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Introduction

‘An island surrounded by land’, wrote Roa Bastos of his country, Paraguay. For me, it is a remarkable observation not so much because it is true but because it comes from a Paraguayan. Throughout the travels described in this book, I met few Paraguayans who saw their country in relative terms; for most, there was, quite simply, no other world than their own.

As I travelled around Paraguay, I began to appreciate the scale of its insularity. It sits at the heart of a continent but not on the way to anywhere else. Bounded by Brazil, Argentina and Bolivia, it is a country nearly twice the size of the United Kingdom but with only a tenth of its population. This puts it among the most sparsely populated countries in the world. In the outer margins of the country there is virtually no population at all, and these, I suppose, are its oceans. They are even described in the language of the sea, with ‘islands’, ‘coasts’ and ‘bays’.

I set out in all directions from the capital, Asunción, and every journey ended at forbidding natural frontiers: poisonous jungles, boiling rivers, deserts or endless, enervating marshes. In the whole country there are only two all-weather airports and much of what’s landed still comes by boat along a great river, the Río Paraguay. Despite thousands of kilometres of frontier there are but a handful of viable entry-points. Paraguay is not merely isolated, it is almost impenetrable. Small wonder that it has become a refuge to Nazis, cannibals, strange sixteenth-century Anabaptists, White Russians and fantastic creatures that ought long ago to have been extinct.

In their more flamboyant moments, the Paraguayans describe their landlocked nation as ‘South America’s Switzerland’. In truth, it is its Cinderella. A third of its people live below the poverty line, and until comparatively recently, drinking water was sold from mule carts on the streets, even in Asunción. Only 11 per cent of the roads are paved and the telephone system is so haunted that nowadays there are twice as many mobile phones as there are land lines. It is a young country too; 40 per cent of the population is under fourteen. Few of them will have heard of Switzerland, one in ten of them will get no education at all. Nor are there Alps. At its highest, Paraguay never climbs more than 840 metres out of the savannah. On a sober analysis, the most that Paraguay and Switzerland have in common is a dearth of sea water.

I realised that, for all its difficulties, Paraguay had never ceased to surprise (and sometimes alarm) those around it. I realised too that there was much explaining to be done; isolation has encouraged lively eccentricity. Paraguay is the greatest importer of Scotch per capita in the world and yet few Paraguayans drink it. It is the greatest exporter of electricity and yet a sizeable proportion of its people still live by slash-and-burn. There can be few other countries whose national collections include a Tintoretto (Iacopo Robusti) and yet where there are men surviving by the bow and arrow. It is the only country on the continent that still officially speaks the language of its original inhabitants, the Guaraní. Here, perhaps, the Paraguayans are at their most impenetrable. Parents, for example, might speak to each other in Guaraní but will expect their children to address them respectfully – in Spanish.

Less surprisingly, their insularity has given the Paraguayans a powerful sense of intimacy. Although I was always treated with embarrassing kindness, I was seldom regarded as anything other than a curiosity, an outsider. Paraguayan patriotism is about the only commodity that is limitless. Even the word ‘Guaraní’ resonates through society, in the names of boats, buses, hotels, the currency and the national fizzy drink. Sometimes this enthusiasm emerges as ugly nationalism but at other times it is inspirational. Asunción had its own impressionist movement at the turn of the nineteenth century, beautiful but deeply introspective. Its writers, despite their clunky foreign names – Appleton, Appleyard and Thompson – have also given the Paraguayan arts a respectable acquittal (in 1996, Roa Bastos was short-listed for the Nobel Prize for literature). On the sports field too the Paraguayans have bloodied themselves well. Seldom does an international golf or tennis championship take place without some Guaraní heroism. In the FIFA World Cup 2002, Paraguay was seeded ninth (five places above England) and took the fight all the way to the last rounds in Japan, a remarkable achievement for a David amongst so many Goliaths.

A by-product of Paraguay’s strong kinship and oral traditions is that no one agrees on anything. History is largely a matter of opinion, which makes this book both harder and easier to write. There isn’t even agreement as to what the word ‘Paraguay’ means. Some say it is ‘the water that flows to the sea’ or ‘the water that is richly adorned’. Some think it is derived from the Guaraní for ‘crown’ or the paraquá bird (Ortolida Paraqua), or from the name of an Indian chieftain. Others, less charitably, say it refers to a group of water-pirates, the Payaguás, who once terrorised the river in their search for good scalps.

Whatever it means, few have any reason to go to Paraguay. Even my own introduction was a matter of chance. In the countdown to the Falklands War, I’d been working on a farm in northern Argentina; Paraguay was my nearest bolt-hole. Although I would often feel excluded, I would come to love this State of Isolation.

As I rummaged through Paraguay’s history, I realised that isolation explained much of what was otherwise inexplicable. There seemed few points at which it had connected with the outside world. In the long day of human existence, Paraguay was only noticed in the nanoseconds before midnight. Even then, the conquista of 1537 was a very different experience to the genocide endured elsewhere in the Americas. Finding themselves alone at the heart of the continent, the conquistadors bedded down among the savages and a new and peculiar race evolved. In time, the provincia of Paraguay, which was momentarily the greatest Spanish holding after Peru, slipped into obscurity.

For centuries, the country had few visitors. Still the only way in was through the hard southern flanks of Argentina and then two months sailing up the Paraná. This long seclusion enabled the Paraguayans to experiment, to try out all the different shapes and sizes of tyranny.

The first was an agricultural tyranny, a land of half-castes herded into work camps or encomiendas. Then, from 1609, it was a Jesuit theocracy, ruled by the ‘sword of the word’. However godly and admirable it may have been, Spain eventually saw it for what it was, an empire within an empire, and in 1768 it was dismembered. Independence was then thrust upon the Paraguayans in 1811 (until then they’d never seen the point) and the chance arose for some experiments of their own.

In 1814, God made way for a spindly agnostic in a black frock-coat who is still known as ‘The Supreme One’. For the next twenty-six years, the country was his revolutionary police state. Dr Francia ruled with genius, madness, ferocious impartiality and scrupulous honesty (he even returned his unspent salary to the treasury). In the course of his experiment, Paraguay was sealed off from the world and the peninsulares (those born in Spain) persecuted almost to extinction.

Francia’s brand of revolutionary socialism was replaced in 1840 by a period of feudalism under the López dynasty. Though initially there were elements of revolutionary design (the Law of the Womb, 1842, was one of the first moves against slavery in the Americas), by the second generation the family’s rule was hopelessly self-serving and often just bizarre. It ended with the bloodiest war modern man has ever known: the War of the Triple Alliance 1865–70.

Ravaged, smashed and isolated, Paraguay could boast no tidy structures in the decades that followed. The worst years were 1910 to 1912, when seven presidents came and went. By this time half the country’s land was owned by seventy-nine people. At the moment when it might have recovered, Paraguay was then entangled in another war, the Chaco War (1932–5). It would become the most destructive war of the twentieth-century western hemisphere, a fight with Bolivia over 247,000 square kilometres of desert.

There was then almost a period of fascism. Even the chief of the Asunción police named his son ‘Adolfo Hirohito’ in anticipation of a muscular future, but it never happened. At the last minute, Paraguay changed tack, declared war on Nazi Germany and was admitted to the United Nations.

The last of the experiments began in 1954, when General Stroessner seized power. His own vicious, ill-defined brand of totalitarianism became one of the most enduring the world has known, lasting nearly thirty-five years. By the end, Paraguayans could look back over their history and count only two years of democratic rule of law.

It is not always easy to decide which was the consequence of the other; Paraguay’s isolation or its experiments with tyranny. Either way, its relationships with the outside world have always been distant and often tortuous. In the last century and a half, Paraguay has fought all its neighbours, on one occasion three at once. It was thrown out of the League of Nations for fighting, and even now there’s a tendency to evaluate foreign countries according to their football. It was left out of the Cold War; too self-contained for the communists and too unpredictable for the Americans (Nixon politely declined an offer of Paraguayan help in Vietnam). Its friends have tended to be its benefactors – those who’ve desperately needed its vote: the Israelis, the Taiwanese and the pre-Mandelan South Africans. Everyone else has left it to its isolation.

Even when relationships have been urged upon it, Paraguay has proved tirelessly exotic. It is the only member of the United Nations to have a flag that is different on each side. Indeed, Asunción had no diplomats at all until the arrival of a British consul late in the nineteenth century. Heads of state proved harder to entice; Paraguay only received its first state visit in 1964. It was General de Gaulle, looking more bemused than ever.

How long, I wonder, can Paraguay remain an island surrounded by land? There was once a time when the ripples made by world events took many months to reach Asunción. Now the ripples come faster and faster. At least two Paraguayans were killed in the World Trade Center outrage and the country accuses its most easterly city of being a ‘focal point for Islamic extremism’. The outside world, it seems, can no longer be ignored.

Elsewhere, Paraguayans imagine a union with Brazil, but already this is more real than imagined. Even now, a land bridge extends outwards to Brazil, with 350,000 Brazilians living in the Eastern Border Region, trading in Brazilian reals and bargaining in Portuguese. Inevitably, the Paraguay that is described in this book is about to change for ever.

Historically, those who didn’t know it tended to refer to Paraguay as ‘the empty quarter of South America’. Those who did brought back fantastical stories, describing a land of lotus-eaters and biddable women, hilarious despots and magnificent wars. These tales were usually too raw for public enjoyment but meat and drink to writers of fiction. Paraguay would crop up time and time again throughout literature, from Voltaire to Graham Greene, sometimes modified, sometimes mutilated.

Originally, I was also going to portray Paraguay in fiction. But, as the history unravelled, I was repeatedly troubled by the same thought: it all seemed so improbable. Was I squandering an opportunity? Would anyone believe me? In the end I decided that it had to be told the way it was and the way I saw it.

Most of the characters in this book therefore appear as they appeared to me and with their own names. A few I’ve had to change because, even in present-day Paraguay, a view that is safely held today may not be so tomorrow. Others I’ve changed in deference to their need for privacy. Gareth Llewelyn, for example, comprises several people but one in particular. I hope his family will understand why I’ve included his unhappy story; he played an important role in my perception of this beautiful and troubled country. Without him, this portrayal is incomplete.

I hope too that Paraguayans will forgive me for telling the story of their politicians with what may sometimes seem like frivolity. It’s the only way I know to tell a story that, deep down, makes me feel anger. If my words provoke even a tremor of Paraguayan outrage, I’d be happy. For too long, evil powers have made a scarce commodity of protest. Lassitude, once regarded as endearing, has become a means of survival.

John Gimlette

London, 2002


Asunción

I knew nothing of the city, but I believed I would find in Asunción some mingling of the exotic, the dangerous and the Victorian which would appeal … How right I would prove to be.

Graham Greene, Ways of Escape

When I first came to Asunción from Spain, I realised that I’d arrived in paradise. The air was warm, the light was tropical and the shuttered colonial houses suggested sensual, tranquil lives. At night we’d go out walking in the streets and I’d be aware of two things; the smell of jasmine and the sound of voices in the dark. But like any paradise, this one had serpents.

Josefina Plá, Paraguayan poet


1

MY HOSTESS WAS studying me with renewed interest.

‘Did you say,’ she said slowly ‘that he cut the child’s hands off with a blowtorch?’

‘Well, yes.’ I fidgeted. ‘Doesn’t anyone remember?’

Down the table everyone shook their head, except the thief.

‘I remember it,’ he said.

Attention swivelled in his direction. The thief was pouring more wine into his Coca-Cola. It was rumoured he’d skinned his own bank and almost got away with it. Overnight, they said, his eyes had turned black like a panda’s, and his Dalmatians had run away.

‘Didn’t they make a film,’ he piped, ‘about The Blowtorch Case? With Antoni Opkins and those moths. That was here, wasn’t it, Mónica? That was Paraguay?’

There was dissension from the silverware and glass.

The hostess was examining me again. ‘When did you hear these things, John?’

‘When I first came here. About twenty years ago.’

Ah, they all said, twenty years ago. Things were different then.


2

THROUGHOUT THE SUMMER of 1982, Asunción had been gripped by a good murder.

The body of the boy, fourteen years old and horribly mutilated by the blowtorch, had been discovered in a wealthy suburb. The details of the story were happily never very clear and the press had shown a maddening indifference to the whole affair, doubtless on the General’s instructions. Perhaps his German priggishness had got the better of him or, more likely, he didn’t want his Paraguayans to speculate on the possibility that his police did not have eyes and ears in every home. Starved of details by their caudillo, the citizens drank up the trickle of gossip that collected downtown, and suffocated by heat, they made themselves giddy with fantastical tales, each more grotesque than the last.

‘They say he’s someone in the government – a sadist,’ I was told by a friend, Reynaldo Gosling. Reynaldo was a few years older than me and was already a student, but he seemed to enjoy our meetings at the William Shakespeare, feasting on my most mawkish tales from England. One grandfather, he explained, had been a British railway engineer and the other had distinguished himself in the Chaco War of the thirties. Although he’d never been outside Paraguay he affected a familiarity with England and nurtured a fondness for El Pub Inglés. ‘Apparently, he tortured the boy for hours with a blowtorch before strangling him.’

‘Yes,’ agreed his pretty Guaraní girlfriend. ‘And he smashed the boy’s face in too. They must have been lovers.’

‘That’s shit,’ said another man, who’d been munching cornmeal chipa at the bar. ‘He’s a Nazi. One of the General’s Germans. I heard he did medical experiments in those Jewish camps. Someone’s covering for him.’

This was dangerous talk and Reynaldo steered us back towards safer ground and the more conventional wisdom. ‘Look, he’s probably just some homosexual.’

The police were at their wits’ end, and truckloads of constables, old Mauser rifles wedged between their knees, ploughed up and down Independencia. They didn’t expect to find the blowtorch killer but they could at least stifle the rumours of their own ineptitude. In a further act of desperation, they took a sniff at the gossip and rounded up all of Asunción’s homosexuals. Not knowing what to do with such a large number of patently harmless individuals, they locked them up for a few days and then released them. The citizens were unappeased.

But it wasn’t immediately obvious how the rumours thrived or even spread about the city. By day the centre of town was silent and deserted. Baked by the sun, the cobbles shimmered in a heat haze. The windows of the Guaraní-baroque mansions were tightly shuttered against the fierce white light, their vast panelled doors secured shut with bolts the size of ox-bones. Those who had the money had fled the heat by passing the summer on the beaches of Uruguay. A snake of BMWs slithered in and out every season.

It seemed that at these times of day only the beggars stirred in the centre of the city, and they didn’t gather to gossip. ‘Most of them are survivors of the Chaco War,’ Reynaldo told me. ‘They got shot up in our war with Bolivia. Then they got amputations and now they hang around on the Plaza de Los Héroes. Actually, they’re a nuisance.’

They probably wouldn’t be for much longer. With limbs so smashed by explosions and minds so raked by gunfire and whisky-tipo, it wouldn’t be long now before old age mercifully carried them off – if the giant Mercedes buses that crashed over the ruts didn’t get them first. Each time I passed them, I wondered if they ever thought of themselves as the lucky ones, the ones that survived a war so terrible that nearly a third of Paraguay’s fighters perished.

There was a brief moment at the end of each day, that exquisite moment of dusk that tropical countries earn themselves, when the sun plunged into the Río Paraguay and the city was suffused with pink light, when the citizens, those that remained, would emerge from their shuttered houses, blinking and shaking sleep out of their clothes. Some would stare blankly into the shop windows at the electrical goods smuggled in from Panama and the bottles of whisky piled up like ammunition. Others took their seats under the lapacho trees, in the Plaza Uruguaya, kicked off their shoes and waited for the officious, unofficial curfew to begin. Perhaps they gossiped, exchanging the latest gothic details on the blowtorch murder, but most just sat, waiting silently for the end of the day.

As the light changed from pink to purple, Asunción’s only neon sign, large bright red letters on the pediment of the National Bank, flickered into life: PEACE, WORK AND WELL-BEING WITH STROESSNER. When they saw this, people put their shoes and socks back on and went home.

For some reason the writ of the curfew never extended to The Lido bar. As long as you could get yourself there and back, weaving around the patrols, it seemed as though you could sit there as long as you liked, sluicing away the dust and diesel with icy pilsen called Antarctica. It ought to have been the perfect place for the traffic in good stories. It stood right at the centre of town and had even been described rather whimsically as lying ‘at the crossroads of South America’. Inside, a great amphitheatre of tangerine-coloured bar swooped out into a brilliant white room. It was a room full of air that swirled in through the windows, was whipped by giant ceiling fans and then hustled out on to the street again. It was pure 1950s; you pulled upholstered stools up to the bar and gave your orders to the little duck-hipped ladies in tangerine aprons and tangerine hats who waddled around in the arena.

Paraguayans enjoyed it, but their enjoyment was reverential and mute. They sat huddled around the counter, inward-looking, facing each other across the gorgeous orange arena; there were the middle-class Hispanics with their brilliantined hair, pig-skin briefcases and buckled alligator shoes; there were mestizos and touts, Maká Indians selling bows and arrows and mercantes hawking lace as thin and light as cobwebs; there were ruddy, blond immigrants from Latvia, Ukraine and the Balkans spooning up bori-bori soup with big, farmers’ hands; there were the German settlers pawing over Neues für Alle, while their wives, hair-dyed and lacquer-faced, sipped tereré, an icy privet-leaf tea; then there were Koreans, newcomers to the scene, who’d set themselves up around the mercado and who only occasionally came down to town for acupuncture or lumbago treatment and who stuck to the cold beer. They all ate and sipped and spooned and sucked in silence, while the orange ladies heaved great trays of parillada steak and juicy hummocks of steaming maize cake out of the kitchens. The diners stared through them, at each other, wondering, I fancied, who was the police informer, who was the whisky smuggler, who was the Nazi and who could do that to a boy so young.

When the silence of the Paraguayans became too much, I would duck across the Plaza and up Calle Chile to the Shakespeare. Although it called itself a pub, it was really just a room above a Korean pharmacy, reached by some musty stairs. It wasn’t even particularly English, although it was staffed by two Glaswegians who thought that life in such a place was ‘better than life on the dole’. The young Paraguayans thought it was Paradise, even though there was nothing to drink but Antarctica and the temperature seldom fell below gas mark 3. They liked to hear Rod Stewart roaring out of the tape recorder and they were thrilled to be in a place that could rumble with laughter. Above all they loved the way that you had to shout very loud – in English – to be heard. It allowed them to transport themselves in their imaginations away from the stifling conformity and oppression of Asunción to England, a place hardly any of them had seen, where people had endless fun and sex and danced all night around their palm trees. The illusion was sustained for as long as it took before someone tripped over the plug to the tape deck, throttled Rod Stewart and plunged us all back into silence. During the lull, I was spotted by a girl with a fantastic rick of black hair piled up around her head.

‘Are you English, kid?’

‘Yes,’ I admitted. I was terrified; girls at my school hadn’t behaved like this. She was sucking the icebergs out of her Antarctica and crunching them up with her teeth. ‘Are you?’

‘Course I’m fucking not. This is Paraguay. I’m fucking Paraguayan.’ She took a step back and cocked her head, awaiting my reaction. I failed to say anything.

‘OK. Look. My father was Japanese and my mother half Spanish and half fucking English. That makes me fucking Paraguayan.’

‘You speak good English,’ I tried.

She’d worked in Liverpool for a while. Now she imported Scotch whisky into Paraguay.

‘But only the best. The fucking most expensive. Anyway, what are you doing here?’

I hesitated. ‘I’ve come to see President Stroessner.’

‘Well, he’s a fuck-head!’ she exploded, and threw her magnificent head back and laughed. ‘A total fuck-head! You know what he does? He takes people he doesn’t like up in planes and flies over the Chaco Desert. And then what? He fucking well throws them out!’

I opened my mouth to protest, but at that moment the music restarted. She pressed her ear up close to my face, which disappeared into an impenetrable thicket of curls and ringlets. Everything went dark and my nose tickled.

‘You can’t say that here,’ I muffled. ‘The pyragüés …’

The pyragüés was the name everybody used for the secret police. It was a Guaraní word which meant – literally – ‘the hairy-footed ones’. It was a cute reminder that their raids were sudden, silent and invariably savage.

‘The pyragüés don’t speak English, you fuck-head. All the police are fuck-heads!’ She punched me on the chest and turned and wandered off towards the bar, with her beer bottle raised in salute. ‘The police are fuck-heads!’ The crowd around the bar parted and shrank away.

Reynaldo appeared by my side. ‘Do you really want to see President Stroessner then?’

‘Er, yes.’ I hadn’t considered it before.

‘He holds an audience every Tuesday in the Government Palace. That’s tomorrow.’

*

I zig-zagged back to my pensión, the Hispania, on the other side of Los Héroes. It was grizzled baroque and much favoured by Mennonites, the Germanic Anabaptists whose colonies were dotted round the country.

These strange, pale people were the distant fallout of a diaspora that had begun in Switzerland in 1525 when the ‘left wing of the Reformation’ split with Ulrich Zwingli. Self-contained and self-denying, the Mennonites had been jostled around the world ever since, splitting themselves into smaller and smaller fragments. The splinter group that used the Hispania were known as ‘The Mexicans’, for no better reason than that a part of their wanderings had been spent – in conditions of exorbitant misery – in central America. They now padded in and out of Asunción looking for seeds and farm implements.

‘We are,’ said their literature, ‘die stillen in lande – the unobtrusive ones.’ This was only partly true. Certainly, the Mexicans confined themselves to the top floor of the hotel and it was rumoured that they even denied themselves a breeze from the fans lest their elders should hear of such vanity and cast them out from their number. But whenever they went out, they wore strange nineteenth-century costumes of bonnets and black calico. Even in a city of oddities like Asunción, this was hardly unobtrusive.

I had a room on the second floor. It was a vast, mildewed space that might once have been used for dancing classes. It had floor-to-ceiling louvred shutters that were so seized up with drifts of green paint that they’d become petrified in the open position, admitting scalding blasts of dust and roasted corn from the street below. I shared this great green tropical ballroom with two others, for whom it was, in its own way, heavenly. The first was an Englishman called Kevin Pluck who’d come to South America to give some long and careful thought to the question of whether or not he should ever get a job. He had an opening in the car factory at Luton, but the delicious, orange-blossomed lassitude that overwhelmed Asunción ensured that he wasn’t going to hurry the decision. He’d at least made up his mind to return to Luton with a suntan and so he spent a lot of time and effort trying to go brown. For some reason his skin remained determinedly cheesy.

The other man was a New Zealander called Eddy Taylor. From the start he declared our room to be a ‘real beaut’, and he dragged us all out to celebrate our good fortune. Eddy was chronically, pathologically happy and I have often wondered since then whether I wasn’t somehow infected with his enthusiasm and afflicted with a lifelong and slightly illogical appetite for Asunción. Eddy was unstoppable. He’d been a cow-puncher, a horse-breaker, a sheep-dagger, a dishwasher and a disc jockey. There was no end to the revolting things that he was prepared to find satisfying. He was spattered with freckles and ginger whiskers, and little bits of him – teeth mainly – had been knocked out in fights. He was everything that Kevin wasn’t and that Kevin was glad he wasn’t.

Although all that we had in common was the fact that we all slept in the same mouldering baroque cavern, we became good friends. We often ate together at the railway station, where – among the belch and hiss of steam engines – the food was the cheapest in the city. Some afternoons, Eddy led us out on illegal bathing parties to the Hotel Guaraní, a hideous concrete pillar built by the General to cope with the tidal wave of tourists that was about to overwhelm Asunción. The hotel was even featured on the bank-notes to guide the tourists home. But the wave never came and the pool attendant was happy to accept that we were all in Room 205, along with two other Eddys that Eddy had picked up in the railway station. Even eighteen years on, I couldn’t remember a time when I’d seen a group of tourists in Paraguay larger than our raiding party.

Both Eddy and Kevin were rather older than me, in their mid-twenties, and I considered them to be very wise. When I got back from the Shakespeare, I told them about my discussion with Reynaldo and my plan to visit the President the next day. Eddy immediately became solicitous. ‘You know he pushes people out of fucking aeroplanes?’

Together we tried to piece together the General. Our guidebooks said that he was born on 3 November 1912. His father was a Bavarian brewer and his mother a Paraguayan beauty. He served in the Paraguayan army during the Chaco War and was a distinguished artillery officer. He seized power in a coup in 1954 and was therefore one of the most enduring dictators in the world.

‘I also heard the old man’s a bit of a randy bastard,’ added Eddy, but there was nothing in our guidebooks about that. The maps of Paraguay were infested with his name. There was Stroessner Airport, Port Stroessner, Fort Stroessner, Camp Stroessner and a street in every town named after either him, his matronly wife Doña Eligia or his father, Hugo Stroessner. His big, saggy face was impressed on all the stamps and coins, and Paraguayans even danced a prim little jig called the General Stroessner Polka. His portrait hung in the hallway of the Hotel Hispania and in every other hotel, bar, shop, office, funeral home and poodle parlour in town. Had we looked closely at the portrait, we might have appreciated his full majesty; he was Generalissimo Alfredo Stroessner, Legion d’Honneur, Knight of the Order of St Michael and St George, Order of the Condor of the Andes, Medal of the Inter-American Junta of Defence, Collar of the Order of the Liberator and Grand Cross of the Order of the Sun (with Diamonds).

Anyway, I thought he looked harmless enough, and Graham Greene, writing in Travels With My Aunt, had said that he looked like ‘the amiable well-fed host of a Bavarian bierstube’. I prepared for my visit.
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OF COURSE, WE didn’t know the half of it. Alfredo Stroessner was in the twenty-eighth year of a rule so vile and brutish that it had been given its own ugly name: the Stronato. During the Tropical Terror, he’d extorted eight election results from the Paraguayans and plunged the country into a state of siege. Emergency measures were renewed every ninety days. A third of the state budget was diverted into ‘internal security’, or bullies and guns. Several hundred thousand Paraguayans simply fled. Opponents (as everyone was keen to point out) were hurled from aeroplanes or – more economically – simply bound up in wire, mutilated and dumped in the Río Paraguay. The General didn’t have to do that many times before the Paraguayans began to realise that the Stronato was serious and that it was enduring.

Don Alfredo himself was invincible, the strongman to defend Paraguay against communism and other, rather less specific, dark forces. He invented a new Guaraní doublethink of ‘elected autocracy’ and ‘guided democracy’. Then, from the United States, another useful euphemism was wafted in: the National Security Doctrine (‘Get tough, the Commies are under the bed’). Don Alfredo now had all the impressive excuses he needed; Law 294 (‘The defence of Democracy’) made being a communist illegal, and Law 209 (‘The defence of Public Peace and Personal Freedom’) made it an offence to foster hatred among Paraguayans. The citizens meanwhile recognised these laws for what they were: the ley de mbaraté – the Law of the Jungle. Don Alfredo had all the guns.

Outsiders marvelled at the control that Don Alfredo exercised over his generals. Usually, they were the first to apply a new broom to any president who wavered or faltered (Paraguayans had seen thirty-four presidents swept away in the fifty years before the Stronato). The secret was simple: Don Alfredo simply employed the toughest of them on the board of Paraguay Incorporated, which became the greatest smuggling outfit in the world. Surrounded by countries with excruciating import tariffs, the pickings were rich, and Don Alfredo divided the territory up among his General Staff. Engorged with cash, no one would trouble to rock the boat. This easy patronage – known rather quaintly among social scientists as ‘sultanism’ – kept everybody in medals and Scotch for thirty-four years. If Don Alfredo was ever asked about the army’s involvement in smuggling, he’d simply shrug. ‘Ah,’ he’d say, ‘that is the price of peace.’

Even now, I struggle to understand the scale of this, Paraguay’s most productive industry. Suddenly, Asunción had more Mercedes than any other city in South America, and Paraguay became the greatest importer of whisky per capita in the world. In 1977, around 350,000 gallons a year were being sloshed around Paraguay in old Dakotas and army trucks, most of it heading for the borders. By 1993, it was 1,273,000 gallons. By then, however, operations had also expanded to cover heroin for Miami and guns to South Africa.

The Smuggler-in-Chief was General Andrés Rodríguez, who counted among his business associates the French heroin magnate Auguste Ricord. Ricord had a monstrous mansion in Asunción and later had his business success story told in less than reverential terms in The French Connection. Rodríguez himself was a man almost as shiny and plump as the President. Their families intermarried and the two cronies grew impressively rich. One American magazine even fêted Don Alfredo – fancifully perhaps – as the ninth richest man in the world.

Whether rolling in it or not, Don Alfredo kept a low profile. There was no presidential Rolls-Royce, and Stroessner took modest, woolly-cardigan holidays in Patagonia. He never gave rallies – because he kept fluffing his speeches – and often just bellowed at people in meetings (‘He treated us like twelve-year-olds,’ one of the country’s greatest ranchers later told me). The Old Sultan was at his happiest bantering in Guaraní, the language of his bombardiers. It didn’t pay for him to be ostentatious; that might have prompted demands from the boardroom hoods for a greater slice of the action.

For the army’s rank and file there were splendid period uniforms of hussars and lancers and the officers were even encouraged to do a little business of their own. Paraguay was in danger of becoming a sort of interactive Pirates of Penzance, but with headless corpses bobbing around on the river.

The small problem of an impoverished and potentially complaining populace was taken care of by Pastor Coronel, the head of the pyragüés. Whilst he was neither hairy-footed nor even fleet of foot (an Argentine secret agent once described him as ‘a refrigerator with a tennis ball on top’), he was an enthusiastic interrogator. People were pulled in on the slightest of pretexts. An Australian writer, Gavin Souter, was arrested for taking a photograph of the bullet-riddled lamp-post by the Municipal Theatre, and after a day in the cells found himself in front of Pastor Coronel. He was almost smothered by Coronel’s charm. There had been a terrible mistake. He was discharged with all the Inquisitor’s warmest blessings and good wishes.

Other guests of the pyragüés had a rather different smothering. Pastor Coronel – distinctly less charming on these occasions – liked to conduct his interviews with the subject immersed in the pileta, a bath-tub of human excrement. If, after that, they still had wits or dignity, Pastor Coronel’s warmest blessings were inserted up their rectums with an electric cattle prod. Some, miraculously, made it home, deaf (like the anthropologist Chase Sardi) or with a mind now permanently scrambled. They, in a sense, were the fortunate ones; Pastor Coronel had the Secretary of the Paraguayan Communist Party torn apart, screaming, with a chainsaw – to the accompaniment of a pretty polka. In order that his master missed none of these noisy details, the entire transaction was relayed to Don Alfredo down the telephone. To most, it became obvious that further resistance was futile, and Terror, in the words of one horrified onlooker, ‘became internalised’.

As if black could get any darker, there was an even blacker side to the Stronato which Eddy had accidentally stumbled upon: Don Alfredo had an omnipotent’s appetite for exotic sex. For a while, the demands of his liver-spotted, dew-lapped burgermeister body were met by a line-up of women, and Doña Eligia stood dutifully to one side. He even spawned a litter of little priglets, but as the Stronato gained awful momentum, Don Alfredo took his adventures to the playground. It was said that he employed a procurer – a child-snatcher on the general staff. The President liked his girls no riper than fourteen, and after that, well, his official Snatcher could share them out among the crew. There was one lucky exception – a girl that he dandled long into her adulthood, possibly because he enjoyed the irony of her name: Legal.

That night, Kevin and Eddy watched as I prepared for my visit to His Excellency the President. Reynaldo and his friends had advised me to wear the school blazer, the crumpled-up tie and the pair of thick black corduroy trousers that I’d crushed into my luggage. I pulled them out and laid them on the bed and set to work, scouring and scraping at the stains and picking off the bits of fluff. Kevin and Eddy howled with laughter. They doubted that anyone could cross Asunción in that lot without dying of heat. They were still clutching each other and yelping with delight when I set out the next morning, muzzy-headed and leather-mouthed, for the Government Palace. Overnight, the lapels of the blazer, protesting at the soap and mauling of the night before, had curled up like crisps.

‘Seriously,’ said Eddy, his face now deadpan but the tears still dripping off his nose ‘don’t shake hands with him. He’s got something funny about disease. He doesn’t like it.’
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GOVERNMENT PALACE HAD been commissioned by newly independent Paraguay’s second leader, who also happened to be its second dictator. Carlos Antonio López was born in 1790 to a Creole father and a half-Indian, half-negro mother. In the years before he was appointed to the junta, he practised as a lawyer, accumulating enviable wealth, cunning and girth. By 1844, his chops had begun to roll over his cravat and he’d become too obese and unwieldy to sit on his horse. His physical appearance had become so inflated and hideous that even his colleague on the junta, an old trooper called Alonso, became anxious. When Don Carlos turned on him one day and roared, ‘Andante, barbero!’ (‘Get out, you dolt!’), Alonso – overwhelmed by the spectacle of a fantastically fat man apparently about to explode – simply fled. Don Carlos then held the cudgels of power for the next eighteen years until he drowned in his own dropsy in 1862.

In power, the President continued to engorge and enlarge. He had a misty idea that Paraguay might one day be an imperial power as great as Napoleonic France, and took to wearing a bicorne hat. This, unsurprisingly, triggered helpless titters among the neighbouring Argentines. Enraptured, they sent their most weasel reporter, Hector Varela, up the River Paraná to watch ‘The Monarch of the Jungle’ open a theatre.

One rarely sees a more impressive sight [sniggered Varela] than this great tidal wave of human flesh. He is a veritable mastodon, with a pear-shaped face, narrow forehead and heavy pendulous jowls. During the entire performance, the president ostentatiously wore an enormous, atrocious hat quite appropriate to him and equally suitable for either a museum of curiosities or for the Buenos Aires carnival.

Despite his porcine appearance and the fact that he was only able to conduct affairs of state from a robust armchair, Don Carlos was a surprisingly capable leader. Paraguay became the first country in the Americas to outlaw slavery. Torture was abolished (for a while) and a newspaper was started. Don Carlos even dabbled in a little diplomacy with his neighbours, who until then hadn’t been allowed in (or out) of Paraguay for twenty years. He sent to England for surgeons, engineers and mechanics, and among those who came was a builder from Chelsea called Alan Taylor. Don Carlos wanted a Government Palace.

Alan Taylor arrived in Paraguay in 1858 and built himself a house which he fitted with Paraguay’s first chimney. It started something of a fashion and soon chimneys were popping up all over Asunción. Once settled, he began work on the Palace.

In the excitement, no design was spared, and Don Carlos and his builder incorporated every whimsy of authority: classical pediments, wings like Versailles, an Oval Office like the White House and even a lumpish tower like the Palace of Westminster. Although like all Guaraní-baroque it had been miniaturised, it was to be the culmination of Paraguay’s imperial ambition and would trumpet her emergence into the Industrial Age. The American Minister, Mr Washburn, predicted that the Government Palace would be ‘the finest building in South America’. Captain Richard Burton, who steamed up here many years later – and who, incidentally, loathed Americans and Mr Washburn in particular – disagreed and thought that the whole building was ‘an utter absurdity’. Although I would come to agree with Burton about Mr Washburn, he was wrong about Government Palace; I have always regarded it as an absolute wedding cake, a cool, deliciously iced fantasy on the banks of the steamy Paraguay.

By the time I’d walked this far, rivulets of sweat were trickling down the inside of my shirt and the corduroys were becoming mushy and tangled. I gulped at the air but it was burnt and used up. Little spots were dancing among the cobbles.

Perhaps Carlos’ greatest fault was that he died and, in so doing, made room for his son, Francisco Solano López. The gossips said that Francisco wasn’t Don Carlos’ natural son at all but was the product of his mother’s dalliance with a sweaty farmer. Whatever the truth, Francisco inherited from Don Carlos two dangerous traits; the first, his fondness for greasy food (which made him swell up), was inconvenient and vaguely repulsive for those around him, but the second, an obsession with Napoleon, was to prove fatal not only to him but also to Paraguay.

‘There are many questions to be settled,’ gurgled the dying Don Carlos through his dropsy, ‘but settle them with the pen rather than the sword, particularly with Brazil.’

But within three years of his accession (no one challenged this, a second mastodon), Francisco had picked a quarrel with not just one neighbour but three: Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay. Although the fight that followed tore the smile off the face of the Argentines, it was a catastrophe. Paraguay lost a quarter of her territory and up to four-fifths of her population. ‘Only women, children and burros remained,’ it was reported at the time.

Alan Taylor continued his work on the Palace, but by the end, he was forced to work with gangs of six-year-olds. ‘They were constantly watched,’ wrote Mr Washburn, ‘that they should never idle away a moment … They appeared like worn-out slaves, in whom all hope is so utterly extinguished that they never looked up or ceased a moment from their labour.’ Alan Taylor eventually made it back to Chelsea, utterly broken. He’d been imaginatively tortured, his wife had died of starvation, and their thirteen-year-old son had been conscripted and then executed. Alan Taylor was last heard of, a skeleton, begging the Foreign Office for work. Later, I would come to appreciate how fate came to deal the Paraguayans – and her visitors – such a shocking hand.

By 1870, Paraguay had been dragged down almost as quickly as she’d emerged from her medievalism. She wouldn’t resurface again until the twentieth century and then only to be dragged under again by the next catastrophic war, the Chaco War, starting in 1932. The sons of the orphans perished in their thousands, mainly through thirst, and a new generation of orphans emerged.

The Paraguayans who emerged from this war, shattered but, arguably, victorious, dragged a Bolivian tank home with them. They had captured it using only hand grenades. It was placed in the Plaza Independencia, next to the Government Palace, where its rust and diesel oil fanned out like a psoriatic rash. The civic leaders, anxious to deal the final blow, plunged a telegraph pole into the body of the tank, pinioning the whole machine to the concrete and linking the police station up with the military school.

I skirted the Plaza, pattering damply down Independencia until I reached the Palace grounds, where – as there were no gates – I turned in. Although I could hear my heart drumming in my chest, I felt bloodless and clammy. A truckload of soldiers were parked under a jacaranda tree. They all wore sunglasses and had sinister humps of ammunition bulging around their tureened bellies. I tottered across the Palace lawn and their eyes followed like a little nest of crocodiles. One of them, who I presumed was the officer because he had mother-of-pearl grips on his revolvers, stepped out.

‘What is it?’

‘I’ve come to see the President,’ I croaked, and immediately, a heavily built brown suit appeared in the front hallway and, removing his mirrored lenses, waved me inside.

Reynaldo had warned me about this ogre. He was Mario Abdo Benítez, half Syrian, half Guaraní and the President’s Personal Secretary. Abdo was loyal, obedient and dangerously stupid. He played court jester to Pastor Coronel’s chief executioner. Paraguayans told a story about how he once burnt his ear by answering the phone while he was ironing his master’s trousers. I can understand how you burnt this ear, the doctor had said afterwards, but how did you burn the other one? ‘Well,’ replied Abdo, ‘I had to phone for an ambulance, didn’t I?’

At that moment, I wasn’t finding this story amusing. Abdo’s face was pressed up against mine like a cartoon bulldog. It was, I noticed, pocked with tiny scars. Suddenly the whole thing sliced itself up into a yellowy smile.

‘What exactly do you want?’

Antarctica. The blowtorch man. Nazis and eczema. Your burnt ears. My mind scrambled for an answer but kept alighting on absurdities.

‘I’ve come to pay my respects.’

His smile yellowed a little wider ‘Follow me please, señor.’

I squelched up the red-carpeted stairs behind him. Above us, Carlos and Francisco López, whiskery and bemedalled, scowled down from their gilt frames. I let my trembling knuckles trail along the smooth marble of Alan Taylor’s walls and sucked in a few draughts of cool, polish-scented air. At the top of the stairs we came face to face with a bronze statue of another dyspeptic general, snarling fiercely. We turned right and walked along a terrace until we reached the General’s office. The Syrian knocked at the door and then entered, closing it behind him.

For a moment I contemplated my reflection in the polished wood and stiffened slightly as I saw the bedraggled and bemused figure peering back at me. I quickly averted my gaze and tried to concentrate on the views beyond the balustrade, towards the sluggish grey river with its tiny bronchitic boats, and beyond, to the distant shore, where the Chaco desert began. Crushed up against the palace were the viviendas temporarias, the slums, run up out of corrugated iron and packing cases. As I watched a stringy cat tiptoe across a sheet of scalding tin, Abdo reappeared. My heart lurched.

‘I am sorry, señor, we can’t find him anywhere. He must have gone for a walk.’

On the way back, I paused at the skewered tank that was bleeding oil and rust. It was of course still dying. The beggars were still dying from the wounds inflicted in the war. For a whole generation of women, family life had choked on the contumelies of widowhood. A whole generation of young men had been so piteously decimated that, for those that remained, there was not the strength or the will power to resist a German immigrant who indulged a fondness for having his opponents filleted and parcelled and yet who could take a Tuesday stroll along the quayside. Paraguayans had become mere caretakers at the tomb of their past, making do as best they could and whispering about what might have been.

But just as there were no bodies at this centuries-long wake, for they were scattered over the Chaco desert and through the tropical forests of the north, nor was there grief. Doubtless, hot tears had been shed long ago. But now the republic was contracted in constitutional bereavement. Now the children were learning the national anthem in school, ‘Paraguayos, República O Muerte’ (‘Paraguayans, Republic or Death’), but what they were being offered was not a choice but an epitaph.

Strangely, their neighbours, the Argentines, ever anxious for their own souls, misinterpreted this as a state of contentment. Gustavo Morales was one of the regulars round the pool at the Hotel Guaraní. He was a textile trader who’d been coming to the city for many years, but trying to identify the Paraguayan character left him exasperated.

‘They seem so sure of themselves,’ he said, ‘but nothing makes sense. You know what these people are buying off me now?’ He flung his hand up towards the feverish sun ‘Duffel coats! Duffel coats from England!’

His compatriots were often less kind and were wary of the passivity of their ethnically impure Guaraní neighbours at the head of the Paraná, of whom they told stories as purple as any from Paraguay itself.

‘You know they come down to Argentina and steal babies,’ one told me, ‘and take them away – in truckloads.’
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NATURALLY, WHEN I told Eddie and Kevin about my visit to the palace, they laughed so much they nearly passed out. I wasn’t able to find it quite so funny, because somewhere deep down I felt a little, ill-formed tremble of anger. Still, I wasn’t going to let this spoil the fun and so we all went out, to wash down our malaria pills with a good splash of Antarctica.

Then the day came for the boys to leave. Kevin was frustrated by the failure of his skin to react to Asunción’s sunlight, and Eddy just had to keep moving. Although our friendship was necessarily transitory and predictably beery, I was sorry to see them go and to have the green dance hall all to myself. Eddy’s rucksack was so large and so wide that he had to squeeze himself out of the Hispania sideways, like a crustacean. I never saw them again, but I still laugh when I think of that departure.

By Easter, the citizens had wearied of their own stories of the blowtorch man. Some had even doubted that he existed, although an Anglo-Paraguayan called Virginia Martin told me that she and her boyfriend, Raoul, had some news from the prison.

‘Raoul and I go up there every Friday to take dinner for some friends of Raoul’s. (They fell out with the government over some land deal and Raoul’s friends can’t get the right judge. They all want so much now.) We bring these guys food from restaurants all over Asunción but it isn’t like home, is it? Anyway, we get all the gossip from them. They say the police have got a lead and they’re expecting a breakthrough any day.’

And so on. Asunceños were spared the next instalment by the war in the Falkland Islands. General Stroessner offered some half-hearted support to the Argentines and I sought the advice of the British Embassy.

‘You are only eighteen. You should go home,’ said the clerk behind the plate-glass. Her coffee was cold in front of her.

‘I bet you’ve been busy since this all started,’ I teased. She was Anglo-Argentine.

‘Yes,’ she snapped, and took off her glasses and laid them on the desk in front of her. ‘This morning over one hundred Paraguayans have telephoned in asking if they can fight for the British.’

‘I presume you told them that that was absolutely fine.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

That night the young Paraguayans packed out the Shakespeare and whooped and howled until the rafters shook. I sensed the beginnings of change.
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I SPENT EASTER Sunday with Virginia’s parents in a wealthy suburb of the city. It was a world apart from the crumbling, oven-baked downtown area that I lived in. Here were lawns and sprinklers and shaven-headed Americans chopping tennis balls at each other behind heavy iron railings. There were gleaming brass carriage lamps and doorbells that could chime water music. Most of the mansions up here really were (to borrow Burton’s words) ‘Utter Absurdities’. Every architectural whimsy that had ever been conceived was given expression up here – in coloured bricks. There was mock-Georgian, mock-Victorian, both rococo and mock-rococo, Spanish hacienda, Tibetan pagoda (with parking for two Mercedes and a Pontiac Firebird), Swiss Alpine, Swiss cheese, Wild West and igloo. Very often there were combinations of all of them. One house even had ‘Tudor’ half-timbering, a deep straw thatch and a sentry box, all redolent, I supposed, of an English country cottage. I loathed it, and when my Paraguayan friends told me that the whole area was seething with smugglers and Don Alfredo’s unsavoury cronies, I made a pointless (and slightly sanctimonious) promise to myself that I would never stay in the area perniciously known as ‘uptown’. It is a promise that I have – broadly speaking – kept to ever since.

When my friends said ‘seething’, they weren’t exaggerating. Up here, there was a real and horrible possibility of running into the Whisky Generals or some Serbian neo-Nazis. There were swindlers and robbers from all over the world – the Bartons from Australia and others from Italy, France and America. Don Alfredo’s son, Freddie (who was, as it happens, a gibbering cocaine addict), was building himself a full-scale replica of the White House up here, and Georges Watin – one of Frederick Forsyth’s anti-heroes (the assassin from The Day of the Jackal) – had a little mock-something around the corner. There were countless others.

‘Pinochet’s got a retirement home in Carmelitas,’ offered one of the exuberant drinkers at the Shakespeare.

‘And Idi Amin’s got a plot somewhere,’ added another.

In the middle of this waxworks of nasties lived Virginia’s parents. They must have seemed very incongruous here because it was difficult to imagine nicer people living among such grotesque neighbours. The Martins have, over the years, become a sort of fixed point, a safe harbour in the shifting uncertainties of my Paraguay. They have fed me often enough, and – more recently – Virginia has rescued me from a hotel where, had I stayed a moment longer, I would have been completely consumed by bed-dwelling insects. The first problem, however, was to find them.

I got a taxi up from Plaza de Los Héroes, but once into this ghastly Legoland, we became lost. None of the streets had names and no one, not even a garden-boy clipping a bush, could say exactly where we were. My taxi-driver gave up and abandoned me. Eventually, I got a fat, bald man out of his swimming pool and we both climbed, rather damp, into his oven-like Mercedes. He drove me thirty yards up the road to the Martins’ house.

Virginia’s father had been kidnapped some years before and I was warned to expect a surprise: his ordeal had turned him completely grey. The only colour in Ian’s face was the red rim around each eye. He introduced himself and said that he’d just purchased a new semi-automatic, so that now a weapon was at hand in every room of his dazzling suburban home. By contrast to him, his wife, June, was brilliantly coppery and vivid. The thought occurred to me that they’d had some sort of colour transfusion.

Over lunch, we discussed the impending crisis in the Falkland Islands and June asked me if I’d been disturbed by the earthquake the night before. I’d been at the Shakespeare.

‘No, I didn’t hear a thing.’

No one ever mentioned the kidnap. It wasn’t something the Martins ever discussed. I only came upon it years later when looking through some old Paraguayan newspapers. It’s a heartless tale.
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IN AUGUST 1973, Señor Ian Duncan Martin was a manager at Liebigs, the meat processing giant, in Asunción. Liebigs made, among other things, Bovril and – in the days before the European Union – lots of money. In the idyllic, frangipani-scented state of Paraguay, where crime was the monopoly of the military, it didn’t occur to anyone that a British businessman might be kidnapped. It therefore came as something of a shock when Señor Ian’s car was hijacked and he disappeared.

His abductors were clownish first-timers who turned up at the abduction wearing plastic noses and false moustaches. They were also dangerously nervous, and after that, there were no more jokes. Señor Ian was stuffed into the boot of a car and driven out to a deserted farm in the lonely hills that surround Altos. Everywhere they stopped, the kidnappers left little clods of cigarette butts, each smoked down to the filter. They put Señor Ian in an outside shed with some sacks and then set about trying to raise some money. Señor Ian meanwhile was working up a case of pneumonia.

The kidnappers asked for two million American dollars and two million Argentine pesos. Such a sum of money would have been an appreciable fillip to the tiny, wheezy economy of Paraguay. Liebigs were told to gather the money and – a nice touch this – to fly the Union Jack at half-mast over their offices when all was ready. Liebigs had little choice and employed two Pinkerton detectives to courier the money to Paraguay. The Pinkerton boys never got off the plane (they didn’t want to put a toe in this mad-dog country), and a man from the meat plant had to go and pick up the purse.

The pyragüés hadn’t been idle either. Unfortunately, the file was handled by none other than Pastor Coronel himself. He announced that the kidnap was the work of left-wing Argentine terrorists and, with a conspicuous lack of justification (everything about Pastor Coronel was conspicuous), he started to make arrests. He even arrested the Martins’ maid and subjected her to unspeakable pain. She survived (and was still working for the Martins many years later), but she will not easily forget her eyeball-to-eyeball encounter with the Grand Inquisitor.

Then things started to fall apart for the kidnappers. Their hideout became known to the police. The official explanation was that an estate agent from Altos had spotted the gang going in and out of a house that should have been empty. Given that Pastor Coronel was later able to appear in the press holding up the clowns’ seven plastic noses, this sort of ineptitude was entirely plausible. On 23 August 1973, the gang beat up their weakened captive as the police closed in. Unable to muster the courage to actually kill Señor Ian, the gangsters blasted away at his outhouse. The police meanwhile mowed two of them down like sheep. Three others were caught and two got away.

Señor Ian was free and the money went back to London (less £150,000, which lingered in the police benevolent fund). Pastor Coronel was ticker-taped for his brilliance. Then came the surprise: one of the kidnappers was a Montanaro – a nephew of the Minister of the Interior, Dr Sabino Augusto Montanaro. The minister was not a man known for indulgence; he’d once been excommunicated for torturing priests.

Everyone smelt rat and the foreign press went to print. Ed Harriman of The Sunday Times raised the awful prospect that Pastor Coronel had set the whole thing up himself – as revenge. He’d fallen out with Dr Montanaro over an American magazine article (revealing that he and General Rodríguez had just embarked on an enterprising narcotics venture). The Grand Inquisitor blamed Montanaro for the leak and sought to embarrass him. He had little difficulty in persuading the Minister’s feckless nephew to join the kidnap jaunt.

The nephew and the other two idiots went to prison. They were released after just less than three years.
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