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Exclusive

Novelist Isabel Allende has 
experienced a tumultuous life, from 

exile to deep personal loss and 
towering success, but she never 
thought she’d be marrying again  

at 77, she tells Juliet Rieden.

Isabel 
ALLENDE

Falling in 
love again
I

sabel Allende has news, surprising news, and for the 
feminist best-selling Chilean novelist it came out of 
nowhere. “I find myself at this old age, for the first  
time in my life, adored by someone. And let me tell  
you it’s a very weird feeling,” she reflects. 
I can sense Isabel’s utter incredulity as she talks more 

about the lovestruck New York lawyer Roger Cukras,  
who she met in October 2016 and married in a quiet 
family ceremony a few months ago. The story of their 
romance is like something from – well – a novel, albeit  
not one of Isabel’s. “He heard me on the radio. He was  
a widower in New York where he’d lived all his life and 
was driving to Boston to see his son when he heard me. 
Immediately he emailed my office. He emailed every 
morning and every evening for five months.” 

Roger was determined to meet the woman behind the 
voice whose incredible story and passion for human rights 
had captivated him. He and Isabel started corresponding 
by email for several months. “Finally when I went to  
New York I said, okay, I’ll meet the guy,” says Isabel. ➝

Isabel Allende has found love again with New York 
lawyer Roger Cukras (together above).
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Exclusive

In 2015 Isabel’s 27-year marriage to 
attorney Willie Gordon ended. Isabel 
had emigrated to the United States in 
1989 to marry Willie but ultimately 
their love was smothered by loss – 
Isabel’s daughter and Willie’s two sons 
died – and sadness. Isabel fully expected 
that romance was behind her, but this 
date with a stranger proved otherwise.

“We met and over dinner I said, 
‘Look, what are your intentions, 
because really I don’t have any time to 
waste’.” Isabel is laughing now. “The 
poor guy almost choked on the ravioli 
but he didn’t run off, he persisted.

“When I met him, I realised that  
he was exactly like the person I 
thought he was through the emails. He 
was transparent. A person who was 
non-threatening, committed totally. He 
had made up his mind that I was the 
woman he would love, and I thought 
that was extraordinary,” says Isabel, 
still somewhat swept up in it all. 

“A few months later he sold his 
house, gave away everything, all its 
contents, and moved to my house  
[in California] with two bags and his 
clothes, which I promptly discarded 
because they were very dated ... When 
we became involved romantically I 
started seeing all the kindness and the 
love that he was giving me. This was 
what I was asking of Willie and he 
could not give me.” 

Living in exile
Born in Peru and raised in Bolivia, 
Lebanon and Chile, Isabel became a 
best-selling author right off the bat  
with her now-famous debut novel,  
The House of the Spirits, in 1982.  
It was based on a letter she wrote to  
her dying 99-year-old grandfather. 
Isabel was living in Caracas, Venezuela, 
when she first heard that Agustín was 
dangerously ill. But she was in exile and 
unable to go to him so – as a journalist 
– she started to do what she knew best, 
to write. She began to compose that epic 
letter on January 8, 1981, and ever since 
she has started writing her books on 
January 8, her touchstone day.

Grandpa Agustín had been a key 
figure in Isabel’s childhood. “My father 
abandoned my mother in Peru when  
I was three. I never saw him again,” 

recalls Isabel. With three children to 
raise, Isabel’s mother moved back to 
Chile with her family to live with 
Agustín. “My grandfather was a 
larger-than-life personality and a strong 
man, a wonderful man in many ways, 
conservative and narrow-minded in 
many things, and very generous in  
other things. He is the main character in  
The House of the Spirits. The character 
is a mean guy. My grandfather was  
not mean, but he was that kind of 
personality: very strong, authoritarian, 
like an American macho male.

“I think his death was like the end  
of my childhood and my youth,” Isabel 
surmises. “It was the end of Chile also, 
in a way. It cut the umbilical cord to my 
family and my country in a dramatic 
way. I’m saying this now because I have 
thought about this often, but at the time 
I was just very sad that I couldn’t go 
back to say goodbye to him, that he was 
dying, that I was losing him. Now that  
I look back, I think The House of the 
Spirits was an exercise in nostalgia, of 
trying to recover everything I had lost.”

Isabel watched her mother become 
wholly reliant on her grandfather and 
it deeply affected her. “To this day, my 
worst nightmare is to depend. I want to 
take care of myself and people around 
me but I don’t want to be dependent,” 
she says. And yet she married civil 
engineer Miguel Frías at just 20 and had 
her daughter the following year. “It 
changed everything because by the 
time my first baby was born I realised  
I was never going to be alone again.  
I had to take care of that child and 
then the second one was born so  
I always thought all the decisions  
I made in my life were conditioned by 

the fact that I was a mother and I had 
to take care of my kids. I adored them 
both – but that happens to any woman 
who has kids. We change forever.” 

Although she now calls California 
home, I think Isabel left her heart in 
Chile and today she says of all the 
places she has lived, she feels closest to 
Chile – partly. I suspect, because her 
homeland was snatched away.

Following General Augusto Pinochet’s 
violent military coup d’état in 1973 
and his subsequent repressive regime,  
a counterpoint to the socialist 
government it pulled down, Isabel fled 
to Caracas with Miguel and their two 
children in 1975. Miguel and Isabel 
didn’t see eye to eye politically but they 
were in accord over the coup. “Miguel 
had not liked Allende [President Salvador 
Allende, Isabel’s father’s cousin came 
to power in 1970] but when we had 
the coup he was horrified. Like my 
grandfather he hated socialism but  
he hated the military more and he 
thought that Allende’s government 
was elected by popular vote and it was 
a democracy, so whatever you might 
think of the socialist agenda, it was a 
democracy elected by the people.” 

Isabel says she will never forget the day 
of the coup. President Allende died on 
that day, reportedly committing suicide, 
but many believe he was murdered. 

censorship and male chauvinist culture, 
feminism was totally banned. 

“To give you an idea, in the first few 
days of the coup women couldn’t go 
out in the street wearing pants, because 
the military would cut the pants off 
your body. You were supposed to wear 
skirts, because women wore skirts.”

Under the new regime concentration 
camps were established. “It was 
rumoured that they were centres of 
torture for people who disappeared,  
and we could see people being picked 
up in the streets and pushed into 
military trucks, as well as bodies 
floating in the river. So, my country 
became a nightmare for me.”

Isabel tried to help those pursued by 
the regime. “We were hiding people 
first and then helping them to find 
asylum. Of course many were doing 
this but my name, with its connections 
to the former President, was so visible 
and I was not cautious. When I realised 
that I could be arrested or my children 
could be tortured in front of me then  
I knew it was time to leave. 

“It was horrible for me because, first 
of all, I never imagined that it would  
be forever. I thought I was leaving and 
then I would go back, so I left alone 
first and then after a month or so, 
when my husband found out that I 
really could not return, that I was on 
the blacklist, then he left also with the 
kids and we reunited in Venezuela, but 
always with the idea of going back.” 

Literary success 
It was with a full heart that Isabel 
started to write to her grandfather  
who had stayed in Chile, and Isabel’s 
mother encouraged her to publish the 
manuscript that came from that letter. 
The book’s runaway success was a huge 
shock. “I was paralysed. I couldn’t 
believe it. Thank God I had already 
started my second book because I 
don’t think I would ever have been 
able to write another book if I had 
lived the success from the beginning.”  

To date Isabel has sold more than  
74 million books, won in excess of  
60 awards and is considered one of  
the world’s greatest living writers. In  
her 70s, the feisty, soulful writer still  
has much to say and her latest novel, ➝ 

“People had been talking about a 
military coup but we didn’t have any 
idea what that was because Chile was 
the longest and most solid democracy 
on the continent. It was like a fantasy, 
but it all happened in a few hours,” 
she recalls. “I was in my car driving  
to my office in Santiago and I saw  
that the streets were empty and there 
were military vehicles. In those hours 
everything changed. The military  
took over. First of all, they shut down 
the media, so you couldn’t get any 

“When my 
grandfather 

died it was 
like the  

end of my 
childhood.”

information, and in the streets there 
were just military bands.”

At the time Isabel was working at 
women’s magazine Paula, a progressive 
publication with a feminist stance which 
she had founded in 1967 with three 
other women. “Paula was totally new 
for Chile. Feminism had not reached my 
country yet so we informed ourselves 
about what was happening in the rest  
of the world and we brought that to 
Chile. It really changed the culture.” 

In Pinochet’s Chile there was no 
place for Paula and soon  
no place for Isabel. 
“Immediately after the coup 
there was curfew and for  
72 hours people couldn’t  
get out of their homes.  
They controlled the city 
completely, it was like a 
battlefield. They fired 
everybody at Paula and  
they changed the magazine 
completely so it became just 
like any other women’s 
glossy magazine. In that 
military repressive 
government with its extreme 

Clockwise from 
right: Isabel’s 
grandpa Agustín; 
with ex-husband 
Willie Gordon in 
2012; with first 
husband Miguel 
Frías; Isabel as a 
baby in 1942.

Isabel on television 
in the ’70s;
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Exclusive

A Long Petal of the Sea, is another 
love letter to her homeland. 

“It all started 40 years ago when 
I was living in exile in Venezuela 
and I met a guy who was living  
his second exile because he had 
been one of the passengers of the 
Winnipeg, a ship that brought 
2000 refugees from the Spanish 
civil war to Chile in 1939. His 
name was Victor Pey. He told me 
his story and I kept it in my heart and 
stored it there and we stayed in touch.”

That story floated back into her 
consciousness when she contemplated 
the refugees currently displaced around 
the world. “There’s a global crisis of 
refugees, and because I have a foundation 
that works with migrants on the border 
of the United States and Mexico, I have 
many stories and my three latest novels 
– The Japanese Lover, In the Midst of 
Winter and now this one, A Long Petal 
of the Sea – are all stories about displaced 
people. I think it touches me because I was 
a political refugee and I have been an 
immigrant in the United States for many 
years. When I go back to Chile I know 
that I don’t belong there either, so it’s this 
feeling that I’m always the foreigner 
wherever I go, which is my reality.

“Victor Pey died six days before I 
could send him the manuscript. He was 
103 years old. He was strong, healthy 
and totally lucid. He was working at 
103 and a week before he died we  
were writing to each other.” 

Losing Paula
Arguably Isabel’s most powerful novel 
was the elegy she wrote to her daughter, 
Paula, following her tragic death.  
“Paula was very smart, always learning 
something new. She was not attached  
to anything material. She only wore 
jeans and a white linen shirt all her 
adult life, had beautiful dark long hair 
in a ponytail and a gypsy look. She 
worked as a volunteer with women and 
children as a psychologist. She never 
made any money but didn’t care. She 
was the least vain person in the world, 
and I am horribly vain. I used to joke 
that she and my son must have been 
changed in the hospital when they  
were born because I don’t see any  
of my genes in them.” 

Paula fell ill in December of 1991 and 
was in a porphyria-induced coma for all 
of 1992. It happened in Spain and Isabel 
flew her comatose daughter home to 
California so she could care for her.  
She died in December 1992. 

“It was like a long dark night,” says 
Isabel, who in grief turned again to 
letter writing to record her thoughts. 
“Later, after Paula died, my mother gave 
me back the 180 letters I had written to 
her. I read the letters and for the first 
time I was able to sort out the confusion 
of the year because for me the whole 
year was just one night. I wrote the 
memoir based on those letters.”

I ask Isabel how writing helped her. 
“It was very healing because it helped 
me accept what was unavoidable in a 
way and understand it, but what was 
most healing was the response I got 
from the readers. For years, to this day, 
so many years later, I get at least once 
a week a letter from someone who  
has read the book. So I feel that my 
daughter is very present. The income 
that came from that book, and other 
books also, I put in a foundation to 
honour Paula which is also is a 
wonderful source of joy for me.” 

Did losing Paula make you hang on 
to your son, Nicolás, more? “Yes. We 
are very close. We work together, we  
live 20 minutes away from each other.”

New love
It was Nicolás who urged his mother  
to take Roger Cukras’ “intentions” 
seriously. “On our second date he 
wanted to marry me. And I said no. 
Eventually he moved to my house and 
we had been living together for more 
than a year when my son said, ‘Mum, 
have you noticed that every time 

Roger brings up the marriage 
thing you answer with a Chilean 
sarcasm? Imagine if it was the 
other way around – that you 
wanted desperately to get 
married and he would answer 
with some New York sarcasm 
every time you mentioned it. 
How would you feel?’ I thought, 
really, it’s very offensive, he’s 
right, and so then I proposed  

and we rapidly got married.”
Isabel says in Roger she has 

discovered “a wonderful companion”. 
“People ask me how is it to fall in 

love at this age and I say, it’s the same as 
falling in love when you’re 18 but with 
a sense of urgency. You have no time to 
waste because how long will I be able  
to enjoy Roger? Five years, 10 years 
maybe? They go by very, very fast.”

Unsurprisingly, Isabel is no fan of the 
current US President. “I’m terrified that 
he might be re-elected,” she says. Trump, 
she feels, is part of a global surge in 
populism which she says is “fascism in 
different forms. I think that in every 
country, in every place, there’s a segment 
of the population that, given the wrong 
circumstances, would be the Nazis in 
Germany or the fascists in Mussolini’s 
time or the people who supported 
Pinochet. But in my lifetime I have seen 
that humanity evolves. It would seem to 
have backlashes but if you look at the 
progress of humanity in the last two 
centuries, we have more democracy, 
more education, more inclusion, more 
diversity, so the world is better today 
than it was when I was born, by far.” 

Will she leave should Trump win a 
second term? “There is the temptation, 
yes,” she says. “I have my son, my 
daughter-in-law, my grandchildren,  
my husband, my dogs, my foundation, 
my work, everything is here, so to 
leave would be for me like retiring. But 
I might do that. And if I retire it would 
be to the top of Chile probably.” 

Will Roger come with her? “I would 
not go without him,” she says. AWW

A Long Petal of the  
Sea by Isabel Allende, 
Bloomsbury Publishing,  
is on sale from  
January 21.

Isabel’s children, Nicolás and Paula.  
Paula tragically passed away in 1992.


