 

head of the clan, sitting on a boulder 
near the small house.

Hunched over with age, we won-
dered how he got there. Some walked. 
Some rode horses. We were surprised 
he could do either.

Don Domingo took our hands 
warmly.

“I’m so glad you came, patrón.”
For the next three days, young 

and old will sleep out in the open. 
They will eat around a campfire. 
They’ll get up at 4 a.m., fan out into 
the mountains, and chase the unruly 

cows until nightfall.
“I don’t see any cows at all,” we 

remarked to Gustavo.
“They’re there. They’re behind 

the rocks and in the ravines. But it’s 
a lot of work to find them.”

There are said to be about 300 
cows – scattered over about 5,000 
acres of rough country. They must all 
be driven into the corral, where they 
will be vaccinated, branded, castrat-
ed, and tagged.

A few of the young males will be 
herded down to the corral in front 
of our house; they will be the “rent” 
payment for the year. The rest will 
be released back into the hills, where 
they are on their own for the next 12 
months.

Indigenous Roots
We bought the ranch 10 years ago. 

There were no claims, disputes, or 
set-asides regarding the title.

Then a political movement began.
Activists arrived from the city 

and told the locals the land could be 
theirs. All they had to do was redis-
cover their indigenous roots.

Now, a group of them claims to 
have revived the “Diaguita com-
munity” – a reference to a group of 
pre-Inca natives. The ranch should 
be theirs, they say.

There are no property or histor-
ical records to support their claim. 
The Inca conquered the area at least 
100 years before the Spanish arrived. 
The Diaguita language disappeared. 
The people were dispersed.

No “tribe” remains. And it is not 
clear whether any of the people liv-
ing here are descendants of the Di-
aguita.

Ambushed by Originarios
MAY 19, 2017
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The fellow who calls himself the 
“chief,” for example, lives in a town 
two hours away. He is the son of a 
German woman. His father – a local – 
refused to recognize him. He says he 
has no connection to the Diaguita.

Planning an Ambush
Genuine or not… the originari-

os are planning an ambush.
Last week, we got a summons.
We are to report to a local admin-

istrative building for a mandatory 
“mediation” with the originarios.

The proximate cause of this dis-
pute: We put in a water line in one 
of our pastures. The plastic pipe runs 
almost two miles from a small spring 
to a watering trough so that the an-
imals don’t have to walk across the 
valley to get a drink.

The hitch: The originarios are 
claiming the field belongs to them.

“I’m glad we got the summons,” 
we told our lawyer.

“I’d like a chance to set the re-
cord straight. The people here who 
are claiming the ranch are not even 
from here. They came from the Puña 
[the high desert that stretches from 
the mountains in back of our house 
to Chile].

“If they can claim title, so can 
anybody. So why should they get it? 
We don’t care if they are originari-
os or not. We’ll respect their rights. 
But they’ve got to respect ours.”

“Yes… and you think they care 

what you say?” our lawyer replied.
“You’re walking into a trap. 

You’re a foreigner. A rich foreigner. 
You barely speak Spanish… and you 
don’t understand the local dialect. 
Sometimes, even I can’t understand 
you. You’ll lose.

“Besides, they know perfectly well 
where they came from. They know 
they don’t have a leg to stand on, le-
gally.

“But this is a political issue. There 
are about 125 potential originari-
os living on the ranch. Luckily, most 
of them are still with us. But there’s 
just one you. And you don’t vote 
here.”

Originario Shtick
The valley is full of decent people.
All share more or less the same 

culture and DNA. Nobody knows, 
more than a couple generations back, 
where they came from. They have 
Spanish names; you can see that 
many have very little Spanish blood.

Most of them respect each oth-
er’s rights, live cooperatively, and do 
win-win deals with one another.

Here at the ranch, most are friend-
ly and helpful. Our gauchos walk as 
much as two hours a day to get back 
and forth to their jobs. They work 
hard with little oversight.

Others are self-sufficient. They 
plant corn and potatoes on their lit-
tle plots. They weave sweaters and 
braid lassos.

Then, once a year, they round up 
their herds in the mountains and 
make their token rent payments – 
one rangy cow for every 20 adult an-
imals in the herd.

But a few have seized this orig-
inario shtick, which, they believe, 
gives them the power to take almost 
any property they want. No need 
to be friendly or cooperative; they 
should get what they want by right 
of birth.

No need to mark their cattle, they 
say. All the cattle should be theirs.

They even have a list of all the 
ranches and farms they believe 
should be theirs. It covers almost the 
entire valley… our ranch included.

So now what?
Trust recedes. Win-win deals de-

cline. Learning slows. We are reluc-
tant to invest more in the ranch. And 
we hesitate to rent land to local peo-
ple for fear they may announce they 
are originarios and claim title over it.

We pay a lawyer to represent us. 
We spend time responding to origi-
nario attacks, bringing in the police 
and suing the ringleaders.

Now, almost every large property 
in the valley is for sale. But there are 
no buyers. No investors. Who would 
want to take on so much trouble… 
and so much risk?

Progress here has slowed down.
In one of the poorest parts of 

South America, people are getting 
poorer.
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GUALFIN, ARGENTINA – Have 
you ever wondered what you would 
do if you had a health emergency in a 
remote location?

We never thought about it… until 
last week.

Then we found out.

Place at the End
Up at the ranch… five hours from 

the nearest emergency room… your 
editor began having symptoms of 
what seemed like a heart attack.

Our heart was racing, pounding, 
and fluttering. We gasped for air.

Hmmm… Drought… Indian at-
tacks… and now this!

This was not a good place to have 
a gimpy heart. Suddenly, we saw 
black crepe hanging from the ceiling 
beams and a group of women keen-
ing in the living room.

Gualfin means “the place at the 
end.” The name was beginning to 
look like prophecy.

Our eyes misted over. We began 
composing funeral orations… select-
ing dirges… and imagining the com-
bination of expectation and chagrin 
that our sudden departure might en-
tail.

We considered the practicalities: 
Did we forget to tell anyone that you 
need to pump the gas three times to 
start the old pickup? Did we tell any-
one where we hid the silver dimes? 
Will anyone remember to close the 
barn door properly, so the wind 
doesn’t take it off its hinges?

Poetic Relief
Then, between gulps of air, we 

saw our dear readers, tears in their 
eyes, as they got the news.

We wondered how to put the news 
to them, softly, without sounding ab-
surd.

People today say that someone 
has “passed.” But the word lacks 
meaning… and drama. Passed what? 
To whom?

We wondered how to phrase it 
better. We wanted the message to be 
clear and unambiguous, and also to 
offer mourners a little poetic relief.

“We’re sorry to report that your 
editor is no more. His stock has 
ceased trading. He has moved on… to 
where he will receive his last bonus, 
or penalty, such as it is.

“He will not be renewing his sub-
scription to the Financial Times. He 
will not be checking his email, if you 
know what we mean.

“His wife is a widow. His children 
are fatherless. His lawyers are rejoic-
ing and drawing up plans for vaca-
tion homes.”

Tombstone Ditties
We were thus engaged in reverie 

when Elizabeth talked sense:
“You’re probably fine. You know 

you’re a hypochondriac. But rather 
than staying up here and compos-
ing ditties to put on your tombstone, 
let’s go to Salta immediately and get 
it checked out.”

So we drove down to the city and 
went to see a cardiologist. Then, 
after days of scanning and photo-
graphing, measuring and recording, 
he pronounced judgment:

“Your heart is healthy. Nothing to 

worry about. It must be the altitude 
that is causing problems. Your ranch 
is at 9,000 feet above sea level. That’s 
pretty high. Some people react badly.”

“What can we do about it?” we 
asked.

“Don’t go up that high,” came the 
sage advice.

For those interested in medical 
treatment in foreign countries, we 
found the whole procedure efficient 
and simple.

But it helps if you have friends 
who know how the system works.

Argentina operates a free public 
health service.

“Oh… but you can’t go there,” a 
friend explained. “It’s terrible. You’ll 
die before a doctor ever sees you.”

Emergency Measure
So we went to a private clinic.
We paid cash for each proce-

dure – X-rays, ECG, CAT scan, blood 
tests, ultrasound. The whole kit and 
caboodle, including three consulta-
tions with doctors, cost about $800.

After we got our diagnosis, the 
next few days were taken up with 
wondering what to do.

The local guy proposed a drug. But 
when we asked our Baltimore-based 
doctor for a second opinion, he was 
emphatic: “That will never work.”

We ended up going back up to the 
ranch after promising to visit a spe-
cialist at Johns Hopkins when we get 
back to Baltimore.

In the meantime, we will continue 
to write… and we will keep the elec-
tric cattle prod near the bed… just in 
case.

Not a Good Place for a Heart Attack
MAY 23, 2017



The Bonner-Denning Letter

106

Yesterday, an amazing storm blew 
up.

The wind gusted up so much dust, 
we could barely see 10 feet in front of 
us. Dark clouds rushed overhead.

Rain… rain!… came down in drops 
the size of coffee cups. Up in the 
mountains, light snow covered the 
peaks.

The storm swept in just as we were 
getting in our pickup to drive down to 
the lower valley.

We moved on a doctor’s sugges-
tion. The 1,000 feet of elevation (not 
altitude; a dear reader corrected us) 
makes a difference.

At 8,000 feet above sea level, in 
our casita near the vineyard, we sleep 
like a baby. At 9,000 feet, we don’t 
sleep at all.

The main ranch house is on a 
windblown prairie between two 
mountain ranges.

This time of year, the wind howls, 
beginning in the afternoon and con-

tinuing through the night.
“The wind blows the air away,” 

say the locals. It doesn’t make much 
sense. But there might be something 
to it.

The casita – barely 400 square feet 
– is in a cozy valley with less wind, 
less cold, and less dust. You can see 
a bit of what it looks like through our 
glass wall.

A Cozy Valley
MAY 26, 2017

http://bonnerandpartners.com/not-a-good-place-for-a-heart-attack/
http://bonnerandpartners.com/not-a-good-place-for-a-heart-attack/
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GUALFIN, ARGENTINA – “Damn!”
Ramón had been so absorbed in 

laying out his plans for our new farm 
that he forgot to put the truck into 
4-wheel drive.

When he finally realized he need-
ed it, it was too late. The water was al-
ready up to the doors and the wheels 
were deep in the mud.

“No problem, Ramón,” we kidded 
him. “I guess this is new to you.”

Cattle Drive
Ramón has lived here in north-

western Argentina his entire life. It 
seems to have shaped him, the way 
the wind carves the mountains and 
the water wears down the stones. He 
is as big and colorful as the valley.

He was born in the house we’re 
going to see and knows the Calch-
aquí River better than anyone. But he 
was distracted. He is advising us on 
how to clean up our new farm, fix the 
irrigation canals, and put the fields 
into production.

He had become so wrapped up 
in his plans – pointing to where 
we should put in fences, roads, and 
drainage ditches – the river surprised 
him.

The idea behind buying a new 
farm was simple enough. Our cattle 
don’t have enough to eat. In a normal 

year, we get by. But when we have a 
dry year – which is about every other 
one – the cattle starve.

The new ranch is about 3,000 
feet lower, on both sides of the Cal-
chaquí River. We can irrigate the 
fields there year-round… and stock 
up the rollos of hay for when the 
cattle need them. When all the work 
is completed, we hope to have about 
500 acres in alfalfa.

Then, rather than move the hay, 
we move the cattle. From our high 

ranch, it takes two days. It’s an 
old-fashioned cattle drive, with gau-
chos (Argentine cowboys) moving 
the weak and hungry animals up over 
a mountain pass and down the other 
side, through the desert, to the lower 
ranch.

When they did this last year, sev-
en cows died. But at least the others 
survived. Next time, we’ll have the 
fields waiting for them; we’ll move 
them earlier.

More to come…

Trapped in an Argentine River
OCTOBER 10, 2017

Bill’s truck trapped in an Argentine river
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SAN MARTIN, ARGENTINA – 
We spent the night at a hotel in the 
nearby village of Molinos and then 
drove back to see the new farm.

We hoped that our spirits might 
have revived after a good night’s 
sleep… or maybe some helpful lep-
rechauns had put the place in order.

Nothing of the sort. It was still a 
pile of rubble.

“Why are we doing this?” Eliza-
beth wanted to know.

We had no good answer.
Javier, who operates the backhoe, 

was busy clearing in the new fields.
“How long do you think it will 

take?” we asked.
“Oh, I don’t know… ‘til I retire, 

probably…”
Javier laughed heartily. But our 

plan is to have the fields ready for 
planting in April.

We’ll plant oats… let them grow 
over the winter… and then plow 
them under and plant alfalfa in the 
spring. (The seasons are reversed; 
we’re in the southern hemisphere.)

More Trouble Afoot
Meanwhile, back at the ranch… 

there’s more trouble afoot.
We had heard that the originar-

ios – locals claiming indigenous 
rights to land in this area – were 
building a house on our land, after 

we specifically told them not to.
So, we mounted up… and rode out 

– unarmed – to check.
Sure enough, excavation was al-

ready well advanced. Adobes were 
piled up. Even the roof beams were 
waiting.

This is a violation of a court order. 
But that doesn’t mean they can’t get 
away with it.

The local courts don’t like to come 
down too hard on the originarios; it 
leads to political trouble.

The originarios begin construction 
of a house on Bill’s land

“I’d like to bulldoze that founda-
tion and take away those adobes,” 
said our lawyer.

“Otherwise, they’re going to keep 
at it. But that may lead to retaliation. 
After all, you’ve got a glass room in 
your house. Isn’t there some expres-
sion in English about people who live 
in glass houses?”

We will go to court again and try 
to get another order.

We Rode Out… Unarmed
OCTOBER 13, 2017

The originarios begin construction of a house on Bill’s land
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