
Park PDA
by
Eyes Right 
Santiago, Chile – I have now been in Santiago three times over the past two weeks.  Each time I have visited Parque Forestal.  It is a lovely thin, rectangular park stretching several blocks (perhaps 3/4 of a mile) on the south side of Rio Marocho, the river which runs directly through Santiago carrying water from the Andes Mountains to the east. 
Each time that I have been here has been a warm, pleasant sunny day.  The park is well-maintained with considerable grassy areas separated by well-groomed earthen walking paths.  There are plenty of benches for sitting to soak in the joy of a park on a summer day or evening.   The park is heavily used.  In the mornings there are yoga classes being held, joggers running, locals with their dogs, and women with baby carriages.  As the day proceeds, the categories of users change, but there are always a lot of people in the parque.

There are several differences, however, between this park and ones I am accustomed to seeing in the United States.  The most striking difference is the large number of couples engaging in what we used to call “PDA” during my years at the Naval Academy in the 1960's.  PDA stands for Public Display of Affection, and was an infraction for a midshipman.   At the time, PDA included something as benign (to most observers) as a couple holding hands.  God forbid if you happened to be caught sneaking a kiss! 
The Chileans in Parque Forestal have taken PDA to a new level.  I saw lovers lying on the park grass literally on top of each other.  Others were snuggling on blankets, but were also involved in various levels of intimacy.  Several couples were in passionate embraces on the park benches.  I felt uncomfortable only because their positioning looked so uncomfortable.  These were not always young lovers.  Some appeared to be rather middle-aged.  And at least two couples were same-sex, one a  male couple and the other females.   But everyone passing by, including many children, seemed to take all this in stride, as if it were leaves falling.   After overcoming my initial “awareness issues,” I came to find this all to be charming.
Dogs also have pretty much free run throughout the park.   I did see a few small dogs on leashes, but nearly every large dog was on its own.  Many of the loose dogs appeared to be in the vicinity of probable owners, but the overall impression as I watched the dogs interacting with each other was that they seemed to be playing much as they do in a fenced-in American dog park - except there were no fences, only heavy traffic passing by on the adjacent streets.  I watched one dog owner who had two large doggies playing with each other, but also following him as he crossed several busy intersections.  They just waited for the green light for pedestrians to cross and then  waltzed across as if they were human!
At the south end of the park there is a large playground for children.  It has all the usual playground equipment, but also has areas where local vendors set up enclosed trampolines for children to bounce on for a small fee.  There is also a large hexagonal sort of contraption for children to climb on and over.   It is constructed of both ropes and metal and is a popular climbing device for children ages 6 and up.   All I could think of as I watched perhaps 20 children (mostly boys) climbing on this "thing" at least 30 feet in the air was how this could not possibly happen in the U.S. with our liability issues.  The ground underneath did not appear to be particularly soft, but these children were having a hell of a good time.
There is a large monument with a fountain at the south end of park showing what appears to be multiple Greek mythology figures riding a boat through waves (the water from the fountain is designed to spray out from the bow of the boat giving the appearance of the boat cutting through the sea).   Again there were several youngsters climbing all over this fountain, splashing in the water, just, in general, loving every minute on this summer day.
My overall impression from Parque Forestal is that Chileans do not have the concerns, worries, or “uptightedness” that most Americans seem to exhibit.   So long as you are not bothering other people, what you choose to do is your business.   I found this attitude to be a most refreshing change.
I thought you might like to know.
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