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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCING THE CHACO FRONTIER

[image: image] A PICTURE POSTCARD from the Chaco War era (1932–1935) shows a large heart, emblazoned with the word “Paraguayo,” pumping its way through the flat dusty wilderness of the Chaco. The only people drawn were tiny Bolivian soldiers crushed by the organ. The heart, carefully illustrated to appear roughly in the shape of the nation, visually demonstrated the two parts of Paraguay: the eastern section and the Chaco, held together by a large vessel representing the Paraguay River. The heart left a zigzagging trail of smashed Bolivian forts, including Arce and Boquerón. This visual propaganda stood as a reminder as to why the Paraguayans believed themselves destined to win the war: they were brave, passionate soldiers. They believed themselves descendants of the great hero of the War of the Triple Alliance (1864–1870), Marshal Francisco Solano López (el Mariscal). By adhering to this belief, no nation, and certainly none as insignificant as Bolivia, could ever defeat them. Their nationalism motivated a generation of men to fight for, and in, a vast frontier with few, if any, cultural ties to eastern Paraguay and a region essentially barren of natural resources and economic potential.

Few places on earth remain as remote as the Paraguayan Chaco. Today, only one road (Route 9—the Trans-Chaco Highway) bisects the region for 770 kilometers from Asunción to the Bolivian border and only about 3 percent of Paraguay’s seven million inhabitants reside in that wilderness. The “green hell”—as travelers called it in the nineteenth century—is unbearably hot and dusty most of the year, prone to dry spells that linger for months, followed by torrential rains that transform the region into a mud pit until the rains abruptly end, once again returning the region to a hot, dusty wilderness.1 Guaraní peoples of the upper Rio de la Plata feared this unforgiving land because of its marauding tribes. Spanish conquistadors rarely visited there. It was almost entirely forgotten by the Paraguayans during the nineteenth century as large tracts of its land were eventually sold to foreign investors in an attempt to secure revenue after the nation’s devastating defeat in the 1864–1870 war. As Paraguay entered into the twentieth century, however, Paraguayans realized that the Bolivian government was eagerly eyeing the region as a possible outlet to the Atlantic Ocean for the newly landlocked nation; Bolivia had recently lost its access to the Pacific coast to Chile as a result of the War of the Pacific (1879–1884). With the Bolivians “encroaching” in the Chaco, Paraguayans came to believe that their country did not end on the banks of the Paraguay River, but instead extended west across this inhospitable land. Consequently, interest in the region flourished among Paraguayans. This book treats the discovery of the region as an important component of Paraguayan nationhood at the beginning of the twentieth century and shows how events in the region altered concepts of Paraguayan nationalism.

The Gran Chaco comprises approximately 250,000 square miles of land extending west to east from the foothills of the Andes to the banks of the Paraguay River and north to south from Mato Grosso do Sul in Brazil to Formosa and El Chaco in northern Argentina. Within this larger expanse is a smaller (though still enormous) area, the Paraguayan Chaco. This region is defined as the area between the Pilcomayo River on the south, forming a natural boundary with Argentina, and the Paraguay River on the east and north, forming another natural boundary with Brazil and separating “western Paraguay” from “eastern Paraguay.” As this project reveals, the western boundary at the dawn of the twentieth century remained undefined and contested with Bolivia. This competing claim to the region led to the Chaco War in which approximately ninety-two thousand Bolivians and Paraguayans lost their lives—the bloodiest international war in the Western Hemisphere during the twentieth century.2

Like many wars, the causes of the Chaco War are complex, but I speculate that the most important cause of the war was nationalism.3 In fact, a great deal of interest in and speculation about the peculiar nature of Paraguayan nationalism has emerged in recent years. Of particular interest is a brief footnote in Benedict Anderson’s work in which he places the origins of Paraguayan nationalism in the hands of the “benevolent dictatorship established there by the Jesuits early in the seventeenth century,” and posits that “the indigenes were better treated than elsewhere in Spanish America and [the] Guaraní [language] achieved the status of print language.”4 Anderson was repeating a popular nineteenth-century Paraguayan myth. While Mexico and Peru both famously experienced a full military assault from Spanish conquistadors, the Paraguayan experience of conquest involved far less violence. Explaining the conquest period, the anthropologist Branislava Susnik maintains that during the early period of conquest in Paraguay a Hispano-Guaraní “ ‘friendship’ prevailed between Spanish who entered into the territories from the south, and the Guaraní who found in the newcomers a powerful ally against their ‘Guaycurú’ enemies.”5 While Susnik notes that the colonial friendship did not last for many Paraguayans (and foreigners such as Anderson), the myth of the Hispano-Guaraní concord has proven resilient.

While Susnik wrote only parenthetically of a Hispano-Guaraní friendship, for Paraguayan nationalists it was an undeniable truth. Paraguay’s foundational narrative maintains that because so few women accompanied the Spanish conquistadors who traveled to the upper Rio de la Plata, the Guaraní, in a sign of friendship and cooperation, willingly shared their women with the new arrivals; their coupling brought a mestizo population to the territory.6 These new individuals, or Paraguayans, were said to be superior to either parent as they were stronger and smarter. Spanish men and Guaraní women, this myth holds, founded a peaceful and loving state. In reality, the Cario-Guaraní (the Guaraní people who lived in the vicinity of what is today Asunción) revolted in opposition to Spanish oppression in 1545–1546. The Spanish responded swiftly and violently to the insurrection. In the end, Cario women were “enslaved and exploited as indigenous labour.”7 The Guaraní continued to revolt intermittently against Spanish colonial rule until at least 1609.8 The conquest of Paraguay in fact had little that was peaceful about it. And the Native women certainly did not always “give” themselves willingly to Spanish men. Nonetheless, the myth persists as one of the clearest forms of Paraguayan nationalism. The myth gained strength in the early decades of the twentieth century and was held to be unique in Latin America. Significantly, this myth promoting a shared identity proved effective when fighting the multiethnic Bolivians during the Chaco War.

Other fundamental questions about Paraguayan history need to be addressed as well. Why, for example, did the country repeatedly go to war with its larger and more powerful neighbors? What is clear is that while Paraguayans have resisted their government’s calls to engage in aggressive military assaults, they have nonetheless bravely defended their land against foreign aggressors. Argentine military leader Manuel Belgrano found that the Paraguayans bravely resisted invasion, quickly amassing armies in defense of their country. Belgrano, acting on flawed information about the potential size of Paraguayan resistance, invaded the province in 1811, hoping to compel the Paraguayans to submit to the rule of Buenos Aires. Belgrano met a relatively large, even if poorly armed, Paraguayan militia willing to sacrifice themselves in preservation of Paraguayan independence from the rule of the porteños (as the residents of Buenos Aires were known).9 The battles of Paraguaí and Tacuarí proved devastating for Belgrano’s forces. Fifty years later, during the War of the Triple Alliance, when el Mariscal became convinced of a growing Brazilian threat because of its intervention in Uruguay, Paraguayan troops brazenly attacked the Brazilian fort of Novo Coimbra. As the war continued, the Brazilians, Argentines, and Uruguayans were consistently baffled at how el Mariscal managed to field thousands of men. The heroism of the Paraguayan recruit never failed to earn the respect of his adversaries. In the end, the Paraguayans sacrificed half their population to the cause.10 However, Paraguayans returned from Buenos Aires after defending the city from English invaders in 1806 “with the deeply rooted desire to never serve in military service outside of Paraguay.”11 Furthermore, during the early months of the War of the Triple Alliance the Paraguayan forces looked relatively ineffective during their forays outside the country, only to become much more formidable during the defensive phase that followed. What, then, explains how, during the Chaco War, men went off to serve in one of the most hostile environments in the world to fight what many at the time considered a better prepared and more rigorously trained Bolivian military?12 As The Grandchildren of Solano López will demonstrate, rural Paraguayans always considered themselves at heart to be “soldiers” prepared to defend the land that they diligently worked.13 When others, such as the Bolivians, invaded what were perceived to be Paraguayan lands, the Guaraní-speaking rural peoples of Paraguay bravely resisted.

During the War of the Triple Alliance, as the allies approached Paraguay, they were met with fierce nationalism. As explanation, Michael Huner notes that the Paraguayan priests, speaking in Guaraní, declared the nation “divinely ordained” and used the Guaraní term ñane retã (our soil) to describe a special relationship between God and the Paraguayan state.14 In the case of the Chaco, nationalist ideas were solidified with the death of Lieutenant Adolfo Rojas Silva in the Chaco. The Paraguayan rural classes turned a possible deserter into a saint and concluded it was necessary to defend Paraguayan territory from “invading” forces. With the death of this Paraguayan soldier, the land was interpreted as Paraguayan. Rojas Silva’s death demonstrated that Bolivian aggression would meet a strong Paraguayan defense. This book will also consider how, prior to the Chaco War, the collective memory of the Paraguayan rural classes in the campaña (countryside) was largely excluded from the master narratives and politics in Asunción. When Paraguay’s rural classes found themselves in the far reaches of the Chaco frontier, desertion became impossible. Far from the Liberal elites and congregated together for the first time since the end of the War of the Triple Alliance, a strong, clear, and ultimately defining view of Paraguayan society arose. Ultimately, they defined themselves as the “grandchildren of Solano López,” prepared to defend “lo Paraguayo,” which then included the land of Rojas Silva’s death. Paraguayan soldiers tapped into an oral Guaraní-language memory and reconstructed their own vision of the nation.

In many ways this investigation parallels the work of Wolfgang Schivelbusch in his book The Culture of Defeat, in which he examines how nationalism is affected by military defeat at the hands of another state or states. According to Schivelbusch’s model, Paraguay reflected a similar trajectory as occurred in the American South after the U.S. Civil War, France after the Franco-Prussian War, and Germany after the First World War. All four nations passed through a period of mourning and recovery as they struggled to redefine themselves after defeat. More important for this study, Schivelbusch’s text explores how victory in a succeeding international conflict can shape the process of recovery. He postulates that in these cases the new victor imitates the morals, technology, and “programs of modernization” of the earlier victors.15 The new victors hold the moral high ground and thus have never been defeated at all. The new victory is interpreted as a vindication of the national past. But in the example of Paraguay this was not the case. The Paraguayans did not emulate either the Argentines or the Brazilians after the latter’s victory in the War of the Triple Alliance, nor did the Paraguayans believe that the cultural characteristics of either had aided them in their later success. Rather, Paraguayans viewed their triumph in the Chaco solely as the result of their own unique heritage. In both cases, Guaraní was the language of the battlefield and it was the soldier-agriculturalist who had done the fighting. What did occur in Paraguay after the later victory was that the initial defeat was viewed as a success. After the War of the Triple Alliance their culture survived to rise once again and defeat the Bolivians.

Foregrounded by the war in Chaco, this book also explores ideas about frontier. These areas in Latin America have formed the focus of a number of recent studies. Many examine the violent nature of the frontier, where ideas about gender, race, and ethnicity were contested.16 Moreover, because these regions were places for economic or social opportunity, Indians, Africans, European settlers, men, women, missionaries, and prospectors found themselves competing for resources with little, if any, oversight from governments. As it moved farther away from centers of power, the frontier attracted new settlement because of Latin America’s traditional importance as a producer of export commodities, including, but not limited to cattle, rubber, cacao, sugar, gold, silver, and oil.17 Encroaching on Indian lands, Latin American states either murdered the Native population, as is clear in the case of the Argentine Patagonia, or struggled to incorporate new peoples into what Anderson called the “national imaginary.” Neither was the case in the Paraguayan Chaco, as this region failed to attract settlers because of its limited economic opportunities.

Furthermore, the Guaraní-speaking peoples of eastern Paraguay viewed the Indians of the Chaco as traditional enemies. For most of recorded history the people of what is today eastern Paraguay regarded the land to the west as a place best avoided. With the exception of the small village of Borbón, which bordered the Paraguay River, few Paraguayan agriculturalists traveled across the Paraguay River in search of a plot of land to cultivate and call their own. As a result of this disinterest in the region, the state did not try hard to convince its own citizens to settle the region in the nineteenth century. Rather, large tracts of land were sold to foreign investors, including the Argentine Carlos Casado. But even the foreigners who invested in the region limited their investments to land along the western bank of the Paraguay River. With his limited penetration into the region, Casado, the most important investor in the Chaco in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, amassed a large fortune in the tannin industry. But even the success of men like Casado failed to ignite Paraguayan curiosity about the region.18

I contend that the Paraguayan soldier-agriculturalist, beyond fighting simply for land and resources, as was the case in most frontier regions, was also fighting to redeem the honor of the nation—and Solano López—after the insulting defeat in the War of the Triple Alliance, while simultaneously proclaiming his proud Guaraní-speaking heritage. Soldiers, far from the centralizing authority in Asunción and brought together for the first time since the end of the War of the Triple Alliance, found the space needed to define the narrative of the nation. The Grandchildren of Solano López will explore how that community was later able to assert itself both culturally and politically in the metropole when they returned from their duties on the frontier.19

In order to track this shift, I have used a variety of public and private libraries and collections. There is no central archive in Paraguay for the period after 1870; after the War of the Triple Alliance each government ministry was to keep its own archive. Because of repeated moves and lack of funding, few ministries have any type of archive available for the early twentieth century. Much was lost because of this decentralization. Luckily for the historian, many Paraguayans have saved a great deal of material in private collections or privately funded archives, which they generously shared with me. It is possible, therefore, with time and diligence to reconstruct Paraguayan history from these sources. I have also relied on newspapers of the era (of which a rich collection survives in the National Library), literary and student magazines, scientific and agricultural journals, and missionary reports.

Three major political events in Paraguay give structure to this book: the 1904 coup that ended Colorado Party rule in Paraguay and brought the Liberal Party to power; the Chaco War; and finally the 1936 Febrerista Revolution that ended Liberal rule. After the defeat of Paraguay in the War of the Triple Alliance, the Brazilian and Argentine victors occupied Asunción, dictating many Liberal-era economic policies. Both Argentina and Brazil vied for influence in the country. The Brazilians were able to wield the most influence until the 1894 coup, after which their influence in the landlocked nation declined. In 1894 the Brazilian special envoy to Paraguay, Dr. Amaro Cavalcanti, fearing the election of an anti-Brazilian president, intervened in local politics to ensure the election of General Juan Bautista Egusquiza. The Brazilian attempt to gain power failed. After the election, however, the Argentines came to exert growing economic influence over the nation.20 Even so, Paraguay remained relatively isolated during the early decades of the twentieth century.

The dominant political party of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was the Colorado Party, the popular name for the Asociación Nacional Republicana, founded in 1887; Paraguay’s opposition party, the Liberal Party, was founded as the Centro Democrático. Both political parties advocated laissez-faire economic policies that permitted and encouraged foreigners to purchase great tracts of land in both eastern Paraguay and the Chaco. However, by 1904 the Liberal Party’s leadership desired to correct the perceived errors of Colorado rule: neglecting business and agriculture and, most important, failing to successfully negotiate with Bolivia over the competing claims to the Chaco frontier. The Liberals managed to maintain control over the government from 1904 to the end of the Chaco War, even surviving fratricidal wars within the party during various periods in the 1910s and 1920s, but they failed to dramatically change politics, economics, or stability in Paraguay.

Liberal-era politics in Paraguay did not bring the vast majority of the rural peoples into the “vortex of modern global, national, or regional economies” the way that Andean peasants were affected during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.21 According to historian Paul H. Lewis, Asunción, during the Liberal era, was still a “somnolent backwater” where “city people traveled mostly on foot or horseback along streets picturesquely lined with orange trees,” although “these same streets turned into rust-brown rivers of mud after a heavy rain.” His description of the campaña was that “life was even more primitive” than in Asunción.22 The outside world remained as far away and as inaccessible as during the colonial era. Travel between Buenos Aires and Asunción on the Mihanovich Supplying Line (one of the only regular services between the two cities) took five days up the river and four days down in 1910, with only two trips in each direction weekly.23

After the Chaco War though, the Liberals could no longer exercise dominance because they were challenged by the rise of a new political organization, the Febreristas. The Febreristas were made up of Chaco War veterans, “army officers, and discontented politicians.” While only able to hold power for a period of eighteen months, these men altered the political and cultural structure of the nation.24 Among their most important contributions, the Febreristas proposed land reform to aid Paraguay’s rural classes, resisted even small economic ties to Argentina, and altered the cultural landscape of the nation. Although, ultimately a political failure, the Febreristas managed to dramatically alter the course of the nation’s history.

The vast majority of support for the Febreristas came from Paraguay’s agriculturalists. In the past several decades, studies about indigenous peasants in Latin America have exploded in number.25 These studies have demonstrated that peasants developed their own vision of the nation that was fundamental to securing the defense of these areas against foreign invasion, suggesting that peasants were active agents in building Latin American nation-states. Similarly, rural Paraguayans held fast to a collective memory that motivated them to fight and defend the nation from foreign aggression. However, although studies of peasants in the Andes assume that the postcolonial rural dwellers believed that they belonged to a class of “have nots,” the situation in Paraguay was a bit more nuanced.

During the period immediately following independence, those living outside of Asunción survived in a variety of economic situations. As a result, Paraguayans often referred to the people who lived outside of Asunción as the clase rural and not specifically as “peasants,” as in the Andes. This did not mean that the word was entirely excluded from the narrative; rather, an understanding of the Paraguayan campaña requires a much more delicate approach. After independence in 1811 there were a variety of landholding arrangements, including arrendamientos (small leaseholdings), large landowners, and pueblos de indios (Indian villages), which paid taxes as a community. Paraguay’s relatively small population in comparison with the Andes and Mexico meant that there was plenty of land available for arrendatarios, who were able to fend off the ambitions of the large landowners because of protection provided by the government of José Gaspar Rodríguez de Francia. In return, the funds provided by the small leaseholders provided much-needed revenue for the state. This system remained largely in place until 1848 when the government of Carlos Antonio López, on October 7, appropriated the land and cattle of the Indian villages. As a result the López family incorporated large tracts of land for their own benefit.26 Furthermore, the Colorado governments of the postwar period sold large tracts of state lands in the Chaco and eastern Paraguay to favored Paraguayans and foreigners. Large foreign corporations, including La Industrial Paraguaya S.A., used this land for the cultivation of yerba mate (Paraguayan tea) in Alto Paraná, while large cattle ranches located in various regions of eastern Paraguay and the Chaco were also concentrated in the hands of foreign owners, including the French-owned Société Générale Paraguayo-Argentino.27

There is little documentation about life in the Paraguayan campaña during the early twentieth century. One exception is the work of Spanish-born journalist and anarchist Rafael Barrett who wrote extensively of the Paraguayan campaña, reporting on the conditions of peons laboring on these large foreign-owned plantations. According to Barrett, owners treated workers appallingly and he regularly compared their condition to that of slaves.28 He recounted how workers made miserable salaries and had no access to land. However, some Paraguayans were able to prove their landholdings after the War of the Triple Alliance through an 1873 law that allowed those who had lost titles to land to regain their titles by providing witnesses who testified to their ownership. These owners then obtained títulos supletorios (substitute titles).29 In addition to describing the exploited workers of the yerbales (tea plantations), Barrett was also able to relate stories of small landowners who lived in the environs of Asunción and other small towns and villages, making their living bringing their goods to urban areas for consumption. Writers rarely referred to any of these people as “peasants.” This was because at one time or another Paraguay’s rural classes were able to eke out a living as small, self-sufficient property owners. Therefore, I have decided to refer to the rural classes as “agriculturalists” as did the ilustrados (learned men) of early twentieth-century Paraguay. It should be noted that the word campesino (peasant) is used with more frequency in Paraguay today, although in the early decades of the twentieth century its usage was limited.

Many people have defined Paraguay as a bilingual, Spanish- and Guaraní-speaking nation.30 This is not the case. Even today most Paraguayans, in particular the rural classes, are monolingual Guaraní-speakers.31 Nonetheless, for the period in question, Guaraní was rarely used as a written language. It was, for the most part, used exclusively for oral communication. As a result, the material in Guaraní in this book almost always required an oral performance such as singing or acting on a stage, clearly reflecting the oral traditions of the Paraguayan campaña where the language dominated. For the most part, Spanish was the language of the urban intellectual classes of Paraguay, although it was likely that elites spoke to their domestic help exclusively in Guaraní. (Today that is not necessarily the case as many elite Paraguayans can only speak a few words and phrases of the indigenous language.) Spanish was also Paraguay’s written language; it was (and still is) the language of government, science, religious hierarchy, and journalism. What is apparent though is that Guaraní was the language of the Paraguayan agriculturalist-soldier. It was the language of romance, identity, poetry, nation, and war. It was the language of Francisco Solano López’s descendants.
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