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“What matters in life is not what happens to you,  
but what you remember and how you remember it.” 

Many years later, as he faced the cruel thieves of dementia, Gabriel García 
Márquez would have all but forgotten that distant afternoon when his 
grandfather, Colonel Nicolás Márquez Mejía, took him to discover ice. The 
phenomenon had come from the United States of America to the sweltering, 
unknown town of Aracataca in Colombia, and when Gabriel touched it, he felt 
burned. “But this is boiling,” he told the Colonel. “On the contrary,” said his 
grandfather, “it is very cold.”

While the Colonel taught Gabriel to seek truth in empirical data—reading 
him the dictionary, newspaper or taking him to see the oddities that came to 
Aracataca—Gabriel’s grandmother, Doña Tranquilina Iguarán Cotes, inhabited 
a supernatural world in which the ordinary was magical and the extraordinary, 
mundane. Garden frogs were witches, an open umbrella inside the house meant 
certain death. Truth, Gabriel would learn, was a fluid idea. 

Until the age of nine, Gabriel lived with his grandparents. His parents, Gabriel 
Eligio García Martínez and Luisa Santiaga Márquez Iguarán had left him and 
the judgement of the Colonel, who disapproved of his daughter’s marriage to 
the lowly telegraph operator from the coast, behind. The Colonel also lived in 
exodus. He had fled to Aracataca after killing a man in a duel, telling Gabriel: 
“You can’t imagine how much a dead man weighs.” When the Colonel died 
years later, Gabriel understood. 

Gabriel’s parents’ love story was one of violin serenades and love letters. Later, it 
would become the novel Love in a Time of Cholera, for which Gabriel interviewed 
them separately in an attempt to get at the truth. So impassioned were their 
accounts that Gabriel “couldn’t distinguish between life and poetry.” But the 
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reality of day-to-day life was less sublime. In Sucre, where Gabriel lived with 
them after 1936, his father would disappear for months at a time, confirming 
the Colonel’s mistrust. Aged 12, Gabriel received a gift from his father: a whore.  
Later, he would oscillate between thanking him for the experience and 
describing it as the most terrifying moment of his life. 

Like her father the Colonel, Luisa faced uncertainty with precision, reading 
Gabriel the Sunday paper and insisting he be proper with his words. But no 
exactitudes could prepare them for the death of the Colonel. Gabriel’s “umbilical 
cord with history and reality” severed, he was left with only his grandmother’s 
ghosts to believe in. Luisa, battling the inevitable hand of death, would bring 
new life into the world every year from this moment. By the time he left Sucre in 
1947, Gabriel had nine siblings.

The Magdalena River took Gabriel to Bogotá, the cold ashen capital where he 
planned to study law. But consumed by loneliness and nostalgia, 20-year-old 
Gabriel preferred to drink and write fiction. He could not understand why he 
had to sacrifice his time on courses that did not move him and “would therefore 
be of no use in a life that was his own.” By 23, he could recite the poetry of the 
Spanish Golden Age by heart, would have endured two bouts of gonorrhoea 
and be smoking 60 cigarettes a day; lighting one with the next. In a darkened 
cinema one evening, he overheard a girl in his class saying, “Poor Gabito is a 
lost cause.” Soon, his first story La tercera resignación (The third resignation) 
would be published across eight columns of the national newspaper’s literary 
supplement. The editor of El Espectador called on his readers to take note of this 
new, unknown writer. Gabriel feared he had gotten himself into real trouble. 
Now he was committed to the craft for the rest of his life.

In the hope that journalism—a middle ground between law and fiction—would 
earn him a living, Gabriel dropped out of university and got a job with El 
Espectador. He considered journalism a “literary genre” and treated it as such. 
When Colombia’s papers broke news of a shipwrecked naval officer surviving 
10 days without food or water in 1955, Gabriel spent 120 hours interviewing 
the sailor, crafting his narrative into a 14-part series that would double El 
Espectador’s readership. But the first-person story—which claimed that the 
shipwreck occurred because the boat was overloaded with contraband, not due 
to a storm—was met with opposition from Colombia’s military government. 
Gabriel was exiled to Paris as a foreign correspondent. Later, El Espectador 
would be shut down. 

In his early 30s in Europe, Gabriel found politics, Tachia Quintana and snow. 
One night in Paris, he ran coatless outside into a blizzard to experience the magic 
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that in Aracataca had been only a myth. Amongst artists and poets, he became 
acutely aware of his Caribbean identity, becoming friends with Cuba’s “national 
poet” Nicolás Guillén, with whom he would debate Castro and the revolution. 
Then he met Tachia, the Spanish actress and poet. With his bushy moustache, 
curly hair and slight frame, Gabriel looked “like an Algerian,” not her type.  
But she loved the way he used language, like a sorcerer. Tachia would say, “What 
a beautiful sunset” and Gabriel would respond, “It is my present for you.”

In 1956, news of El Espectador’s closure reached Gabriel via the French press. 
Jobless, he took up residence in the attic of the Hôtel des Trois Collèges, where he 
wrote ceaselessly while Tachia worked. One day, frustrated and exhausted, she 
left him. Gabriel went on writing, stopping only to send letters to friends, begging 
for financial help. He would walk down seven flights of stairs, check the post, and, 
seeing there was no mail, walk up again to write another page. At one point, what 
would become the novella, Nobody Writes to the Colonel reflected Gabriel’s own 
experience exactly. Later, he would argue that, for this reason, it was his best work.

Gabriel moved to Caracas, Venezeula as a reporter with El Momento in 1957. The 
following year, he returned to Colombia to marry his childhood sweetheart, 
Mercedes Barcha. A good village girl, Mercedes was averse to Gabriel’s lavishness. 
Less than a year later, she gave birth to their first son, Rodrigo. They moved 
to Mexico where, in order to support his family, Gabriel went from a nomadic, 
broke writer to a bourgeois advertising man. At Mexico’s A-list parties, he would 
smile and joke with colleagues. Inside, Gabriel mourned the slow decay of his 
literary ambitions. Three years later, his second son, Gonzalo, was born. 

Then one day, driving to Acapulco, Gabriel conceived of the novel he had been 
trying to write for 20 years: he would tell the story of a fictional Latin American 
village, Macondo, in which the magical was part of the everyday and the normal, 
supernatural. In his grandparents’ competing perspectives on reality were the 
beginnings of “magic realism,” a new literary genre that would use journalistic 
tricks to bring the ordinary alive. “If you say that there are elephants flying in 
the sky, people are not going to believe you,” Gabriel would later write. “But if 
you say that there are 425 elephants in the sky, people will.” In January 1965, 
Gabriel turned his white Opel around on the highway and drove his family 
back to Mexico City, where he would barricade himself in his study for the next 
18 months. Mercedes had to beg their landlord, butcher and baker for credit.  
In 1967, Gabriel finished One Hundred Years of Solitude. It sold 50 million copies 
in 37 languages, outselling every book published in Spanish except the Bible.

Gabriel’s fame led him to facilitate political negotiations in Latin America, befriend 
Castro and in 1973, protesting Chile’s military coup, declare a literary strike. 
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Named a “subversive,” he was banned from entering the United States. But 
the work, Gabriel insisted, should not be “used as a fi rearm.” The real duty 
of a revolutionary writer was simply to write well. Gabriel found celebrity 
uncomfortable and worried that it would dull his words. The fear worsened 
in 1982 when he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. Gabriel believed 
that recipients were cursed with never writing anything of substance again. 
He described the prize as a “pleasant misfortune” from which he returned to 
normal life in an “attempt to be a good writer.” In his Nobel acceptance speech, 
Gabriel acknowledged the “simple scientifi c possibility” of the “end of man.” 
“We, the inventors of tales,” he said, “who will believe anything, feel entitled to 
believe that it is not yet too late to engage in the creation of the opposite utopia.” 

In 1999, Gabriel was diagnosed with lymphatic cancer. The following year, his 
impending death was announced by the Peruvian daily paper La Republica in a 
poem, “La Marioneta” (The Marionette), which was said to be by Marquez. The 
piece turned out to be the work of an obscure Mexican ventriloquist; Marquez 
was actually in remission. Three years later, he published his autobiography, 
Living to Tell the Tale. For now, he had defeated death, but another loss would 
affl  ict him. In 2005, Gabriel did not write one line and by 2009, his agent said 
he would never write again. In 2012, Gabriel’s brother Jaimie publicly admitted 
that the great author was suff ering from dementia.

Eight years after the release of One Hundred Years of Solitude, medical literature 
would identify “semantic dementia”—a forgetfulness described by Gabriel for 
the villagers of Macondo in his book. “Poets are often prophets,” Tachia had 
once said of Gabriel. In Gabriel’s fi nal chapter, his mind turned on him—
blurring the lines between fi ction and reality, as the author had done all his life. 
“Having been a man so obsessed with memory,” said Tachia. “It’s incredible his 
life ended this way… that’s how it had to be.”

On 17 April 2014, at the age of 87, Gabriel García Márquez died of pneumonia 
in Mexico City. Colombia’s President, Juan Manuel Santos, declared three days 
of national mourning, calling Gabriel “the greatest Colombian who ever lived.” 
In Love in a Time of Cholera, Gabriel wrote, “I discovered to my joy that it is 
life, not death, that has no limits.” For in life, there was space for narrative, and 
whether it was real or imagined, Gabriel eventually realised, did not matter. 
“What matters in life,” he wrote on the fi rst page of his fi nal book, “is not what 
happens to you, but what you remember and how you remember it.” In the last 
days of his life, Gabriel’s friends said the great writer may have forgotten what 
had happened to him, but he still remembered how to love.
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