
 A Birthday Hike 
  
We arose at 5:30 AM, with the rising sun, at the finca outside Palenque, Colombia, 
where we had spent the night. The first hours of the day offer the best time for hiking, 
before the scorching equatorial sun takes over with a vengeance by about 9 or 10 AM. 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Where are we going?  
I asked Alex.  
 
Up the mountain  
to film Luis milking  
the cows. 
 
OK, I said,  
always ready to follow the 
adventures of Alex and 
Jorge and their cameras. 
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Luis (who is also called Azul for the 
blue streak in his braided hair)  
now has the responsibility as oldest 
son, to hike up the hills twice a day 
to milk the family cows.  
 
Azul is one of the talented 
communicators in the town, and  
has worked over the years with 
Alex on radio and video projects.  
 
 
I wanted to come to Palenque, in part, because it is the site of Alex's participatory video 
projects central to her doctoral work at York, which I am supervising. This is also where 
Cristina, Alex's mother, has developed cultural projects over the past two decades. She 
started a community radio station, for which three of us back in Toronto had raised 
money by participating in a triathlon in 2014. Like Alex, Cristina was reconnecting with a 
lot of old friends in the town, the first visit in two years, and only after a long process of 
healing from cancer. 
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Palenque de San Basilio 
was the first free town of 
escaped African slaves 
in the Americas.  
That was almost two 
centuries ago. Today it is 
a stark reminder of deep 
historical contradictions. 
On the one hand, it has 
been recognized by 
UNESCO as a heritage 
site, which has brought 
some money and more 
tourism.  
 
On the other hand, it remains forgotten and marginalized; poverty is rampant, there is 
little employment, the roads are mud paths strewn with garbage. 
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We headed out along an earthen path and started climbing up the verdant terraced 
hillsides. A heavy rain the night before had created treacherous conditions; my sandals 
were soon caked with mud. I found myself slipping regularly on the uneven terrain, 
aggravating my recent foot injuries and twisting my sprained ankle again and again. 
 

   
 
Thinking it was just a short walk, I tried to be brave, but when it became clear that our 
destination was more than an hour away, I began to wonder if my aging body was up to 
the challenge. When I asked John if I should continue, he replied "Of course!"  
I had to ask for help, especially in crossing rivers, crawling over fences, stumbling down 
slippery inclines.  Luis cut me a walking stick from a young tree. He was often there to 
hold my hand as I slipped and slid my way along the path. The rest of the entourage 
took turns coming to my rescue: John, Jorge, Alex, and her mother Cristina. 
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Finally we arrived at a 
small corral, filled with 
a herd of handsome 
cattle, shades of grey, 
beige and white.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Baby calves reached for the tits of their mothers, as Luis filled two pails with fresh milk. 
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Framing this daily scenario was a coterie of 
cameras: Alex and Jorge and Cristina 
filming the process as material for a future 
video they will produce; John and I adding 
to the melee as much to capture the 
filmmakers in action as to have our own 
memories of these animals - the destination 
of a long journey into the countryside 
around Palenque. 
 

 
The return to town was shorter but with more downhill, hard on the knees.  
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 As we reached one of the first houses, friends of Alex, an older woman came by and 
sat beside me on the concrete porch. Affectionate and funny, Norma won me over 
immediately. I asked her how old she was, and she answered 74. Oh, you beat me, I 
said, because I just turned 73 today. My walking companions responded with surprise, 
and shot a short video of me declaring: I climbed to the top of a mountain on my 73rd 
birthday! 
 
   

 The rest of tbe day, we hung out in 
the plaza, while Alex and Cristina kind 
of held court. Word had gotten out that 
they were back in town, and slowly 
many of their favourite friends and 
collaborators came by to greet them 
warmly.  
 
After a lunch at a local restaurant, my 
hiking partners approached me with a 
piece of yuca cake, a blue (azul!) 
birthday candle stuck in it. 
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A birthday that challenged my body.  
That revealed to me a precarious but historically important community.  
That I shared with two extraordinary Colombian women artists, a patient partner, and 
the warm people of Palenque. 
  
A birthday that was not a destination,  
but another step on the adventuresome journey that is my life.  
 
A birthday that I will not easily forget. 
 
 

       
   
 
 
Travel blog by Deborah Barndt, November 2018. 
 Photos by Deborah Barndt and John Murtaugh, the very best travelling companion…!  

 


