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‘P asaporte!’ shouted Elly, 
our employer, through 
her tears. ‘You give me 
your pasaportes, and  

I will pay your salarios!’
We didn’t even bother to respond. 

We walked down the stairs and on to 
the pavement of La Paz’s main avenue. 
At 3 600m above sea level, the air 
was painfully crisp.

‘So,’ I said in the taxi on the way 
home, ‘we’re going to have to run.’

‘But … how? Why? We want to live 
here a bit longer. See all the places we 
haven’t seen.’

‘And she’ll never pay us.’
The dispute had been dragging on 

for a couple of days at that point. We 
had tried to leave our jobs as English 
teachers and it had turned nasty. We’d 
done it before payday and had even 
offered to work out two months’ notice. 
How naive we had been.

Elly had screamed and shouted. She 
had issued threats and made heartfelt 
pleas. But we weren’t going to 
hand over our passports. 
Not to her.

We bought one-way bus tickets to 
Chile for 5 am the following day, and 
– with our curtains drawn – dismantled 
our household and wrote a final letter 
to our landlord. 

We said ‘goodbye’ to nobody.
Sleep evaded us, so at 4 am we 

gathered our clobber and staggered 
down to the main road in search of a 
taxi. We were half expecting Elly to be 
waiting for us at the station, but before 
long we were on our bus and hitting 
the open road. The next hurdle was 
the border: Elly hadn’t kept our visas 
up to date, so our fate was purely in 
the hands of the Bolivian military.

Under different circumstances, the 
drive would have been spectacular. 
The bus grumbled out of La Paz and 
on to the Andean escarpment, passing 
the dormant volcanoes and snowmelt 
lakes, comical llamas and forlorn 

villages. But all we could think about 
was our impending date with the law.

After about four hours on the road, 
our entire busload disembarked and 
trooped towards the single painted 
building in an otherwise brown frontier 
town. The portly soldier behind the 
counter was barely adult and hardly 
awake. He didn’t even look at our 
passports as he stamped them. No 
interrogation. No arrest warrant. 
Adios, Bolivia!

Arica, the scruffy desert town at the 
northern tip of Chile, will always spell 
freedom for us. We swam in the chilly 
Pacific and strolled along the festive 
promenade, past children on jumping 
castles and a lady sketching on the 
pavement. We ate hot dogs covered 
in avocado and washed them down 

with beer and candyfloss.
We had managed to pull off 

the escape, and South America, 
bar Bolivia, was our oyster. 

The escape artists
AN UNSCRUPULOUS BOSS LEFT A MAN AND HIS FIANCÉE  

WITH NO CHOICE BUT TO FLEE BOLIVIA
By Nick Dall


