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FOR MY PARENTS, WHO WOULD DO ANYTHING FOR THEIR CHILDREN AND GRANDCHILDREN





EPITAFIO

Un pájaro vivía en mí.

Una flor viajaba en mi sangre.

Mi corazón era un violín.

Quise o no quise. Pero a veces

me quisieron. También a mí

me alegraban: la primavera,

las manos juntas, lo feliz.

¡Digo que el hombre debe serlo!

(Aquí yace un pájaro.

Una flor.

Un violín.)

EPITAPH

A bird lived in me.

A flower traveled in my blood.

My heart was a violin.

I loved and I didn’t. But sometimes

was loved. I also

was happy: about the spring,

the hands together, what is happy.

I say a man has to be!

(Herein lies a bird.

A flower.

A violin.)

—Juan Gelman, translated from Spanish by Ilan Stavans.







Timeline of Historical Events


1810


	May 18–25: Argentina launches the May Revolution, marking the beginning of its independence fight.





1816


	July 9: Argentina declares independence from Spain.





1930


	September 6: General José Félix Uriburu unseats democratically elected president Hipólito Yrigoyen, marking the first of six coups that would occur between 1930 and 1976 and ushering in a period of instability known as the Infamous Decade.





1943


	June 4: A shadowy faction within the Argentine military seizes power, ousting civilian leader Ramón Castillo.





1946


	June 4: Juan Domingo Perón assumes the presidency after his election victory.





1952


	July 26: Perón’s wife Eva Perón, known to all as Evita, dies at the age of thirty-three.






1955


	June 16: The Plaza de Mayo is bombed by Argentine navy and air force aircraft in an attempt to overthrow Perón. Over three hundred civilians are killed. Perón manages to escape and continues in office.

	September 19: Perón is overthrown in a coup.

	November 13: General Pedro Eugenio Aramburu becomes president of Argentina’s military government.

	December 22: Evita’s corpse disappears from its resting place.





1956


	June 9: General Juan José Valle attempts to depose President Aramburu and restore Perón to power. Soon thereafter, Valle and twenty-six of his collaborators are executed.





1962


	March 29: The military overthrows democratically elected president Arturo Frondizi. He is replaced by another civilian leader, José María Guido.





1966


	June 28: General Juan Carlos Onganía seizes power from democratically elected president Arturo Umberto Illia.





1969


	May 29: The Cordobazo, a protest against the Onganía regime in the city of Córdoba, turns violent, killing around thirty people.





1970


	May 29: The Montoneros kidnap former president Pedro Eugenio Aramburu.

	June 1: The Montoneros kill Aramburu in retaliation for his overthrow of Perón and for his role in the execution of Juan José Valle and others involved in an attempted Peronist coup.






1973


	June 20: At least thirteen people are killed when left-wing and right-wing supporters of Perón clash during a celebratory event marking his return from exile, an event later known as the Ezeiza Massacre.

	June 27: The military takes power in Uruguay.

	September 11: General Augusto Pinochet topples democratically elected president Salvador Allende in Chile.

	October 12: Juan Perón assumes the presidency for his third term and his third wife, María Estela Martínez de Perón—known as Isabel—is sworn in as his vice president.





1974


	July 1: Juan Perón dies at seventy-eight, leaving Isabel in power.

	September 19: The Montoneros kidnap Juan and Jorge Born, the heirs to one of Argentina’s largest conglomerates. They set the ransom at $60 million.

	November 1: The Montoneros kill Argentina’s federal police chief, Alberto Villar, and his wife by placing a bomb on their yacht.

	November 6: Isabel Perón declares a state of siege, giving the military and security forces the power to search and detain people without a warrant or legal charges.





1975


	November 28: The military regimes of Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Paraguay, and Uruguay gather and launch Operation Condor, a transnational campaign to suppress “subversion.” (Later on, Brazil, Peru, and Ecuador will also join.)





1976


	March 24: The military deposes Isabel Perón in a coup and army chief Jorge Rafael Videla is named president.





1977


	April 30: The mothers who will become the Madres de Plaza de Mayo convene in the plaza for the first time.

	October 22: During one of their regular Thursday marches, a Madre who is also missing a grandchild asks other Madres whose daughters or daughters-in-law were pregnant at the time of their abductions to step aside and confer separately.

	November 21: US Secretary of State Cyrus Vance visits Buenos Aires and twelve women who are missing their grandchildren in addition to their children gather after his visit. Later, they will become known as the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo.

	December 8: Seven people, including two Madres, are abducted from the Iglesia de la Santa Cruz.

	December 10: Madres founder Azucena Villaflor is disappeared.





1978


	June 25: Argentina hosts—and wins—the World Cup final.





1979


	July 31: The Committee for the Defense of Human Rights in the Countries of the Southern Cone (CLAMOR) announces that Anatole and Victoria Eva Julien Grisonas had been located living in Valparaíso, Chile.





1980


	March 19: Half-sisters Tatiana and Laura Britos reunite with their biological family in a Buenos Aires court, becoming the first grandchildren directly found by the Abuelas.





1981


	March 29: Jorge Rafael Videla steps down as president of Argentina’s military government. He is replaced by his close friend Roberto Eduardo Viola.

	December 22: Leopoldo Galtieri is declared president of Argentina’s military government after Viola’s ouster.





1982


	March 19: Argentine scrap metal workers land on South Georgia Island, igniting what will become the Falklands War.

	April 2: Argentine soldiers invade the Falklands, officially marking the beginning of the Falklands War.

	June 14: The British declare victory in the Falklands War, during which 649 Argentine soldiers and 255 British soldiers were killed.

	July 1: Reynaldo Bignone replaces Galtieri as president of Argentina’s military government and allows political activities to resume.





1983


	December 10: Raúl Ricardo Alfonsín assumes the presidency and democracy is restored to Argentina after nearly eight years of military rule.





1984


	June 8–17: A committee of American scientists, including Mary-Claire King, visits Argentina to present on how their areas of expertise might be used in service of identifying the disappeared and, in King’s case, their surviving children.

	November 30: La Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de Personas, or the National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons (CONADEP), publishes its findings about the dictatorship in the form of a bombshell book titled Nunca Más, Never Again.

	December 13: Paula Logares becomes the first grandchild who is returned to her biological family by the courts thanks to the creation of the Index of Grandpaternity.





1985


	December 9: Argentina’s Supreme Court rules in the Trial of the Juntas, sentencing Jorge Rafael Videla and former naval chief Emilio Eduardo Massera to life imprisonment, Roberto Eduardo Viola to seventeen years, another former naval leader, Armando Lambruschini, to eight years, and former air force chief Orlando Ramón Agosti to four years in prison.





1986


	December 24: Alfonsín enacts the Full Stop Law, which sets a sixty-day deadline for prosecutions of most dictatorship-era crimes.






1987


	April 15–19: A radical sector of the Argentine army known as the carapintadas, or painted faces, attempts to mutiny.

	June 1: Alfonsín enacts a law creating the Banco Nacional de Datos Genéticos, or National Bank of Genetic Data (BNDG), to collect genetic information from relatives of the children stolen during the dictatorship.

	June 8: Alfonsín promulgates the Due Obedience Law, which shields most military personnel from prosecution for dictatorship-era crimes. Kidnapping and rape are explicitly excluded from the amnesty.





1989


	July 8: As Argentina wrestles with hyperinflation, Alfonsín is forced to renounce the presidency early. Carlos Saúl Menem takes his place, marking the first time in sixty-three years that one constitutionally elected Argentine president has handed power to another.

	October 7: President Menem signs a decree pardoning most military officers who had not benefited from the Full Stop or Due Obedience Laws. This pardon did not include several top commanders, such as Jorge Videla and Roberto Viola.





1990


	December 29: Menem pardons Jorge Videla and other top military leaders who remained in prison despite his earlier amnesty. He also pardons Mario Firmenich, a leader of the Montoneros.





1996


	December 30: The Abuelas lodge what will become known as the Plan Sistemático de Robo de Bebés case, or the Systematic Plan of Baby Kidnapping case, alleging there was a coordinated plan to steal their grandchildren.





1998


	June 9: Videla is detained after having been implicated in the Plan Sistemático de Robo de Bebés case.






1999


	December 10: Menem hands off the presidency to Fernando de la Rúa, who promised to clean up corruption, campaigning on the slogan “They say I’m boring.”





2001


	December 1: De la Rúa limits bank withdrawals to $250 a week to avert a banking crisis. The measure becomes known as the corralito, or little corral.

	December 20–January 1, 2002: Amid widespread looting and rioting, De la Rúa steps down after just two years in office, fleeing the Casa Rosada by helicopter. Three interim presidents try and fail to contain the economic chaos over the course of twelve days before Eduardo Duhalde takes office.





2003


	May 25: Political newcomer Néstor Kirchner assumes the presidency.





2004


	March 24: Kirchner removes portraits of dictatorship-era army chiefs Jorge Videla and Reynaldo Bignone from the Colegio Militar. He officially declares the former grounds of the Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada (ESMA) a public museum.





2005


	June 14: Argentina’s Supreme Court strikes down the Full Stop and Due Obedience Laws, enabling renewed prosecutions of dictatorship-era crimes.





2006


	September 18: Torture survivor Jorge Julio López disappears after testifying against Miguel Etchecolatz, the former commissioner general of police for Buenos Aires Province.

	September 19: Etchecolatz is sentenced to life imprisonment.






2007


	December 10: Cristina Fernández de Kirchner replaces her husband as president. That same day, coast guard officer Héctor Febres, remembered by witnesses as overseeing pregnant women at the ESMA, dies of cyanide poisoning in his jail cell while awaiting sentencing for torture.





2010


	October 27: Néstor Kirchner dies of a heart attack at the age of sixty.





2011


	October 23: Cristina Fernández de Kirchner is reelected in a landslide.





2012


	July 5: The Abuelas prevail in the Plan Sistemático de Robo de Bebés case. In addition to eight other convictions, Jorge Videla is sentenced to fifty years in prison.





2013


	March 13: Jorge Mario Bergoglio, the former archbishop of Buenos Aires, is elected pope and assumes the title Pope Francis.

	May 17: Jorge Videla dies in prison at the age of eighty-seven.





2016


	March 24: On the fortieth anniversary of the coup, US President Barack Obama announces that the United States will declassify more records from the dictatorship period, including those from military and intelligence sources.





2023


	November 19: Javier Milei is elected president.








Glossary of Terms


	AAA or Triple A

	Alianza Anticomunista Argentina (Argentine Anticommunist Alliance)

	A covert right-wing death squad composed largely of off-duty police and military officers that operated in Argentina before the 1976 coup.

	AAAS

	American Association for the Advancement of Science

	An American nonprofit organization committed to promoting science around the world.

	appropriator

	A term used by the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo to refer to the people who stole their grandchildren.

	asado

	Argentine term for barbecue, derived from the word “asar,” which means to cook over an open flame.

	BNDG

	Banco Nacional de Datos Genéticos (National Bank of Genetic Data)

	A genetic bank, established in 1987, to collect and preserve the genetic profiles of relatives of the Abuelas’ stolen grandchildren.

	CLAMOR

	The Committee for the Defense of Human Rights in the Countries of the Southern Cone

	A small ecumenical group founded in 1977 to research and publicize human rights atrocities in the Southern Cone.

	colectivo

	Argentine term for public bus.

	CONADEP

	Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de Personas (National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons)

	A fact-finding commission established by President Raúl Alfonsín in December 1983 to investigate the disappearances of the dictatorship.

	CoNaDI

	Comisión Nacional por el Derecho a la Identidad (National Commission for the Right to Identity)

	A government body established by President Carlos Menem in 1992 to help locate the stolen children of desaparecidos.

	desaparecido

	A person forcibly disappeared by Argentina’s security forces.

	EAAF

	Equipo Argentino de Antropología Forense (Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team)

	A team of Argentine forensic experts, founded in 1984, responsible for exhuming and identifying the remains of desaparecidos.

	ERP

	Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (People’s Revolutionary Army)

	The combat branch of the Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores (PRT).

	ESMA

	Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada (Navy School of Mechanics)

	A naval academy in Buenos Aires which operated as one of the largest and most feared clandestine detention centers during the dictatorship.

	habeas corpus

	A legal writ requiring a person in government custody to be brought before a judge or released unless their detention is proven to be lawful.

	H.I.J.O.S.

	Hijos e Hijas por la Identidad y la Justicia contra el Olvido y el Silencio (Sons and Daughters for Identity and Justice Against Oblivion and Silence)

	An advocacy group founded by the children of desaparecidos in 1995.

	Montoneros

	A leftist Peronist group active in the 1960s and 1970s.

	Nunca Más

	The title of the report released by CONADEP in November 1984, which documented dictatorship-era human rights abuses.

	Operation Condor

	A transnational network of South American dictatorships that shared intelligence and planned joint operations between 1975 and the early 1980s.

	pampas

	Argentina’s fertile grasslands, which stretch from the Atlantic to the Andean foothills.

	parrilla

	Argentine grills heated with wood or coals.

	picana

	Electric prod used by Argentina’s torture squads during the dictatorship.

	Proceso de Recuperación

	A program run at the ESMA during the dictatorship, through which the navy sought to “rehabilitate” prisoners through forced labor.

	PRT

	Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores (Workers’ Revolutionary Party)

	A Marxist group active in Argentina during the 1960s and 1970s.

	RIBA

	Regional de Inteligencia de Buenos Aires

	An intelligence center in the western suburbs of Buenos Aires operated by Argentina’s air force during the dictatorship.

	verde

	Nickname for guards at the ESMA.

	villa miseria

	An impoverished settlement, often lacking basic services like electricity and sewage, with homes typically built from scrap materials.







PROLOGUE The Toy Store

October 6, 1978

The men crept in so quietly she didn’t notice them at first. They moved fast, too fast for her to remember if there were two or three, or to see their faces. The workday was almost over, and Teresa Izaguirre was distracted. But as soon as she spotted them, it was obvious that something was wrong.

It was a rainy Friday afternoon in October 1978, and the toy and party supply store where Teresa worked in Martínez, a dense suburb north of Buenos Aires, had started preparing for the pre-Christmas throngs. On the wood-paneled walls hung wreaths of shimmering green tinsel and cartoonish ornaments depicting Papá Noel—Santa—smiling over his white beard.

The intruders passed the shelves stacked with Nativity scenes and slunk into the office, where José Manuel Pérez Rojo and Gabriel Pontnau were working. José had recently opened the shop to support his growing family. He and his partner, Patricia Roisinblit, already had one infant daughter and were expecting their second baby soon. José had always been fond of toys—he was an only child and, when he was young, his extensive collection of Superman and Elongated Man comic books had kept him entertained while his parents worked. He had recruited his old friend Gabriel, and they had gathered toys and decorations to sell from the small storefront tucked in a shopping arcade called Galería Saint George.

Teresa sat, paralyzed, as the men punched José into submission and clamped handcuffs over his wrists. Less sure of what to do with Gabriel, the assailants left him for the moment and stormed into the driving school located in the office next door, demanding to use the phone. They announced themselves as members of Defraudaciónes y Estafas, the federal police’s fraud department. “Qué hacemos con el rubio? Que se la coma?” the owner of the driving school heard one of the men ask into the receiver, referring to Gabriel. What should we do with the blond guy? Should we take him, too?

The answer must have been yes. Through the glass walls of the shop, other storekeepers could see the men cover José and Gabriel with long beige raincoats, drag them out of the building, and shove them into the bed of a military truck. The truck screeched off, accompanied by several other cars.

No one—and particularly not Teresa—made any attempt to seek help. Even had she wanted to, whom would she call? If Argentines had learned anything in the two and a half years since the military had seized power, it was that little good came from paying attention, and even less came from attracting it. The armed men who now roved the city as agents of the dictatorship were at once secretive—driving cars without license plates and obscuring their faces with women’s stockings—and brazen, abducting people off the street in broad daylight. It was almost as if they were daring bystanders: acknowledge you’ve noticed us, see what happens.

No. Better to forget what she’d witnessed. Teresa waited for her husband to pick her up, locked up the store, and left. Her employers had always treated her well, but a thought lingered—one that many others in Argentina had come to believe over the years: “Si se los llevan así, es por algo.” If they were taken, there must be a reason.



The convoy made a brief stop at a garage two blocks from the shop, where José and Gabriel stored their excess merchandise. What their captors could have wanted with a warehouse worth of toys and holiday decorations was a mystery; perhaps they planned to resell it or dole it out to fulfill their own children’s Christmas wishes. (Men like this didn’t tend to be discriminating. In other raids, they had dragged away refrigerators full of food, vinyl records, and even boxer puppies.)

From there, the caravan headed south toward Buenos Aires, passing through the commercial district of Martínez and into Olivos, the leafy suburb where the leader of the ruling military junta, Jorge Rafael Videla, lived in a manicured presidential compound with his wife—with whom he shared six children—and their beloved German shepherds. Eventually the cars reached the neighborhood of Palermo. They bumped up the cobblestones of Gurruchaga and stopped in front of the eight-story apartment building where José lived with Patricia and their fifteen-month-old daughter, Mariana.

The men walked past the tall ash and plane trees near the building’s entrance, through the front door, and into the dim lobby. For months now, José and Patricia had passed through that lobby each day as they went about their lives. They were just starting to settle into a mundane rhythm after more than a year of darting from safe house to safe house, trying to outrun the security forces. Now their days were blissfully boring. Each weekday, José left the apartment to manage his store, while Patricia cared for Mariana. In the evening, she gave Mariana dinner, but waited for José to return from work before giving her dessert so he, too, could enjoy her delighted expressions.

The crew reached the third floor and crossed the threshold of apartment 20, where they found little Mariana, who had just started toddling around, and Patricia, who had reached the stage of pregnancy where even walking was strenuous. Her belly bulged and her normally thin legs had swollen. They shuffled mother and daughter to a car waiting downstairs, and once both had been loaded inside, one of the men demanded Patricia give them the address of a relative where they could leave Mariana. “We don’t kidnap children,” he explained.

Patricia spat out the address of José’s parents, José Manuel Pérez and Argentina Rojo, in Belgrano, a verdant residential neighborhood about three miles away. The cars took off again, heading north. José’s parents lived on the ground floor of a three-story building, with their bedroom window facing the street. If the couple had been home, they would have heard the wheels of the convoy swishing to a halt on the wet pavement outside, but the small apartment was empty. Unbeknownst to Patricia and José, his parents were at the hospital, attending to a nephew who had fallen ill.

And so the captors were given another address: Francisco Beiró 2998, the home of Argentina’s sister Francisca in Olivos, back in the direction from which the cars had originally come. By then it was late, around ten, and when they finally reached the quiet neighborhood, the streets were dark. Eucalyptus trees and Paraná pines shuddered in the breeze as the caravan sped by. Beiró was a one-way street with neat sidewalks and well-tended one- and two-story homes set behind iron gates. It was the type of place where people moved to escape the chaos of the big city, in search of some little slice of peace.

The convoy stopped in front of a small white home across the street from the high walls of the Olivos cemetery, whose marble mausoleums housed the remains of tango singers, actresses, and politicians. Each year, José’s family gathered at the cottage to celebrate Christmas—though lately they had avoided inviting José to their reunions out of caution. Now their fears had been realized: he had brought the security forces to their doorstep. The men—at least twenty of them—poured out of their cars and fanned around the house, blocking the doors and windows. Most of them wore starched brown fatigues and carried rifles. Some climbed the walls of the cemetery to surveil the cottage from above, while a few others, dressed in civilian clothing, approached the front door.

“Open up or we’ll knock it down!” they demanded.

After a pause, the door creaked open to reveal José’s elderly aunt Francisca and her eighteen-year-old grandson, Marcelo—José’s second cousin. Despite his efforts to contain her, Francisca slipped under Marcelo’s arm, begging the men to leave him alone. Marcelo asked the men for a few minutes to calm Francisca down and shooed her back into the house, where his eleven-year-old cousin waited along with two of his friends, who had been getting ready to go out dancing. Marcelo shut one of his friends and his cousin with his grandmother inside her room and left his other friend cowering under the kitchen table.

When Marcelo returned to the front door, he found five men shuffling anxiously around the porch, where they had balanced a basket on the entrance gate. One man, a redhead, seemed the most nervous of all. Nestled inside the basket was Mariana; on the ground was a bag of her tiny clothing. Out on the street, tied up inside the bed of a Chevy Brava, José tried to stand, yelling to Marcelo to take care of his daughter. Fifty meters away, from the back seat of a car that looked suspiciously like the green Fiat 125 Patricia and José shared, Patricia strained out the window to scream to Marcelo: “I’m pregnant! They’re taking me to—”

Before she could finish, one of the men clapped a hand over her mouth and pushed her back into the car.

Marcelo hurried Mariana inside the home, where she began tracing frantic circles around Francisca’s rough orange sofa, howling: “Papá, Papá, Papá, Papá, Papá.” When he stepped outside again to fetch the bag of her things, the men were already back in their cars, speeding away into the night.





PART I The Disappeared





1 The Castaways

1952–1969

Patricia Julia Roisinblit, the cosseted only child of Rosa Tarlovsky de Roisinblit and her husband, Benjamín Roisinblit, was blessed with a sheltered upbringing. Her birth, on December 8, 1952, had been the fulfillment of long unrealized dreams: Rosa, an obstetrician who had delivered hundreds of other women’s babies, had a difficult time with pregnancy. Soon after marrying Benjamín, she suffered a traumatic miscarriage at five months, when her belly had already started to expand. Upon becoming pregnant with Patricia, her uterus rippled with premature contractions, and she was ordered to remain on bed rest for eight months.

When Patricia finally emerged into the warm Buenos Aires air, she was perfectly smooth and round, like a porcelain doll. Immediately, she became the center of her parents’ universe. Though both had demanding jobs—Rosa in an obstetrics clinic, and Benjamín as an accountant—they fixed their schedules so that one of them was nearly always with her. When they couldn’t arrange that, Rosa brought Patricia to work, where nurses let her admire the sleepy newborns and sang her “Mantantirulirulá,” a popular children’s song of the era.

Rosa dressed Patricia like “a princess,” in embroidered dresses and purses that she made herself. She and Benjamín encouraged Patricia’s passions: the Roisinblits joined an athletic club with a pool so Patricia could learn to swim; when her doodles showed promise, they got her a private teacher and began taking her to Saturday classes at the Instituto Bernasconi, a Florentine-style grade school with a weekend art program. Such support nourished the young girl’s talents—and her confidence. At one point, the artworks Patricia brought from home were so precise and lifelike that one of her teachers snapped: “Tell your mother not to do your drawings for you.” The young Patricia responded: “Fine, I’ll draw something here in class so you can see I know how to draw.” Eager for her to excel in school, her parents did lend a hand in other areas from time to time. Rosa pitched in with Patricia’s geometry homework and Benjamín, who wrote poetry, helped her with compositions. Education was a family value, and Patricia relished the opportunity to learn. When Benjamín returned from work around eight in the evening, the family would sit down and chat over plates of Rosa’s specialties: succulent roast chicken and kamish broit—crunchy Jewish cookies with cinnamon and nuts. During one of these study sessions, conversation turned to ancient Egypt. Benjamín explained that the pyramids had been built before Egyptians had access to the wheel to help with construction. The next day, Patricia shared this information with her class, leading her teacher to ask where she had read about such things. “I didn’t read about it,” she said proudly. “My papá taught me.”

The Roisinblits were Jewish—Rosa and Benjamín’s parents had both emigrated from the Russian Empire to Argentina around the turn of the twentieth century—and to ensure Patricia felt connected to that heritage, they enrolled her in a weekend class at the Peretz, a Jewish center just outside Buenos Aires. On the white classroom walls hung banners that read: “The new Argentina provides us with happy schools and happy children.”

Indeed, Argentina had once seemed like a haven, a place where families like the Roisinblits could lead prosperous lives. In the years preceding World War I, crop and cattle exports had made it among the richest nations in the world—better off than France and Germany in terms of GDP per capita. Flocks of mostly Italian and Spanish immigrants sailed across the Atlantic to seek their fortunes in the country’s vast and fertile pampas and burgeoning cities, bringing their refined tastes along with them. A Roman or Madrileño stepping off the boat at the bustling Buenos Aires port in the early twentieth century would have felt at home among the wide, tree-lined avenues and newly constructed Beaux-Arts buildings. The grand opera house, Teatro Colón, whose red velvet seats and stained glass skylights were unveiled to the public in 1908, had helped turn the city into a cultural hub to rival Milan or Barcelona. (The acoustics of the concert hall were rumored to be so crystalline that audience members seated in the fifth balcony could hear a soprano’s teardrop splash on the stage during an emotional performance.) For a time, the French described exorbitantly wealthy people as “riche comme un Argentin.”

Then, in 1929, the Great Depression hit, crushing demand for Argentina’s farm exports in the United States and Europe. Customs revenues plummeted and the government struggled to pay its employees, fueling discontent. Influenced by Italy’s brand of fascism, the Argentine military took advantage of the tumult to seize power in 1930, and over the decades that followed, the country ping-ponged between military and civilian rule, with its economy following a similarly jagged trajectory of booms and busts. The chaos gave rise to a series of strongmen and spawned a snide joke among outside observers: When God was creating Argentina, it begins, he endowed it with the never-ending pampas, towering Andean peaks full of minerals, sprawling oil fields, and countless other natural resources. Saint Peter asked God if he was being overly generous, pouring so many advantages into just one nation. “Don’t worry,” he replied. “I’m also giving it the Argentines.”

By the time Patricia grew more interested in politics, as she entered her teenage years, Argentina was under the draconian control of General Juan Carlos Onganía, who had swept to power in a 1966 coup and proceeded to outlaw political activity—and just about everything else. Women were arrested for wearing their skirts too short, and men for wearing their hair too long. Police officers would sometimes take the liberty of cutting it before releasing them; longer than eight centimeters above their shoulders and boys were barred from secondary schools. Nabokov’s Lolita and Henry Miller’s Nexus were forbidden for being “obscene”; Miloš Forman’s Loves of a Blonde and Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up were banned from theaters. Kissing was prohibited in public parks. Couples seeking privacy at one of Buenos Aires’ many boliches, or nightclubs, were out of luck, too: Onganía’s regime ordered the clubs to keep their lights bright at all times. Even ballet was too risqué for the general. Once, halfway through a performance of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring at the Teatro Colón, Onganía stomped out of the presidential box and rushed his wife and twenty-eight-year-old daughter outside. “My wife and daughter had to look at indecencies performed by seminude dancers,” he griped to the mayor of Buenos Aires the following day. “Today, we had to go to confession.”

Patricia, meanwhile, navigated the cultural austerity with aplomb. At Escuela Normal Número 8, the prestigious public school she attended, there was a strict uniform. Girls had to wear long smocks; nail polish and makeup were banned. Each morning, one of the head teachers met students at the door of the Greek Revival building to examine their hands, faces, and outfits as they walked in. One day, the teacher clucked at Patricia for wearing her skirt too short—it covered only half her knees. Patricia provoked hysterical laughter from her friends when, the following morning, she showed up with a smock down to her ankles. “You want long?” the look suggested. “Here you go!”

Within Número 8’s wrought-iron gates, students were taught mostly patriotic music. “Coronados de gloria vivamos, O juremos con gloria morir!” went the Argentine national anthem. Crowned in glory, let’s live, or let’s swear with glory to die! But outside, Patricia and her friends sang songs from the thrilling new world of Argentine rock, or rock nacional. Influenced by the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, and fueled by Onganía’s repression, a wave of homegrown rock-and-roll bands had become a sensation among Argentina’s youth. Vinyls by bands like La Joven Guardia, Sui Generis, and Pedro y Pablo were in frequent rotation on the girls’ turntables. But it was Los Gatos who sparked revolutionary fervor among Patricia’s generation. Like many bands in the rock nacional scene, Los Gatos often camped out in La Perla del Once, a twenty-four-hour café across the street from the Once train station that was frequented by university students and haggard workers waiting to travel home. The bandmates would sit at their table laughing boisterously, swapping ideas, and trying to write songs. They couldn’t afford many cafés con leche or medialunas, Argentina’s buttery-sweet interpretation of the croissant, and sometimes exasperated waiters chucked them out, annoyed by the racket and their frugality. One night in 1967, to avoid such scrutiny, the young musicians retreated to the men’s bathroom with their instruments, where they composed their most famous song, “La Balsa,” which describes building an imaginary raft and purposely shipwrecking it to escape the repressive world of 1960s Argentina:


I’m very sad and lonely here,

In this deserted world…

I’ll build a raft

and I’ll go and get shipwrecked



The single sold 250,000 copies in six months—fifty times more than most other rock records at the time—and inspired a movement of náufragos (literally “castaways,” a reference to the song’s lyrics), young hippies who spent their days puffing on shared cigarettes, debating philosophy, and reading poetry under the trees in the city’s plazas. In protest of Onganía’s vow to boost productivity and “modernize” Argentina, náufragos came to embrace performative idleness, spending much of their time on one city block—the Manzana Loca, or Crazy Block—in Retiro, one of the wealthiest neighborhoods of Buenos Aires. As they lingered outside French-style mansions wearing tight pants and denim vests embroidered with the words PAZ Y AMOR, the castaways delighted in the looks of horror they provoked from stiff businessmen and their prim housewives. Many náufragos visited the Instituto Torcuato Di Tella, a center for avant-garde art, to partake in “happenings,” interactive artistic experiences that sometimes spiraled into barefoot dance parties. Other days, they took naps under the tipa, palo borracho, and jacaranda trees of Plaza San Martín, a lush park half a block from the Di Tella.

A rocker known as Tanguito—José Alberto Iglesias—had helped Los Gatos write “La Balsa.” Once, to mark the arrival of spring, Tanguito picked up a guitar and led hundreds of free-spirted young people wearing jeans and flowered shirts in a musical procession through the streets. An organizer of the event passed out copies of a manifesto he had penned titled “I’m Tired.” “I’m fed up with a civilization that has made humans hate other humans, has forbidden men from sleeping anywhere on His Planet, has forced everyone to live a sad, mundane life, locked up in themselves and their homes as if in trenches,” it read.

This kind of whimsical protest never posed any real threat to the Onganía regime—Argentina’s hippie movement was much smaller than the one surging in the United States—but the police hounded the náufragos. The Argentine newspaper La Razón announced the start of an “anti-hippie war” in Buenos Aires beginning in January 1968, when security forces arrested fifty-five young people in “multicolored shirts, tight pants, and long manes of hair, carrying records from the Beatles and other new wave musicians.” In another incident, a waiter at a café in the upscale Barrio Norte neighborhood called the police on four patrons sipping lemonade, claiming that they were disrespecting the military government with their fitted pants, boots, and “crypto-military” jackets; they were promptly arrested. A lead singer of Los Gatos was detained twenty times in one month. “Once, I was released, I walked one block, and I was picked up by another police car,” he later recalled. A fellow musician started traveling around the city with his address scribbled on a sign tied around his neck—he was sick of the police demanding to know where he lived each time he was jailed.

While she and her friends were attracted to the culture and fashion of rock nacional, Patricia herself was in many ways the antithesis of an Argentine drifter. Ever since elementary school, Patricia’s grades had been superlative, landing her on the honor roll every quarter. On top of her normal schoolwork, she attended English classes at a British-language school, where she earned a teaching certificate. Yet as the hippie movement swelled around her, she began to chafe against the conservativism of her school and family. She fell in with a clique of girls known as las avivadas—the smart alecks—who delighted in pushing boundaries. Once, Patricia led her friends to escape school before the end of the day, an infraction for which they received their first official group reprimand. Another time, shielded by her peers, she disrobed in the corner of a classroom to change out of an outfit she had stained. She was unabashedly confident in her good looks, once responding to a boyfriend who teased her about her small breasts: “With the legs and ass I have, can you imagine if I also had tits?”

This brassiness, combined with her chestnut hair and perfectly even smile, made Patricia irresistible to men. She showed off her legs in red high heels and newly fashionable miniskirts and applied bright red lipstick to her full lips. “She made herself up like a doll,” Rosa would later say. Friends likened her voice to a songbird’s and her laugh to the tinkling of bells. “Watching her seduce someone was a party,” one said.



It was the late 1960s, and the whole world seemed on the brink of implosion. The unmitigated bloodshed of the Vietnam War and the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. had plunged the United States into chaos, while in France, student protests over education reform had devolved into a general strike over workers’ rights that involved roughly two-thirds of the country’s workforce. Fiery demonstrations roiled Czechoslovakia after Soviet-led forces invaded, and the armed forces in Mexico massacred an estimated three hundred students who had gathered in the capital to oppose their country’s hosting of the Olympic Games.

While Patricia was finishing high school and the náufragos milled about Plaza San Martín, a more serious strain of resistance began to emerge in Argentina. Onganía had not only banned racy ballets and arrested hippies, but also cracked down on unions, prohibited strikes, raised the retirement age, frozen wages, and devalued the peso by 50 percent. Thousands of workers were pushed out of their rail, port, and other public sector jobs, and large state-run sugar mills were shuttered. Villas miseria—literally “misery slums,” poor communities composed of makeshift structures fashioned from corrugated iron, cardboard, and whatever other materials residents could scrape together—ballooned in and around big cities.

The spark that ultimately led to the inferno was seemingly trivial: a cafeteria at a university in Corrientes, a city in Argentina’s northeast, was privatized, pushing prices up. On May 15, 1969, angry students gathered outside the school to protest and were met with police gunfire that killed a medical student. Young people around the country took to the streets, allying themselves with workers, who were similarly fed up with Onganía’s austerity and repression. Two weeks later, on May 29, union workers in Córdoba, one of Argentina’s largest cities, made plans to walk off their jobs and march to union headquarters, in clear defiance of Onganía’s ban on strikes. They collected steel bars and bolts from the plants where they worked—just in case things got hairy. Meanwhile, students gathered across the city in support.

As the coalition of laborers and young people set off from various neighborhoods, older women shuffled out of their homes to supply them with matches, bottles, and brooms for protection. At first, it didn’t seem they would need such objects. The day started peacefully, with some participants describing the mood as “joyous.” But around noon, as the jumble of workers in dusty uniforms and middle-class students in khakis and loafers closed in on Córdoba’s central plaza, the police grew jumpy. They replaced their rubber bullets with lead ones. Then they opened fire, killing an autoworker named Máximo Mena. As Mena lay bleeding on Boulevard San Juan, one of Córdoba’s main thoroughfares, the marchers grabbed whatever rocks and chunks of pavement they could find and began hurling them at police.

News of Mena’s shooting spread rapidly. Soon, residents who had seen the mayhem from their windows or heard about it on their radios charged out of their apartments, dragging furniture and mattresses behind them to build barricades and bonfires. Overwhelmed, the police retreated, leaving the crowds to rampage through the city. Protesters set fire to the Citroën and Xerox stores, the Development Bank, the upscale Jockey Club, and other symbols of elitist snobbery and foreign imperialism. Around the country, ten million Argentines—nearly half the population—sat glued to their televisions, watching reports of what would become known as the Cordobazo. By the time the tumult subsided the following day, Córdoba was littered with husks of burned-out cars and shattered glass. Approximately thirty people had been killed, and hundreds of others had been wounded or arrested.

Pinning the event on “an excess of freedom,” Onganía responded with a mix of vengeful repression and panicked change, shutting down several news outlets, ripping up his economic plan, and sacking several important ministers. These measures did little to boost his popularity, which was waning among his military colleagues and civilian subjects alike. Some of his generals had taken to calling him El Cano, or The Pipe. “He is very straight, but also very hollow,” one explained.

There was not a peep about the Cordobazo in Patricia’s Democratic Education class, where teachers stuck to a sanitized curriculum the Onganía regime would have approved of. She was occupied with other pursuits anyway, having decided that she, like her mother, would go into the medical field. While most students took a year to exclusively study for the entrance exam to the rigorous Facultad de Medicina at the University of Buenos Aires, Patricia prepared while still in her final year of secondary school, gaining admission without trouble. When the students began dissecting cadavers, many reconsidered their career paths, but not Patricia. Rosa had never shielded her from the realities of the human body; in fact, she had drawn diagrams to teach her daughter about fertilization and genitalia. “This is the uterus,” she would say as she scribbled. “This is the vagina.” Now she sometimes helped her daughter prepare for exams. Patricia performed well in embryology and, to Rosa’s delight, received a perfect score in obstetrics.





2 Perón or Death

1970

Around nine o’clock on the morning of May 29, 1970, precisely a year after the Cordobazo, in the wealthy Buenos Aires neighborhood of Recoleta, two young men in military uniforms arrived at the front door of General Pedro Eugenio Aramburu. From 1955 to 1958, Aramburu had presided over Argentina as dictator after helping to overthrow democratically elected president Juan Domingo Perón. But that business was behind him now, and at sixty-seven, the general was enjoying his retirement. Aramburu was still in his pajamas when the doorbell rang—neither he nor his wife, Sara, had been expecting visitors. When the young men told Sara that they had come to guard her husband, though, she thought little of it. The family had suffered scares before. Once, a gardener had stumbled on a bomb while tending to the grounds of the Aramburus’ country home; on another occasion, Sara discovered someone had left a bouquet of black flowers in the lobby of their apartment building. Tensions had been particularly high since the Cordobazo, and just the other day her husband had said that military personnel were at risk of being killed. She invited the young officers inside and asked her housekeeper to serve them coffee as they waited for the general to get dressed. Then she excused herself to go buy meat at the market.

Aramburu emerged, greeting the young men warmly. If he had looked more closely at their uniforms, he might have noticed that one of them was far too big and had been tailored by an amateur. Nevertheless, the general did not resist as they shuffled him outside into a white Peugeot sedan and sped away. A few hours later, at one thirty, radio stations across the country interrupted their programming with breaking news: General Pedro Aramburu had been kidnapped.

Journalists, photographers, and concerned Argentines descended upon the entrance to the general’s apartment, eager for updates. In the meantime, the kidnappers had switched cars twice, eventually shoving Aramburu in the back of a Jeep Gladiator pickup and covering him with hay bales. Then they drove eight hours out of Buenos Aires, where they hid him on a remote farm.

Later that same day, the kidnappers released a communiqué to the public, accusing the retired general of betraying the nation and of the murder of twenty-seven Argentines. At the bottom of the message, capital letters spelled out an ominous vow: “PERÓN OR DEATH.”



Six feet tall, with broad shoulders and a Cheshire cat grin, Juan Domingo Perón was the most important Argentine politician of the twentieth century. He had clawed himself from a lower-middle class upbringing to become a decorated army colonel and, when the military took over the government in 1943, a powerful political fixture, serving as secretary of labor and social welfare, minister of war, and, finally, vice president.

In 1946, when the military held democratic elections, Perón ran, becoming the first Argentine politician to direct his campaign at the working classes, who represented a huge and increasingly disgruntled swath of the country. In the late 1930s, one-fifth of Argentina—an area larger than the entirety of France—had belonged to just two thousand ranching families, cattle czars who could “gallop for days without finding the end of [their] land.” They modeled their homes after Spanish castillos and French châteaus, with hand-planted eucalyptus trees lining their miles-long driveways. Much of the actual ranching was done by hired help while the landowners gallivanted around Europe, sometimes bringing home French prostitutes and a year’s stash of champagne and foie gras. Meanwhile, millions of other Argentines—los descamisados, or the shirtless ones—struggled for survival. Perón’s booming voice, chummy demeanor, and promises to improve the economic lot of the disenfranchised soon won him their ardent devotion.

But Perón’s greatest asset was his second wife: María Eva Duarte de Perón, known to all as Evita. Willowy, with a pert nose and perfectly coiffed blond hair, Evita was born in 1919—the same year as Rosa Roisinblit—in a small agricultural town, where she was raised by a poor single mother. At a time when most Argentine women didn’t leave home until they married, she moved to Buenos Aires on her own at age fifteen and became a screen and radio actress, a rags-to-riches fairy tale that was vanishingly rare in 1940s Argentina.

Perón and Evita inspired hope among their working-class followers, convincing them that their dreams for a better life were not futile. Crisscrossing the country on a train car named El Descamisado, the couple gifted candy, kilos of meat, shoes, and toys to adoring crowds. During these trips, Perón eschewed suits for button-down shirts, to seem closer to the people. But rather than dressing down for the occasion, Evita wore sparkling jewels and couture clothing.

“You, too, can have these things someday,” she told those who came to greet her. “I once had nothing.”

Perón won the 1946 election handily and, true to his word, worked to uplift the descamisados by rolling out universal social security and popular new labor laws, including a minimum wage, the right to sick leave, and paid holidays for the entire workforce. While he occupied the Casa Rosada (the Pink House, Argentina’s presidential palace), wages rose—jumping 62 percent between 1945 and 1949—the number of young people enrolled in secondary education nearly tripled, the number of beds in public hospitals doubled, and homeownership shot up. In one of the world’s most famously carnivorous countries, he put a price cap on meat, promising “steak on every plate.” Some of his followers began calling him El Líder—not a leader but the leader.

Perhaps emboldened by such a title, Perón was soon acting more like an autocrat than a servant of the people, even rewriting the constitution to include language taken verbatim from a speech that he had delivered. His critics, meanwhile, struggled to write much at all. During his first years in office, a commission set up by his administration shut down forty-five newspapers over their “anti-Argentine coverage.” The international press was not spared either. After running a cover of Evita that the Peróns apparently found distasteful, Time magazine was banned in Argentina for over a year.

All the while, Evita continued courting el pueblo, the people, and lambasting the wealthy. “Shall we burn down the Barrio Norte?” she once cried from the Casa Rosada’s balcony, referring to one of the ritziest neighborhoods of Buenos Aires as the crowd below whistled and cheered. She held frequent open houses in her office, where Argentines were invited to ask her for favors. One person might plead for medical treatment for a sick child; another would ask for housing for a group of mothers living in a swampy shantytown. Evita listened attentively and, within a few days, the requests would be granted. During such office hours, she would often kiss female visitors in greeting. Once, a woman showed up with a syphilitic sore on her mouth, prompting one of Evita’s staffers to jump in between her and the first lady. Evita shooed him away with a flick of her delicate wrist and kissed the woman on the lips. “Never do that again,” she later admonished her employee. “It’s the price I have to pay.”

Not long into Perón’s first term, Evita’s health began to falter. A newspaper article from mid-1948 reported: “An acute bronchitis makes her cough often. She asks for aspirin and tea. The rings under her eyes are even more pronounced because of the paleness of her face.” Already petite, she lost twenty-two pounds in a single year, transforming from a glossy femme fatale to someone who looked as though she might float away with the breeze. One sweltering January day in 1950, Evita was inaugurating a building for the taxi union near the Buenos Aires port when she fainted in front of her adoring fans. Her frailty only served to fuel her popularity—and by extension that of her husband. When she released her autobiography in 1951, it sold 150,000 copies in a single day. Following galas at Teatro Colón, one newspaper printed 400,000 copies of special “Colón night” issues, dedicated almost entirely to photos and descriptions of her fur stoles, elegant gowns, and glittering gems. Later that year, millions of people showed up to see an increasingly feeble Evita join Perón during a speech from the balcony of the Casa Rosada, chanting “La vida por Perón!” Life for Perón.

On July 26, 1952, as Rosa Roisinblit lay in bed pregnant with Patricia, Evita died of cervical cancer at the age of thirty-three. Braving frigid winter rain, two million people streamed into the streets of Buenos Aires to mourn, some waiting fifteen hours to glimpse Evita’s ashen face through her glass casket. Outside her resting place in the Ministry of Labor, 8,340 funeral wreaths and twenty-foot-high piles of flowers accumulated in the days following her death, giving the building the look of an enchanted castle. Argentina’s florists—the only businesses that remained open in all of Buenos Aires—ran out of blooms and had to import roses, tulips, and carnations from Chile. The minister of public health commissioned a 220-pound, 5-foot-5-inch candle (the same height as Evita) to be lit for an hour on the twenty-sixth of each month to mark the day she died. A food workers’ union wrote to Pope Pius XII to ask that she be canonized.

No one, however, was more shattered by Evita’s loss than Perón himself. Since taking office, the general’s domineering style—shaped in part by his brief tenure as a military attaché in Mussolini’s Italy from 1939 to 1940—had unsettled many Argentines, including Rosa Roisinblit. His grief seemed to fuel his tyrannical tendencies. He had already nationalized Argentina’s railways and other utilities, stuffing their boards with corrupt cronies; cracked down on imports and exports; and imprisoned political critics. Right before Evita died, he pushed through a law ordering that her autobiography, La Razón de Mi Vida, or The Reason for My Life, become required reading in schools. “Mommy loves me” was replaced by “Eva loves me” in first-grade reading textbooks. Now, as the mourning Perón turned fifty-eight in 1953, his actions grew even more extreme. He took up with a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl, lavishing her with gems from Evita’s collection, and riled the powerful Catholic Church by pushing to legalize divorce and prostitution. When the church predictably resisted such measures, he jailed one curate for “disrespect.” The church and the heavily Catholic Argentine military were apoplectic. Both institutions decided Perón needed to go.

On June 15, 1955, rumors swirled that the Vatican had excommunicated Perón; the following day, a cold and cloudy Thursday, planes flown by the Argentine navy and air force dropped more than one hundred bombs on the Casa Rosada in hopes of assassinating him. They also strafed the Plaza de Mayo, the palm-studded square in front of the presidential palace, where masses of Perón’s defenders had gathered to show their support amid his standoff with the Church. The attack killed over three hundred people and maimed more than twelve hundred. Perón escaped unscathed but was toppled and ejected from the country a few months later, effectively dividing all of Argentina into two hostile groups: Peronists and anti-Peronists.

Shortly after the coup, General Pedro Eugenio Aramburu, a top commander in the Argentine army, took power as de facto president of Argentina and began working to purge the country of his predecessor’s considerable influence. He stuck several Peronist generals in jail and felled statues of Perón and Evita, hacking up the Carrara marble to donate to art students. Argentines were banned from mentioning Perón by name—newspapers tended to call him the tirano prófugo, or fugitive tyrant, while Aramburu himself preferred “the monster.” Merely possessing a picture of the former president could land an Argentine in prison for up to six years. Worried that Evita’s embalmed corpse had taken on too much symbolic power, Aramburu’s regime stole her casket from its resting place in the dead of night and hid it.

Incensed by these measures, a Peronist general named Juan José Valle staged a failed coup in June 1956 to oust Aramburu and restore Perón. Aramburu had known General Valle from the Colegio Militar de la Nación, or National Military College, where they’d both trained, but any personal rapport paled in comparison to the responsibility Aramburu felt to keep Perón from rising again. With Aramburu’s approval, Valle and twenty-six other military personnel and civilians suspected of involvement in the attempted coup were put to death without a trial. The general supposedly wept as he signed the order for Valle’s execution.

The following year, Aramburu did something else that would enrage Peronists for decades to come. Despite his regime’s efforts to sequester Evita’s body in secure military buildings, supporters manged to find her, laying flowers and candles nearby. By April 1957, Aramburu could take no more. He enlisted the help of a priest to spirit her casket out of the country, forbidding the cleric from divulging her final resting place—even to him. A devout Catholic, he wanted to truthfully say that he did not know where she was, but that she was in “Christian hands.” With secret assistance from the Vatican, she was buried in a cemetery in Milan under a false name. In 1958, Aramburu stepped down and allowed democratic elections. But in a final insult, he decreed that Peronists were not allowed to run.



Aramburu’s kidnappers were part of a small group of Peronist militants who called themselves the Juan José Valle Command of the Montoneros, an allusion both to the Peronist general Aramburu’s troops had executed in 1956 and to the ragtag mounted soldiers who had helped free Argentina from Spanish control in 1816. When two of their members showed up at the general’s door in May 1970, the Montoneros in their entirety numbered just twelve young men and women, all Catholic, none older than thirty. Several of the young people had begun their political lives in conservative Catholic organizations, but, inspired by Che Guevara and the Cuban Revolution, ultimately gravitated toward socialism. They viewed Argentina as a country divided in two antagonistic factions: “the liberal oligarchy, clearly anti-nationalist and vendepatria,” or willing to sell out the homeland, and “the people,” committed to its defense. The Montoneros believed that defense would necessarily require taking up arms. Two of the group’s founding members had received military instruction in Cuba; the others had no combat training whatsoever. Even so, they were, according to one scholar, “intent upon responding to the military violence with violence in the name of the people.”

They defined their ideology simply, stating: “We are peronists [sic].” Only one founding member of the Montoneros, however, had any direct connection with the Peróns: years prior, Evita had saved his mother’s life by sending a plane to pick her up in Corrientes so that she could have a vital operation at a modern Buenos Aires hospital. The Montoneros had all been too young to vote for Perón when he twice ran for president, and they had never met or corresponded with their patron saint, who was now living in exile in Spain. But they were convinced he shared their commitment to building a “free, just, and sovereign fatherland,” and were hell-bent on returning him to lead Argentina.

Two days after abducting Aramburu, on May 31, the Montoneros announced they had formed a “revolutionary tribunal” and interrogated the former general about what they deemed to be his crimes, including the “killing of 27 Argentines without a prior trial or justified cause.” The following morning, they shot him twice in the head and once in the chest. They vowed to reveal the location of Aramburu’s corpse only when the military government disclosed the whereabouts of Evita Perón’s.

Ever since the uprisings in Córdoba the year before, General Onganía had been clinging to power by his fingernails. Aramburu’s kidnapping was his final undoing. Mounting economic frustration and social unrest was one thing. But now, a former president of the nation had been abducted from his own home on Onganía’s watch. He had clearly lost control; his military colleagues felt compelled to act. A week after Aramburu vanished, mutinous troops surrounded the Casa Rosada and forced Onganía to resign, replacing him with another general.

On July 16, after a frenzied search involving twenty-two thousand men, officials found Aramburu’s corpse in the basement of a farmhouse owned by one of the Montoneros’ families in the tiny farming village of Timote. The general had been gagged and his hands were tied behind his back. His body had been covered in lime to dissolve his flesh and bones.

With their very first operation, the Montoneros had assassinated one dictator and toppled another. Almost overnight, they became household names.





3 Perón and Death

1971–1974

In 1971, Patricia Roisinblit’s father, Benjamín, became gravely ill. Benjamín had long suffered from health issues, but this time was different: an exploratory operation found that he had advanced stomach cancer. The doctors predicted he had four months to live.

To the Roisinblit women, the news was earth-shattering. While Rosa’s job as an obstetrician meant that the Roisinblits had defied certain gender stereotypes, Benjamín had always played a traditional patriarchal role. He was strikingly handsome, with olive skin, thick, dark eyebrows, and a crackling sense of humor that electrified every room he entered. His relatives described him as “a sun,” and indeed his family seemed to revolve around him. He saw himself as Patricia’s protector, and he doted on Rosa. Before marrying, they had both lived with their families, meeting mostly at parks and cafés. On one early date, the couple sat on a bench in Plaza San Martín, the same picturesque square Argentina’s hippies would later inhabit. Finding the lighting unromantic, Benjamín chucked a stone at one of the streetlights, knocking it out to better set the mood. On the twenty-first of each month, they celebrated the anniversary of their first date, which had taken place in October 1949; without fail, Benjamín would meet Rosa at the movie theater carrying chocolates, a bouquet of flowers, or a book he’d picked out for her. As time went on, he saved a napkin from every café and restaurant he and Rosa visited—eventually presenting them to her in a brown leather album with gilt edging as a surprise. He wrote her scores of effusive letters and intimate poems that she tucked away like treasures, and he found every opportunity to compliment her. Once, upon watching Rosa walk in from the kitchen, a friend of Benjamín’s exclaimed: “Rosita, what nice legs you have!” Instead of telling his friend off, Benjamín smiled slyly, satisfied that someone else appreciated what he already knew.

Benjamín’s final months were torturous for Patricia and Rosa, but even as he faded away, he tried to lighten everyone’s mood. When a friend came to check on him, he quipped: “I can’t complain. They dote on me like a prince, and I sleep in the bed of a king.” (The couple had an ornate Louis XV–style headboard.) Aware of the little time he had left, Benjamín threw himself into his writing. Apart from his family, it had always been his purest passion. In December 1971, he completed his third book: Pampas de Sión, a compilation of twenty-one poems inspired by Rosa’s parents and other Jewish immigrants who had settled in Argentina’s grasslands. Rosa’s favorite, “La Fronda Ennoblecida,” told the story of a woman who gave birth on the side of a road in Moisés Ville, the ranching town where she had grown up.

After that, it became difficult for Benjamín to do much at all. He had always celebrated Rosa’s cooking—she joked that she could put a rock on a plate, and he would praise the rock—but as he grew sicker, strong scents disgusted him. He stopped reading the newspaper because he couldn’t tolerate the smell of the ink, instead listening as Rosa read articles to him. (“He wanted to know everything,” Rosa would later recall.) Since Aramburu’s assassination, militant groups like the Montoneros had proliferated, and the military government that had replaced Onganía fought to crush them. “SHOOTOUT,” blared one headline. “Giant Military Operation in Search of Subversive Elements,” read another. Over time, Rosa had to move her chair farther away from the bed—the ink smell was still too strong for her husband’s increasingly sensitive nose. In February of 1972, Benjamín—just fifty-six—was gone.



Patricia was nineteen when her father died, and the loss unmoored her. Benjamín had been strict, and without him, she began to look for meaning outside the comfortable confines of the apartment in middle-class Boedo where she had been raised. Her early steps into rebellion took a personal tack. From the age of thirteen, she had dated a clean-cut student she had met at the Hebraica, a Jewish social club in downtown Buenos Aires where Rosa and Benjamín had also connected. Patricia and her boyfriend had begun to prepare for a life together, gathering towels, sheets, and other items for the home they would one day share. Before he died, Benjamín had talked about buying them an apartment so they could get married. The whole Roisinblit family adored him.

But when she arrived at the University of Buenos Aires for medical school, Patricia discovered an intoxicating sense of freedom. All around her, young people were starting to push back against Argentina’s conservative Catholic mores. Sex, many of them believed, was a natural part of being in love, not a rite reserved for marriage. In this new environment, Patricia was overwhelmed with romantic choices. “Boys chased after her like flies to honey,” Rosa would later recall. “She did not lack candidates!” She soon broke things off with her boyfriend and began dating a fellow medical student named Miguel Benasayag, a philosopher type who played drums in a rock band and described himself as an “anarchist-hippy.” She became more interested in history and, through Miguel, began dabbling in leftist activism. “Until that moment, she had lived a comfortable middle-class life,” a school friend would later recall. “This swerve from the good student, bourgeois momma’s girl concerned about being pretty and attracting boys to the deeply committed militant was a very important chapter for her.”

Many of her peers were undergoing the same transformation. Galvanized by the Cordobazo, France’s protests of May 1968, and other demonstrations worldwide, Argentine youth threw themselves into political action throughout the early years of the 1970s, convinced the status quo was not only unsustainable but immoral. Universities and high schools became hotbeds of political organization. As one student in La Plata, a tranquil city an hour from Buenos Aires, put it: “There was a contagious effervescence in the streets.” To their parents’ concern and confusion, young leftists began organizing in villas miseria. The settlements were not connected to official electric, water, or sewer systems, and in the rain, their dirt roads tended to transform into filthy rivers. An Argentine newspaper described how, in one villa, children swarmed around a garbage dump scrounging for food instead of attending school. Villas had once been transitional places, where immigrants and countryfolk who had come to find work in the city could land temporarily. But over time, the slums became permanent—and much larger. Between 1955, when Perón was unseated, and 1970, the number of people living in them swelled from eighty thousand to eight hundred thousand. The military government responded by vowing to eradicate the neighborhoods. In protest, young people worked to improve conditions, painting houses and schools, hosting literacy classes, organizing trade unions, and recruiting fire brigades.

Patricia began visiting a villa in Bajo Flores, in southern Buenos Aires. The warren of haphazard residences was less than three miles from her family’s apartment, which Rosa and Benjamín had filled with fine furniture and art, but it felt worlds away. “When it is cold, it’s even colder here. And when it’s hot, it’s hotter here than in other places in Buenos Aires,” another young leftist who worked in Bajo Flores wrote at the time. “Only seldom do we see a car on the villa streets. The children, barefooted, play in the mud or throw things in the ditch that give the neighborhood a fetid smell.” Miguel would later remember Patricia weeping as she took in the poverty.

As Patricia confronted Argentina’s social realities, the Montoneros continued to gain traction, and over a dozen other leftist groups intent on revolution—and admiring of acronyms—gained a foothold as well. Among them were the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias, or Armed Revolutionary Forces (FAR); and the Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores, or Workers’ Revolutionary Party (PRT), along with its armed branch, the Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo, or People’s Revolutionary Army (ERP). Convinced, like the Montoneros, that violent resistance to autocracy was righteous, several of the groups combined political advocacy with combat operations, staging attacks against government forces, detonating bombs, and kidnapping business executives. Some of the early actions of the Montoneros seemed designed to serve as “armed propaganda” rather than to cause physical harm. Before setting off bombs at the golf courses and country clubs of the wealthy, for instance, the Montoneros first blocked the roads with signs that read “Danger! Dynamited Zone.” They did not want to alienate the public with indiscriminate violence; instead their goal in undertaking such actions was to reveal the incompetence of the military government and restore Perón to power.

The leftist organizations also hijacked food and milk trucks and stole toys, distributing the loot among the needy. Some groups provided construction and medical services in villas like the one where Patricia worked, and nearly all of them handed out impassioned propaganda. One US government memo from the time reported that the Montoneros had “devoted as much of their energies to proselytizing and legitimate reform as to guerrilla tactics.”

During this time, existing right-wing ultranationalist groups began to intensify their actions in resistance to these leftist organizations, and new ones began to form. Curiously, some of these groups also embraced Perón, considering him the only leader capable of taming the left-wing movements and halting the spread of communism. Sensing an opportunity, the former president, still in exile in Spain, sought to keep both sides happy as he plotted his eventual return to Argentina. His greatest strength had always been his ideological expediency, figuring out what people wanted to hear and saying precisely that. “A Maoist would speak to Perón and leave convinced he was a Maoist,” a journalist said of Perón at the time. “And a Fascist would talk to him and also leave convinced he was a Fascist.” From his fieldstone villa in Madrid, Perón somehow rallied his disparate followers around a single goal: bringing him home to run for president once more.

By early 1973, the military dictatorship ruling the country realized that it was losing its grip on power and agreed to hold free elections. But even as they decided that Peronists would be allowed to run for the first time since 1955, they instituted a series of restrictions to prevent Perón himself from seeking the presidency. Undeterred, Perón handpicked a puppet candidate he could control from Madrid and eventually replace: Héctor José Cámpora, a dentist turned lackluster politician. The duo did little to hide their end goal, with Cámpora campaigning under the slogan “Cámpora to government, Perón to power.” Cámpora won the election, and Perón began plotting his grand return.

According to a carefully devised plan, Perón would land at Ezeiza, Argentina’s main international airport, on a chartered Aerolíneas Argentinas jet at three in the afternoon on June 20. The airport itself, on the grassy outskirts of Buenos Aires, was too small to support the multitude that would surely come to greet him, so instead a helicopter would whiz him to a nearby landing area next to a highway, where a massive stage had been erected. The National Symphony Orchestra would perform Argentina’s solemn anthem as well as the zippy “Peronist March,” whose chorus rang: “Perón, Perón, how great you are! My general, how worthy you are! Perón, Perón, our great leader, you are the first worker!” Perón would then command the crowd to silence in honor of Evita before releasing eighteen thousand doves into the crisp winter sky to signify the end of his eighteen-year exile.



As Perón prepared to leave his Madrid villa on June 19, his followers began gathering by the stage in Ezeiza, eager to secure the best views even if it meant camping out overnight in the cold. A massive photo of Perón—as tall as a ten-story building—smiled down at them from behind the platform as they passed around gourds of mate, strong Argentine tea, and snacked on chorizo sausages cooked on hot parrillas, open-flame grills as core to the Argentine identity as the flag itself. They warmed their hands over bonfires made from wood donated by trade unions and the government, and entertained themselves with broadcasts of faraway boxing matches.

When the day of Perón’s arrival dawned, it was chilly and wet. But the general’s followers didn’t seem to care; the crowd that amassed to welcome him had swelled to become the largest recorded in Argentina’s history. Vendors offered up banners and buttons, old men peddled cups of lemonade, and folk music piped from speakers. In the early afternoon, the clouds gave way to bright sun, inspiring the excited masses to peel off their overcoats and sweaters. It was turning into a true día peronista, which was how many Peronists referred to pleasant days.

Thousands of left-wing militants showed up for the event, beating drums and bearing banners that stretched 160 feet. As one Montoneros leader would say later, they were eager to impress Perón with their sheer numbers: “Look, General, the future runs through us. It’s not with the old bureaucratic unions.”

But sprinkled among the crowd were members of such bureaucratic unions and other right-wing groups, who were not pleased by the presence of the leftists. At first, the scuffles between the two sides were merely verbal. Young men and women on the left chanted, “Perón, Evita, the Socialist Fatherland,” and those on the right spat back: “Perón, Evita, the Peronist Fatherland.” Then, around two thirty in the afternoon, a group of right-wing Peronists pulled themselves onto the stage in front of Perón’s massive photo. Later they would claim knowledge of a leftist plot to assassinate Perón—a plan the leftists denied. Armed with a formidable arsenal of machine guns, shotguns, and rifles, the men on the stage took aim at those who looked like zurdos—or lefties—with their flowing hair and tight pants. As Perón’s plane flew over southern Brazil toward Buenos Aires, shots rang out from the podium.

The orchestra abandoned their violas and cellos and flattened themselves to avoid flying bullets. Thousands of terrified doves fluttered through the air as leftist youths holding banners reading “Perón or Death” sought refuge in nearby homes and churches. (An anti-Peronist writer would later reflect that “Perón and Death” would have been a more appropriate slogan.) The gunmen continued raining down bullets on the throng even as ambulances arrived to ferry away the wounded. By the end of the day, at least thirteen people had been killed and hundreds had been wounded. The plane carrying Perón was diverted to an air force base west of Buenos Aires.

Perón was livid: the chaos had ruined what was meant to be his glorious comeback. On top of that, for as much as he adored power, he viewed himself as a committed pacifist, or, as he put it, a “vegetarian lion.” “Blood saves time,” he’d once said. “But it costs a lot.” In a speech the next day, he seemed to blame his left-wing followers for the bloodshed, not the conservatives who had fired the guns.

In the end, the events of June 20, later to be known as the Ezeiza Massacre, had little impact on Perón’s reascent. Within weeks, Cámpora resigned, paving the way for the former president to reclaim his position. He breezed to election victory in September, with his third wife, María Estela Martínez de Perón—known as Isabel—serving as his vice presidential running mate, and returned to the Casa Rosada a few weeks later. Any illusion, however, that Argentina might come together under its leader shattered on May 1, 1974, when Perón was due to deliver a speech from the Casa Rosada in celebration of May Day. The theme was national unity. As Perón praised organized labor and his more conservative followers, some of the fifty thousand leftists gathered in the Plaza de Mayo began booing and shouting. The mood soured further when Isabel appeared on the balcony where Perón stood behind a panel of bulletproof glass, and the leftists began chanting: “There’s only one Evita!”

Perón erupted, calling the young people “stupid” and “beardless youths.” Fed up, the leftists wheeled around and walked out of the plaza, dodging right-wing groups who attacked them with poles and stones as they went. A few weeks later, Perón maligned the “revolutionary infantilism” that had interrupted his appearance, and, in a thinly veiled nod to his right-wing followers, announced that, just as the immune system forms antibodies by fighting a virus, the Peronist movement would grow stronger by crushing its internal enemies.

All the stress took a grave toll on the old general, who at seventy-eight was already ailing. In July 1974, after contracting a severe flu that provoked a heart attack, El Líder passed away. He’d served just nine months back in office. Offices, stores, and banks closed, and buses and trains stood still as hundreds of thousands of mourners flooded the streets to pay their respects. As they cried over his coffin, some wailed affectionately: “Chau, viejo”—Goodbye, old man.

Isabel immediately took her husband’s place in the Casa Rosada, becoming the first female head of state in Latin America. Her credentials offered scant assurance that she would rise to the historic occasion. She had little formal education and an unsettling obsession with the occult. She had connected with Perón while working as a dancer at a Panamanian cabaret called Happyland. To make all important decisions, Isabelita, as she was known, turned to her shadowy minister of social welfare, José López Rega, a retired police corporal with sharp cheekbones, vacant blue eyes, and ultraconservative beliefs who had served as the Peróns’ luggage carrier during the couple’s time in exile. He and Isabel bonded over their shared interest in astrology, a topic on which he had written several books, and he eventually wheedled his way into the Peróns’ inner circle. (In the preface to one of his astrology volumes, he suggested that he was an intermediary for God; in another, published years later, he ascribed coauthorship to the archangel Gabriel and rhapsodized about glories of the cow.) As his influence within the administration grew, people began calling him El Brujo—The Sorcerer—and Rasputin of the Pampas. When Isabel gave speeches, he adopted the discomfiting practice of lurking behind her and mouthing her words like a wicked ventriloquist.

“Isabel does not exist,” he insisted once. “She is a creation of mine.”

Another creation of López Rega’s was the Argentine Anticommunist Alliance, or Triple A, a secret right-wing death squad. Dressed in civilian clothes with dark sunglasses and machine guns strapped over their shoulders, Triple A thugs, many of whom officially worked as police officers, roved the streets of Buenos Aires in unmarked cars. Few of their targets—mostly left-leaning Peronists—survived.

“The AAA makes the leftists look good by comparison,” read one confidential US government cable at the time, referring to the group by its acronym. The memo argued that while the leftists restricted their violence to their proclaimed enemies—“policemen, army officers, business leaders, and foreign diplomats”—the Triple A targeted not just leftist militants but also popular singers, actors, writers, university professors, and congressmen thought to have leftist beliefs. After being forced into the cars, it was reported, the Triple A’s captives were driven to quieter locations and shot execution-style, their corpses left to rot as a warning. While Isabel looked the other way, the Triple A began to publish lists of citizens it planned to assassinate, sometimes delivering typed threats directly to its intended victims. “You are hereby informed that you have been sentenced to death,” one such message read. Estimates suggest the Triple A ultimately carried out two thousand murders in the three years it terrorized Buenos Aires.

In response, Argentina’s leftist groups ratcheted up their own operations, continuing to ambush military barracks and police stations, and abducting businessmen and robbing banks to fund their movements. They seemed to be getting bolder. During one particularly volatile week in 1974, leftist militants detonated 110 bombs around Buenos Aires—mostly at car showrooms, banks, and other financial institutions—killing at least two men. In September of that year, the Montoneros went so far as to abduct Jorge and Juan Born, the heirs to Argentina’s largest conglomerate. The kidnapping was spectacular. Montoneros dressed up as Buenos Aires city employees and used fake street signs and stolen public vehicles to ambush the brothers’ chauffeured car, killing the driver and another employee in the ensuing melee. The ransom was even more astonishing: the Montoneros eventually extracted $60 million for Jorge and Juan’s safe return. It was—and remains—the most lucrative kidnapping in world history.



While Patricia herself was not officially involved, her boyfriend, Miguel, was part of the ERP, the combat wing of the Marxist Workers’ Revolutionary Party. At first he contributed to the movement in menial ways, transporting things and spray-painting buildings, but over time he began participating in the group’s armed resistance.

“First you disarm a cop, then you’re involved in robbing a bank or a police station,” he recalled later. “It was all very gradual.” Patricia was terrified. She threatened to break up with him if he didn’t step back from the movement’s tactical unit. Unwilling to lose her, he tried, but was arrested soon thereafter anyway.

Less than two months after the Born abduction, Argentina’s federal police chief, Alberto Villar, and his wife, Elsa, boarded their yacht for a day of cruising on the Río de la Plata, the wide and powerful river that runs past Buenos Aires. In addition to his official post, Villar was rumored to be an important pillar of the Triple A and was generally known for his harsh tactics—sometimes torturing or even killing those he arrested. Around eleven in the morning, as the Villars pulled away from the jetty where their ten bodyguards stood, an eruption blew their boat thirty feet in the sky. The Montoneros had struck once again.

Within days, an overwhelmed Isabel declared a state of siege, giving the military and police free rein to search or detain anyone they liked without a warrant. From one day to the next, the decree deprived Argentina’s twenty-five million inhabitants of all their constitutional rights.
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