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Chacas and the Sky 

   Mario Vargas Llosa 

TOUCHSTONE: Anarchist dreamer and man of action, the Italian priest Ugo de 
Censi has carried out in this region, one of the poorest in Peru, a real economic and 
social revolution.  

Chacas is closer to the sky than 
any other place on the planet. To get 
there one must climb the snow-
covered mountains of the Cordillera 
de los Andes, cross over vertiginous 
abysses, heights that graze five 
thousand meters and then descend, 
through steep hillsides that condors 
overfly. Only then does one arrive at 
Conchucos’s passageway in the 
Department of Ancash. There, among 
the green tones of the ravines, 
streams, lagoons, planted fields, 
meadows and surroundings is the 
town, inhabited by a thousand and a 
half people, the capital of a province 
that is home to more than twenty 
thousand.  

The extraordinary beauty of this place is not only physical, but also social and 
spiritual thanks to Father Ugo de Censi, an Italian priest who arrived in Chacas as a 
pastor in 1976. Tall, eloquent, sympathetic, sturdy and agile, despite being almost 
ninety years old, he has an infectious energy and willingness capable of moving 
mountains. In the 37 years that he has been here, he has transformed this region, one of 
the poorest in Peru, into a world of peace and work, of human solidarity and of artistic 
creativity. 

Father Ugo’s ideas are very personal and oftentimes they must have made his 
superiors in the order – the Salesians – and the hierarchy of the Church, very nervous. 
And let us not even begin to talk about the economists and sociologists. He believes that 
money and intelligence are the devil, that theology and philosophy’s confusing discourse 
and abstract theories do not approach God, but rather move away from Him. Neither 
does Reason serve to move toward the Supreme Being. Instead of trying to explain Him, 
one must desire Him, thirst Him and if one finds Him, abandon oneself in awe, that 
exaltation of the heart that love produces. He hates greed and profit, the sea of 
bureaucracy, profiteering, insurance, retirements. He believes that, if the Catholic 
Church is to be criticized, it is for having moved away from the poor and marginalized in 
whose bosom it was born. The word that appears on his lips most often, imbued with 
tenderness and poetic accents, is charity. 

Chacas,	Peru.	Artesanos	Don	Bosco 



2

 He believes, and he has dedicated his life to proving, that poverty must be 
combated from within poverty itself. There is a need to identify with it and live it 
among the poor. He believes that the way to attract young people towards religion and 
God, from which everything in the world tends to push them away, is by suggesting they 
live spirituality, like an adventure, giving up their time, hands, knowledge, and life to 
fight against human suffering and the big injustices that victimize many millions of 
human beings.  

Utopians and big social dreamers tend to be vain and self-reverential, but Father 
Ugo is the simplest person on Earth. When, with his tirelessly sparkling sense of humor, 
he says, “I would like to be a child, but I think I am, above all, rebellious and stupido” 
(A word which should be translated not as stupid, but as silly or foolish), he says exactly 
what he thinks.  

The interesting thing is that 
this priest, part anarchist and part 
dreamer, is at the same time a man 
of action, a praise-worthy achiever. 
He does this without taking a penny 
from the State and, putting in 
practice his outlandish ideas, he has 
conducted in Chacas and its 
surroundings a true economic and 
social revolution. He has built two 
power stations and canals and 
facilities that give light and water to 
the people. Many districts and 
annexes now have several schools, Fr.	Ugo,	Artesanos	Don	Bosco
there is a 60-bed clinic equipped with 
the most modern clinical and surgical instruments, a nursing school, and workshops for 
sculpting, carpentry, and furniture design. There are also agricultural farms where the 
most modern methods of cultivation are applied, meeting all of the ecological 
requirements. There are also schools for mountaineering guides, for stonecutting, for 
restoration of colonial art. There is a glass factory and a workshop for the development 
of stained glass windows, spinning mills, dairies, mountain refuges, orphanages for 
handicapped children, homes for elderly people, agricultural and artisan unions, 
churches, and this year in August, he formally opened a university for adult education in 
Chacas. 

This incomplete and cold enumeration of his achievements does not say much; 
one must get up close and touch all these works, and others underway, to marvel and be 
moved. How was it all possible? Thanks to that charity, mentioned many times by Father 
Ugo, that brought to these heights tens of dozens of Italian volunteers almost four 
decades ago — doctors, engineers, technicians, teachers, artisans, workers, artists, 
students — to work for free living with the poor and working shoulder to shoulder with 
them to end misery and to push back against poverty. But above all, to give back to the 
campesinos the dignity and humanity that exploitation, abandonment and life’s unfair 
conditions have taken away from them. The volunteers and their families pay for their 
passage. They receive accommodation and food but neither a salary, nor medical 
insurance, nor retirement plan. Being a part of this implies offering their futures to 
total uncertainty.



3

And, nevertheless there they 
are, vaccinating children and 
damming rivers, raising houses for the 
poor communities in San Luis, 
designing furniture, stained-glass 
windows, statues and mosaics that 
will go to San Diego and to Calabria, 
feeding or doing therapy with the 
terminally ill at the home of Santa 
Teresita de Pomallucay, building a 
new power plant, cooking seven-
hundred meals a day and educating 
technicians, artisans, teachers, and 
farmers, in order to ensure a future 
for the youth in the region. One of 
these young volunteers was named 
Giulio Rocca, and he worked in Jangos, 
where he was killed by a commando from Sendero Luminoso. He explained afterward 
that what Rocca was doing there was an intolerable obstacle for the Maoist revolution. 
Years later, another member of the project, Father Daniel Badiali, was killed because he 
refused to pay the ransom that a few thieves demanded from him.  

At the moment there are fifty volunteers in Chacas and 350 in the entire region. 
They live modestly, in single communities and housing for couples with children, mixed 
with the poor and, again, they do not receive any salary. The works that they construct, 
barely finished, are transferred to the State or kept for their own use; according to the 
philosophy of Father Ugo, the project Mato Grosso does not have its own property; all of 
the artists manage the properties only temporarily and for the benefit of the needy, to 
whom they cede these properties as soon as they become operative. In addition to the 
money made from exporting the pieces, the financing of the furniture is possible 
because of donations by institutions, companies, or people from all around the world, 
but especially Italy. 

The volunteers come for six months, one, two, three, ten years, and many stay or 
return; they bring their children or they have them here, in a very modern clinic where 
the patients only pay what they can or, if they cannot, they are helped free of charge. It 
is fun to see that cloud of boys and girls with clear eyes and blond hair at Sunday mass 
mixed with the boys and girls of the place singing in Quechua, Italian, Spanish, and even 
in Latin. I asked many of these volunteers if it did not sometimes worry them to think 
about the future, their own and that of their children, a future where they hadn’t taken 
the least precaution or saved a penny. Because only in Chacas are the poor guaranteed a 
plate of food, a bed where they can sleep and a doctor to tend to them if they fall ill. In 
the rest of the world, where values that Father Ugo calls evil reign, the poor die of 
hunger and the people look the other way. They shrug their shoulders, make jokes. 
There would always be a friend somewhere to give them a hand, the Madonna will 
provide. The trust and the happiness are as pure as the air that they breathe in Chacas. 
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 I am convinced that, despite the remarkable moral generosity of Father Ugo and 
his disciples and the fantastic work carried out in the other countries where they have 
missions—Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Ecuador, and Brazil—this is not the method that can 
end the poverty in the world. And I don’t believe this because my skepticism tells me 
that there is not, in the entire, vast planet, a sufficient dose of idealism, unselfishness, 
or charity to produce the transformations like the ones here. But how stimulating is to 
live, if only for a few days, the experience of Chacas and to discover that there still 
are, in this selfish world, men and women dedicated to helping others, to do that which 
we call good, and to find in this dedication and sacrifice the justification of its 
existence. Oh, if there were as many stupidi in the world as in Chacas, dear and 
admired Father Ugo! 

Author Mario Vargas Llosa won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2010. Originally published 
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