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Poison is one of the most effective female weapons in the history. Whenever they needed to get rid of someone, the poisoners would choose a deadly chemical that would eventually deliver the results. The reasons for this move varies. Women often kill for a financial gain, when they are jealous or want to escape an abusive marriage. Yiya Murano, who would later be known as the poisoner of Monserrat, did the same. Her poison of choice was cyanide. 

Yiya killed because she was in huge debt and thought that scamming people for money was the only way she could get out of it. When her victims asked to get their investments back, Yiya would poison them by adding cyanide to her dessert cakes. She got away with two murders and the chances are the authorities would not even suspect that Yiya was involved in any way. But she needed to eliminate the third investor, and that was her downfall. 

Yiya stuck to her story throughout the years, which lead some people to believe that the woman was actually innocent. She became infamous in Argentina for both her crimes and the fact that she received an early release from the prison. However, the majority of people still firmly believe that Yiya killed three women and that she got away with it. 

Early life

Yiya Murano was born on May 20th, 1930 in Corrientes, Argentina. Her full name was María de las Mercedes Bernardina Bolla Aponte de Murano, but she was better known as Yiya to her friends and family. Her father was a soldier which was very respected in Argentina at the time, so Yiya’s family never lacked a thing. Yiya also had a brother who would follow their father’s steps and become a highly regarded general in the Argentinian Army. She was used to living a good life but for some reason decided not to pursue a higher education. This might be one of the factors why she ended up in financial problems later in life. On the other hand, Yiya learned how to trick people into thinking that she was more educated than she really was.

Taller than her peers, with long blonde hair, Yiya Murano would attract attention wherever she went. Everyone who knew the girl thought that she would go far because she had everything she needed in order to become successful. But Yiya wasn’t interested in learning and barely finished high-school. At the same time, her family started having financial difficulties, so Yiya decided to find a way out of that situation. Argentina wasn’t a progressive country at the time, and single females were looked down upon. Marriage was simply a must for someone in their twenties. Yiya Murano needed to move out of her parents’ home, so she agreed to marry a lawyer named Antonio Murano, and relocate to Buenos Aires, Argentina. 

The two of them didn’t have an easy start and would face various financial difficulties from the very start. Even though her husband was educated and had a place of employment, the work didn’t come easy, and he couldn’t earn enough money to make Yiya happy. The couple lived in a small apartment in Monserrat which is a part of Buenos Aires. It was a wealthy neighborhood and Monserrat housed some of the most important buildings in the city. The rent was high and sometimes difficult to afford, but the two of them needed to present themselves as the upstanding citizens with plenty of money on their bank accounts. The couple had one son, Martin Murano.

The apartment itself was not in great shape and needed to be restored. The furniture was old and the entire place smelled of mold. However, Yiya Murano continued to spend all of her money on expensive clothes and jewelry, maintaining the appearance of wealth to the other people. She was known as a person who could talk herself out of every situation. Additionally, Yiya was great in convincing other people to do things for her which will come in handy later on. Even though she lacked education, she could handle any type of social situation.

Her marriage to Antonio Murano quickly turned sour because Yiya couldn’t stop cheating. She had numerous lovers during the years the couple was together. The men were attracted to her physical appearance, and Yiya needed to feel wanted by the opposite sex. She took a great care of herself and appeared younger than she really was. Antonio was aware of his wife’s affairs, and he would confront her often, but Yiya always found a way to convince him to stay. Additionally, getting a divorce in Argentina back then would be very scandalous. So the two of them continued to live together even though Yiya would constantly go out with other men. 

The investment scam

The debt kept piling on, but Yiya refused to stop buying luxury items for herself. As a matter of fact, she was recognizable for the amount of jewelry she wore each and every day. Facing the possibility of giving up her lavish lifestyle, Yiya Murano started plotting her next move. She became interested in financial investing and saw it as a great way to improve her financial status. However, her arrangement was everything but legal. Yiya’s entire scheme included taking money from others with the promise of gain. She promised to make them millionaires from just a little bit of investments. Since she had many friends and neighbors, Yiya started casually mentioning the investing business she was getting into. She claimed that she had great success from investing money and that her financial problems were long gone. Surely, there were a couple of people who were interested in the prospect of earning more funds. 

Carmen Zulema "Mema" of Giorgio de Venturini who was Yiya’s second cousin was thrilled to hear Yiya’s experience with investing, and she immediately gave her a large amount of money, hoping that Yiya could double the amount. Mema even offered to repeat her investment if the first one goes smoothly. Nilda Adelina Gamba lived close to Yiya Murano, and the two women would often drink tea together. After finding out about investing, Nilda was willing to do the same. So she also gave Yiya her money. The story was spreading around, and Nilda’s friend Lelia Elida "Chicha" Formisano de Ayala wanted to take a part in it. The woman barely knew Yiya, but she trusted Nilda. The women gave Yiya a total of $300,000 which was an enormous sum back in the day. None of the women knew that Yiya will not invest their money as she promised. She had numerous debts, and Yiya intended to pay them off. 

Yiya created a strong bond with each of the conned women. In the months that followed their so-called investments, Yiya would drop by often and ensure them that everything is proceeding as planned. The agreement was that Yiya would pay them on a monthly basis as the investments grew. The women didn’t ask additional questions because they trusted Yiya for some reason. She had strong connections in the military since her brother was a general, and that was very valuable in Argentina at the time because the country was under dictatorship. It is believed that Yiya intended to tell them that their investments were unsuccessful and that the money was lost. 

However, the women started asking questions in January of 1979, and Yiya felt very anxious. There haven’t been any monthly payments, and all three of them were certain that Yiya was keeping the money for herself. Yiya was an excellent liar, but she was finding it hard to provide them with a satisfying answer. She was very elusive which increased the doubt even more. The women wanted their money back because they did see through Yiya’s investment scheme. Perhaps they weren’t aware of the entire con just yet, but all three of them suspected that something was wrong. 

Yiya clearly thought that the best way to get out of this situation was to eliminate the problem instead of giving them their funds. After all, Yiya didn’t have the money, and the women will tell everyone what she did which will undoubtedly ruin her reputation, and potentially place her behind the bars. Yiya was willing to do anything to keep her high status, so she decided to get rid of the woman. 

The poisonings

It was February 10th, 1979, and Yiya Murano went to Nilda Adelina Gamba’s apartment in order to have tea with the woman as well as to discuss the investments. A couple of hours after Yiya’s arrival, Nilda started complaining that she was having stomach pains. Nilda was getting worse by each minute and asked Yiya to call her doctor. She never experienced anything similar in her life, and Nilda was in a clear state of panic. Yiya couldn’t say no, so she phoned Nilda’s family physician who arrived quickly. Nilda was now feeling nauseous, and the doctor was positive that the woman had a light food poisoning. She had probably eaten a poorly cooked meal, and the doctor was sure that Nilda would feel better in the morning. 

Since Yiya was already at Nilda’s apartment, she offered to take care of the ill woman, and the doctor approved. As soon as the doctor left, Nilda started feeling even worse. Yiya didn’t leave her bedside throughout the night, and the woman fell into a coma in the early hours of the morning. Yiya called Nilda’s doctor a couple of hours later to inform him that Nilda was unresponsive. He rushed over to check on his patient and confirmed that the woman died sometime around dawn. The doctor said that the cause of death was cardiac arrest. Even though Nilda was not old, he suspected that the food poisoning was too much for her body and it simply shut down. The doctor was fairly certain that there was no foul play involved and that the death was natural. Since Nilda died of the cardiac arrest, the autopsy was not needed. 

It is also important to mention that Nilda had a history of diabetes and that she was found unconscious three months prior to her death. Her neighbors got worried after they noticed that the woman was not going out of her apartment. They called the authorities who burst through the doors and found Nilda unconscious on the floor. She was in a diabetic coma, and the ambulance vehicle rushed her straight to the hospital where she recovered. It is unclear if this was also Yiya’s failed attempt to poison Nilda. The details seemed very similar, but the investigators were unsure if this was Yiya’s first try to kill the woman. However, they did verify that Yiya was the last person who visited Nilda before the woman fell into a coma. Knowing the events that followed, it is very likely that inexperienced Yiya wrongly calculated the dosage of poison. 

Only a couple of days after Nilda’s death, Yiya Murano visited Chicha Formisano to also have a talk and drink some tea. Chicha was shaken after losing her friend, but she was still interested in getting her money back. The two of them agreed to meet later that same evening in order to see a play in a theater. Yiya arrived at Chicha’s door with a couple of friends, but the woman wasn’t answering the doorbell. Everyone suspected that she was out or made other plans, so they left. Chicha suddenly disappeared, and nobody saw her for days. Her neighbors noticed that there was no movement around her apartment, and when they started smelling a foul odor on her floor, the police was contacted. 

It was February 22nd, 1979 when the authorities entered Chicha Formisano place of residence. They were shocked to discover that the woman was dead, sitting in her chair in front of the television set. Food was found right next to her, and apparently, her last meal was fish, cake, and tea. The police didn’t notice any signs of a struggle in the apartment and having in mind the state she was found it, they were sure that the death was natural. Later on, the coroner determined that the cardiac arrest was the cause of death. They didn’t connect Chicha’s death to Nilda’s even though both women died within a short amount of time and they both had heart attacks. With two women out of her way, Yiya had one more to deal with. But knowing that three sudden deaths within a single month might be suspicious, she decided to wait for a bit. 

On March 24th, 1979, Mema del Giorgio Venturini started feeling very ill. She had stomach pains and nausea. Feeling scared because she didn’t know what was happening, Mema exited her apartment and tried walking to the main corridor in order to get help. It was difficult for her to move but she persisted. Eventually, Mema collapsed in the corridor which made a loud noise that prompted her neighbors to come out and see what was happening. They found Mema lying on the floor, barely able to speak. The woman was obviously in distress, so they called an ambulance. Yiya appeared on the scene prior to the arrival of the medical team. She was curious about what was going on with her cousin. Yiya started asking around if Mema told the neighbors anything before she lost her consciousness. 

Once the ambulance arrived and picked up Mema, Yiya was quick to jump into the vehicle and accompany her cousin to the hospital. Mema was getting worse, and she eventually died before they arrived at the facility. Since Yiya was the only relative present, she wanted to see the doctor who would examine Mema’s body. Yiya asked him if he was planning to do the autopsy and suggested that it might not be necessary. This certainly left the doctor with plenty of doubt about Mema’s cause of death and he ordered a full examination of the body as soon as possible. 

Getting caught

With all three deaths ruled out as natural, Yiya Murano felt secure thinking that her involvement will remain uncovered. However, Diana Maria Venturini who was Mema’s daughter would soon suspect that things were not as they seemed. Diana went back to her mother’s apartment with the intention to pick up some of her personal belongings and to put things in order. She was quite familiar with her mother’s finances and was informed about the investment business Mema was getting into. She looked around to find any unpaid bills and such. But Diana wasn’t able to find her mother’s investment receipts. 

As she was exiting the building, Diana bumped into the doorman, and a thought came up to her. She asked the man if anyone entered her mother’s apartment after the incident. The man confirmed that Yiya approached him while Mema was laying in the corridor, and asked him for a spare key. She wanted to call some of Mema’s relatives and inform them that the woman was going to a hospital. Her exact words were: “I need her notebook to call her family.” But Diana was sure that none of the said relatives knew of her mother’s death before she herself contacted them. The doorman also mentioned that Yiya arrived at the building carrying a package. The box contained corn flour petite cookies which are Argentinian delicacy. This stood out to Diana, and once she got home, she realized that there might be more to the whole story. 

She was aware of the deposits all three women made with Yiya’s help, and now all of them were deceased. Her mother did also mention to Diana that Yiya was being elusive and that she refused to give them their money back. Her suspicions were growing so Diana went straight to the police station and told the officers everything she knew. The investigators were immediately interested in what she had to say, especially when Diana discovered that all three of them were connected to Yiya through the investment business. But the authorities still had no physical proof that could confirm Yiya’s involvement. 

After comparing all three deaths, the police suspected that the women were poisoned. Mema and Nilda had the same symptoms, but they couldn’t say the same for Chicha since the woman died alone in her apartment. The stomach pains and nausea indicated that cyanide was used. After interviewing their friends and neighbors, the investigators discovered that all three of them were visited by Yiya prior to their death. The three victims did drink tea with Yiya Murano so the police thought that could have been the way Yiya administered the poison. But the next step was to confirm the presence of cyanide in the bodies. After hearing police’s theory, a judge ordered the exhumation of Nilda’s and Chicha’s bodies. 

Both of them were buried for more than a month, and the bodies were very decomposed which was an instant problem for the examiners. When the human body starts to break down, the chemical reactions will create cyanide hydrochloride. Determining if a person had cyanide in their system prior to their death is very hard. The results were not conclusive, but the investigators still had Mema’s body back in the hospital. The examiners focused on her and discovered high levels of alkaline cyanide in her system which was a clear indication that she was poisoned. Yiya Murano was the prime suspect, and the police issued a warrant for her arrest. 

The police vehicle arrived at Yiya Murano’s house on México Street on April 27th, 1979. Yiya remained composed even though she knew they were going to lock her up. Yiya was polite and didn’t make a scene. Instead, she asked the policemen if they could give her some extra time to get ready. Yiya put on makeup and found her expensive pullover. She pleaded not guilty in front of a judge, but nobody in the room believed her. Yiya was supposed to wait for her trial behind the bars. The infamous poisoner of Monserrat was placed in Penal de Ezeiza prison. 

Life in prison and the release

Yiya Murano’s time at Penal de Ezeiza was not easy at all. In 1980, the guards found her unconscious in her cell, and she was rushed to the hospital. The doctors discovered Yiya had a tumor and she had an operation in order to remove the growth. She returned to the prison after her recovery and started preparing for her trial. Yiya entered a courtroom for the first time in June of 1982. After hearing all the arguments and reviewing the evidence, judge Ángel Mercado decided to set Yiya free. However, the prosecution managed to get another trial, and she was quickly returned to the prison. 

Argentina was going through a turmoil in the middle of the 1980s, and the new government started prosecuting the generals who ruled the country in the 1970s under the dictatorship. The case of Yiya Murano was not in the headlines anymore, and almost everyone forgot about the poisoner of Monserrat. Yiya didn’t succeed to prove her innocence at the second trial. It was clear that her defense was losing control and Yiya was desperate to convince the judge that she had nothing to do with the poisonings. She declared the following: “I never invited anybody to eat.” This became one of the most memorable quotes from the trial. Yiya was sentenced to life in prison. 

But Yiya’s luck had changed in the mid-1990s when a new law was passed. The third trial was very controversial, and Yiya’s name was once again everywhere in the media. The judges reduced her initial sentencing to sixteen years, doubling the years she served prior the first trial, and she was set free in 1995. Her spirits were high, and Yiya was eager to start her life over. She even sent boxes of chocolates to the judges that were in charge of her release. 

The aftermath

Yiya continued to live an interesting life and would often appear in various TV shows, talking about her experience and still maintaining her innocence. Her husband died while she was imprisoned, so Yiya started openly dating again. She was in a relationship with Arturo Frondizi who was a former president of Argentina. Yiya Murano was disappointed when they broke up, saying that the relationship “didn’t last long enough.”

She had another brush with the law in 2008 when her stepdaughter accused her of an attempted poisoning. The woman claimed that Yiya tried to kill her by putting poison in her pasta. The authorities couldn’t get any proof that this incident really happened, so they dropped the charges. 

Yiya’s most notable TV appearance was in 2008. She was a guest at a cooking show, which was controversial having in mind that she poisoned her victims by putting cyanide in cakes. After constantly stepping away from Yiya, Mirtha Legrand who was a TV presenter eventually tasted Yiya’s cakes on live television. It was supposed to be funny and lighthearted because Yiya still claimed that she didn’t poison anyone. 

Yiya Murano moved to La Boca which is a suburb of Buenos Aires. She lived in a retirement home and would still readily give interviews to newspapers and TV stations. She died on April 26th, 2014 but her death somehow flew under the radar. That was very strange considering the fact that Yiya Murano was a sort of a celebrity in Argentina. Her passing was confirmed by Yiya’s son Martin two years later. 

The influence on pop culture

As previously said, the case of Yiya Murano is one of the most prominent criminal cases in Argentinian history. Generations of kids grew up hearing stories about the so-called poisoner of Monserrat. Yiya held a celebrity status from the moment she entered the prison and continued to be in the media after she was released. So it is not surprising that she became an important part of Argentinian pop culture. Her son, Martin Murano felt the need to tell his own side of the story, so he wrote a book titled My Mother, Yiya Murano in 1994. He
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