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  Introduction

  

  A Perverted Dialectic and the Debt to History

  

  ◆


  Speaking about the 1970s in Argentina inevitably conjures up an association with grief and fratricidal struggles. Grief, however, comes in two forms: there is an accepted, recognized, politically correct grief, on the one hand, and another that continues to be denied its share of mourning, remembrance and homage, on the other.


  The victims of terrorism in Argentina are less than a footnote in History. Their suffering has been belittled because it was not provoked by state agents. And those who should have protected them failed to rise to their responsibility.


  First, a legal strategy was contrived in order to prevent the crimes committed by members of organizations like Montoneros, the People’s Revolutionary Army (Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo - ERP), the Revolutionary Armed Forces (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias - FAR), the Peronist Armed Forces (Fuerzas Armadas Peronistas – FAP) and others from being declared crimes against humanity; therefore, they became subject to the statute of limitations. The argument used was that those actions had not been perpetrated by public officers or under the aegis of the state—a condition that no International Law instrument imposes. This alone is grievous enough; first, because the Argentine courts claimed to rely precisely on International Law, and thus warped the letter of supranational law into saying something it does not say, something they fabricated with the clear intention of benefiting the cronies and allies of the Kirchner Administration in Argentina—as well as some from their own ranks in the process. Second, because when judging a blood-soaked confrontation that left thousands of families in bereavement on both sides of the conflict, the adoption of a rule tailored to only one of the parties and that does not apply to the other amounts to an unjustifiable inequity: it beclouds every sense of measure and limit in the use of judicial retribution, as the best guarantee of reasonableness is to be confident that the rule a judge applies to a case will apply, without any undue distinction, to anyone at all, whether friend or foe of those in power.


  But even if one can grasp the horrifying meaning of such evisceration of the law, the cynicism of this ruse cloaked in a semblance of legality that helped intensify the intrusion of political power into the realm of the courts, this was not the worst to happen. What was really outrageous, what rounded off the cycle of this affront to Argentine society, what cemented the absolute impunity of terrorism and made the insult to the victims all the more appalling was the maneuvering of that legal ruse onto the moral front. Thus, the fallacy used in court to ensure that former guerrillas would go unpunished was then adopted into the culture of communication so that they would also appear to be beyond moral objection. It is as if accepting that the courts held the terrorist crimes to be time-barred under the law also meant that the perverted nature of their actions had likewise vanished in the public’s moral eye.


  Would anyone dare say that the fact that a crime is statute-barred morally changes the criminal? Does the impunity secured in court by the members of Montoneros, ERP and other organizations render their past actions morally good, and their victims some despicable, insignificant matter, undeserving of the spotlight? This may all sound like utter nonsense, but it lays bare the consequences that the corruption of language has brought to bear on Argentine culture.


  It is otherwise impossible to understand that the authors of those crimes now turn out to be judges of the rest of society, holding everyone to account for what they have done in the past while they are presented with the gift of oblivion, finding fault with omissions when they cannot bring their own actions to light, and pontificating about morality when they have not even confessed publicly to their own crimes. They write about their adventures and give lectures without ever being the target of an embarrassing question or answer; they are sought after as leading culture and business figures; they collect compensation and pension payouts bankrolled out of the public coffers, and they even present books authored by the judges who should have ordered an inquiry into their criminal actions. And as for the attackers who were killed, their names are engraved on the Wall of Memory, displayed for public recognition alongside the names of those who were victims of illegal procedures. In other words, no distinction is made between those who were victims of human rights violations and those who were killed while perpetrating, on their own initiative, an attack against a civilian or military facility.


  The rationale for such a ludicrous paradox, the foundation stone of this veritable ‘kingdom of upside down,’ the ultimate reason for this nonsense lies in the state of culpable ignorance of a society that presumes—or simply decides to accept—that guerrilla fighters did nothing but defend themselves from a dictatorship determined to massacre them.


  The recounting of true stories presented here, including names, circumstances and testimonies, proves that terrorists mounted attacks, to a degree that public opinion has not yet recognized, against the civilian population, as contemplated in the Geneva Conventions and other international instruments. Since 1949, the universal rule has been laid down that the civilian population is comprised of “persons taking no active part in the hostilities, including members of armed forces who have laid down their arms and those placed hors de combat by sickness, wounds, detention, or any other cause…”1 This provision was drafted specifically for non-international armed conflicts, i.e., those taking place within the boundaries of a single political territory.


  This book thus seeks to contribute to fostering a much needed, honest debate on a period of time that opened up a source of untold grief for thousands of Argentinians: for some of them because they were victims of illegal actions on the part of state forces, and for others because they were the targets of a terrorist attack.


  We have focused our work on the victims of terrorism for various reasons. First, because those who were victims of human rights violations at the hands of state agents have already received extensive written coverage over the last thirty years, including materials funded by public monies like the book Nunca más (‘Never Again’). Second, because the authors of this book have already stated their position regarding the methods employed to suppress terrorism in the 1970s in various publications, lectures and interviews.2 Third, because there are no second-class victims, such that it is not necessary to respect any purported hierarchy: the fact of having compiled a detailed report on the victims of terrorism and of having told their stories does not mean that we should focus—in order to compensate for this transgression—on the victims of state actions (especially when no such reciprocity is ever advocated for the other way around).


  The purpose of this work is thus to fill a void, to break the silence prevailing over an area about which very little has been written and much more is unknown than known. Admittedly, very thorough works have been published regarding certain specific high-profile killings—more often than not because the victims were public personalities, like Argentina’s General Confederation of Labor secretary-general José Ignacio Rucci.3 But still awaiting their time to surface are the harrowing stories of thousands of civilian victims who are not well-known, or otherwise completely unknown, and who suffered the horror of terrorist attacks. And the truth is that in the period spanning from 1969 to 1979, the press reported the planting of 4,380 bombs by underground organizations in different locations, added to which there were street shootings, assaults on buildings, hijackings and a host of other incidents of violence that indiscriminately hit various sectors of the population. Not to mention the fact that thousands of attacks and victims remain unreported by the press.


  Our focus on the victims among the civilian population does not mean that the victims among the armed forces or the security forces should not be remembered. First, they are included in this book whenever they were not taking part in the hostilities or were otherwise in a state of defenselessness at the time of the events, according to the Geneva Conventions.


  For example, members of medical and religious personnel forming part of an armed force are non-combatants. Consequently, when the ambulance that was driving medical soldier Juan Ángel Toledo Pimentel, non-commissioned officer Alberto Lai and soldier Carlos Cajal was ambushed by an ERP group in the Tucumán forest on May 17, 1976, that action made the military men under attack victims of terrorism. The operation was mounted against an object protected by International Humanitarian Law, as are hospitals, universities and places of worship. Personnel members assigned to war duties are also non-combatants when they are on furlough, whether they be at home, on a public road or anywhere else.


  Second, those who died and were wounded in armed confrontations have not been included in this book in order to avoid any controversy regarding the peculiarities of such confrontations. This does not mean that those dead and wounded are not deserving of tribute when their physical integrity was at stake in open combat with underground groups; but this would call for additional research that is well beyond the time and space allotted in the compilation of this book.


  In addition, it should be noted that we have not used an arbitrary notion of ‘victim’; rather, we have relied on the concept adopted by the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights,4 which defines victims as


  persons who individually or collectively suffered harm, including physical or mental injury, emotional suffering, economic loss or substantial impairment of their fundamental rights, through acts or omissions that constitute gross violations of international human rights law, or serious violations of international humanitarian law.


  Based on this definition, the number of victims comes to more than 17,000, according to the records kept by the Center for Legal Studies on Terrorism and its Victims (Centro de Estudios Legales sobre el Terrorismo y sus Víctimas) (CELTYV). However, due to space limitations, the list included in the second part of this book only provides data on those who were killed, wounded or kidnapped. And we have not included in all cases (as we could have done in accordance with the above-referenced United Nations instrument) “the immediate family or dependants of the direct victim and persons who have suffered harm in intervening to assist victims in distress or to prevent victimization.”


  The stories narrated in the first part of this book are representative of victims from different sectors of society: workmen, shop-owners, employees, businessmen, union representatives, military men, politicians, students, children… Argentinians will thus have a chance to learn about the suffering of thousands of innocent citizens who, even under consolidated democratic rule, have been denied vindication of their human rights for more than thirty years and are otherwise ignored in the reviews of the events that shaped our history in the 1970s. They too have ultimately gone missing.


  * * *


  When the CELTYV appeared before the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) in Geneva in March 2007 in order to exchange ideas about the status of victims of terrorism in Argentina, the ICRC Head of Operations for Latin America, Michel Masson, admitted that he had never heard of such victims. The need to bring them to light thus became patent, not only by making their stories known but mainly through the compilation of a list disclosing their names, the type of attack suffered, the time and place of the events and, whenever possible, the perpetrators.


  The victims of terrorism in Argentina, like all others in the world, should be entitled to exercise their rights to truth, justice and reparation. The purpose of asserting the right to truth is to get to know who were the assailants and why they acted as they did and, by means of a simple and prompt remedy guaranteed by the State, to obtain more information about the events and their implications.


  The right to truth is also a right of a collective nature, as society must be afforded the possibility of knowing what really happened in a certain period of its history, as well as the circumstances in which many of the most heinous crimes were committed.5


  From a personal perspective, a victim obtains relief through the conduct of a judicial proceeding, and on the collective front, society is afforded such relief as the events are disseminated by the public authorities, the media and academic institutions—by means of books, museums, television programs, but primarily through the establishment of truth commissions.


  The victims of terrorism have the right to use legal channels to prevent the crimes affecting them from going unpunished; they are entitled to such monetary compensation as may help them improve their living conditions (on which the loss of a family member has almost always wreaked havoc) and to be provided with the medical and psychological care that they have been denied so far. Last but by no means least, they have the right to moral recognition on the part of society, which is of the utmost importance both in terms of appreciation of such victims and as a legacy to the community itself.


  This book also intends to serve as a contribution to the younger generations, whom the public authorities have not given the chance of securing full knowledge of the events that unfolded in our recent past—or have otherwise provided them with a deliberately distorted recounting of such events.


  During the course of the dissemination efforts deployed by the CELTYV at secondary schools, students are often surprised at the large number of attacks that took place in the seventies and at the dearth of information about them. Those teenagers feel that because they are under age, they are denied access to a part of history that helps contextualize that past and even our present.


  This is why in 2008 the CELTYV undertook historical research to gather quantitative information about the victims of terrorism. With the cooperation of a team made up of volunteers, a plan was implemented in order to know and document how many people had been affected, as well as their names, the attacks they had suffered and the identity of the assailants, among other data that the authorities had never bothered to collect. The data were taken exclusively from public information, readily available to all citizens and published in newspaper issues of the time. Four newspapers having nationwide circulation in Argentina were selected: La Nación, Clarín, Crónica and La Prensa, which were reviewed and photographed at public newspaper archives. The period spanning from January 1, 1969 through December 31, 1979 was chosen for examination because it corresponds to the most vicious stage in the long stretch of terrorist attacks, and also because it is the period in which the organizations responsible for the crimes would presumably be easier to identify. More than 16,000 newspaper issues were photographed, from which material was taken and then winnowed down; each item of news was analyzed separately and abstracted on to a form. The information was in turn supplemented by books published over the last thirty years in which former members of armed organizations gave an account of events and provided details of the attacks, attempts on life and crimes they themselves had perpetrated. All was cross-checked with information contained in the magazines that those organizations used as their news media, like ERP’s Estrella Roja or Montoneros’ Evita Montonera.


  In those cases in which newspapers report, for instance, on the hijacking of a passenger aircraft without disclosing the names of the victims, these appear as “Unidentified” on the list we have drawn up; the same applies to news items giving the number of wounded persons during an attack but without any identity details. It is in connection with these cases that the public authorities have an even more pressing duty to find out who suffered the attacks. In this regard, it should be noted that as a result of the hard work carried out, the CELTYV had the unfortunate privilege of becoming the only NGO in the world that compiled its own list of victims of terrorism without the aid of the government authorities.


  It should nonetheless be recalled that there were many more attacks and victims than those published by the newspapers mentioned above. Due to the huge number of attacks perpetrated in some of those years, information did not always reach the media regarding all of the acts of terrorism that took place; besides, many of those acts were covered exclusively by newspapers from the interior of the country, in the specific location where they occurred. But the figures we have managed to put together still offer a very telling picture of the scale of the assaults. Our investigation has yielded 1,094 fatal victims over a period of eleven years. In Spain, by comparison, the total number of victims claimed by the Basque terrorist organization ETA throughout the history of this underground group (i.e., over a period of forty years spanning from 1961, the year of its first attack, to October 2011, when its leaders announced an end to the armed struggle) comes to 843. In one-fourth of that time, there were 251 more victims than those claimed by ETA, primarily at the hands of Montoneros and ERP.


  The investigation conducted by the CELTYV does not include those persons who died days, months or years after the attacks as a consequence of the psychological or physical harm caused by the event. Neither does it include wounded persons who developed a disease stemming from the injuries or trauma they suffered. No such information arises from the sources reviewed, which underscores the sore need to set up a truth commission that can hear the complaints and testimony of all those affected.


  Diego Moreno was the son of Julio César Moreno, one of the two security guards for the Klein family, who was killed by Montoneros on September 27, 1979. Diego was only one year old when his father was murdered; he never really got to know his dad or keep memories of him, and yearned for his presence his entire life. On September 27, 2012, on a new anniversary of his father’s murder, Diego drank hydrochloric acid, was a few days between life and death and finally died on October 5 of that year. Perhaps, the deep depression that had plagued him from a very early age could have been mitigated if the Argentine government had recognized the human rights of his family. Although Diego is a victim of terrorism, he has not been included in this first compilation of cases; but there are other children like him, and even grandchildren, who still experience the aftereffects of the attacks, which are passed from one generation to the next and become all the more bitter and ingrained in the face of such blatant lack of interest on the part of the public authorities in assisting and acknowledging the plight of this group of people.


  In an article written for the Buenos Aires daily La Nación, the Bulgarian historian, linguist and philosopher Tzvetan Todorov shared these thoughts in connection with History’s omission with regard to the victims of terrorism:


  “The issue that worries me does not have to do with an evaluation of the two ideologies that clashed with each other and continue to have their supporters; it is the issue of the understanding of History that I am concerned about. For any society needs to know its History, and not only to have a good memory. Common memory is subjective: it mirrors the experiences of one of the groups that make up a society, and can therefore be used by that group as a means to secure or strengthen a political position. As for History, it is not made by pursuing a political aim (and if it is, it is bad History), but rather under the only mandates of truth and justice. It aspires to objectivity and presents facts with accuracy, and the judgments it makes are based on intersubjectivity; in other words, it attempts to take account of the multiple points of view expressed within a society.”6


  Argentine society is still in debt with History.


  CARLOS MANFRONI and VICTORIA VILLARRUEL


  January 2014


  
    Notes:


    
      1 Geneva Convention relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War (Convention IV), article 3 (“Armed conflict not of an international character”), section 1. Approved on August 12, 1949.

    


    
      2 See, for example, chapter VII (“El otro”) in Manfroni, Carlos: Montoneros: Soldados de Massera, Buenos Aires, Sudamericana, 2012, and the interview with Victoria Villarruel, “Sobre el silencio y el dolor de los inocentes, no tenemos futuro,” published in La Nación Revista, April 25, 2010.

    


    
      3 See, in connection with this case, Reato, Ceferino: Operación Traviata, Buenos Aires, Sudamericana, 2009.

    


    
      4 “Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of Gross Violations of International Human Rights Law and Serious Violations of International Humanitarian Law,” General Assembly Resolution 60/147, approved on December 16, 2005.

    


    
      5 Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (ICHR), OAS, Report No. 25/98, Chile, “Alfonso René Chanfreau Orayce y otros,” April 7, 1998.

    


    
      6 TODOROV, Tzvetan: “Los riesgos de una memoria incompleta” (“The risks of incomplete memory”), La Nación; December 8, 2010.

    

  


  First part

  

  Do Evil and Dread No Shame

  

  ◆


  A Little Boy in the Street

  

  ◆


  “…And the military would kill young people, a bit older than you are, in the seventies.” The teacher had a hard time finding the right words to explain the subject the principal had asked her to discuss in class, speaking over the din of children’s voices in that inconspicuous little school in a far-flung corner of Eastern Lanús. The racket would only die down every now and then because easily distracted as they often were, the students would just be startled at the teacher’s delivery of this talk of blood and death at their most tender age. Or not that tender any longer, perhaps. As a matter of fact, they already knew, only too well, how hard a blow they could take amid the overwhelming, sometimes unbearable troubles plaguing their families—not always those matching the complete model, by the way, but rather the reconstituted, jigsaw family kind.


  Break time ought to be longer, or so the students seemed to think, and they would just drag their feet back to class against the hoarse cries of their teachers. Look now, what is all this about the seventies, and about kidnappings, tortures, bloodshed? They had already heard the story of Cabral, the heroic soldier who got speared in his back while saving the life of San Martín, the glorious captain. But that was different and buried in far-off days. It was an episode in the meager portion of Argentine history that remained undisputed; an event worthy of Billiken, the children’s magazine that school kids would turn to as a learning aid at the time. This new tirade they found shocking instead; there was something about this narrative that somehow echoed the noise they themselves would make… But it was they, if anyone, who should make a racket. Noise was theirs.


  “My uncle Juan was killed in 1977, Miss!” suddenly cried Tiago, amid the astonished looks of his classmates.


  “Oh yes? How did that happen, Tiago?” asked the teacher curiously, eager to hear an actual story that would draw her away for a moment from the dreariness of her own narrative and from the need to uphold it.


  “He was three years old!” He was killed by the Montoneros, Miss, those bloody bastards!”


  The astounded look on the teacher’s face now fused with a murmur of voices combining gasps of amazement and giggles among some of Tiago’s mates. They were amazed at the death of a three-year-old child. They giggled at the curse word Tiago had used to label the murderers.


  Tiago Alejo Barrios was not the kind of child who would curse. Rather, he was the model student, with a grade average of 9.50 and also friendly and well-behaved in class.


  An uncle who is three years old! Dead for more than thirty years! This too sounded weird. There is always something strange about certain situations going on in large families, in which an uncle turns out to be younger than his nephew. But at least both are alive and can grow up side by side. They become adults together, and those small age differences end up being cut down and blurred altogether over time. Because practically everything gets blurred over time. Not in this case, though. Juan, Tiago’s uncle, forever remained a boy of three, an age at which he had not even had the chance of starting primary school, of becoming one of those kids who were now in the classroom and making noise—though less and less of it as they grew aware of the tense, stiff demeanor adopted by the teacher, now looking like a blinded squirrel poised to dart away in any direction any time soon. And that was precisely what the teacher wished she could do: run away in any direction, break loose from the words she was hearing without having to give an answer or otherwise admit to having none at all.


  “Tiago, come outside with me, will you,” the teacher finally said. She walked out of the classroom, down a few meters along the half-roofed corridor up to a point where they would not be overheard. Tiago got up from his seat and hurried behind her.


  “Tiago, you are not to talk about that here.”


  “I didn’t mean to curse, Miss. I just couldn’t help it. I really have it in for those murderers,” Tiago apologized. His mates also thought the teacher had asked him out of class because he had cursed.


  “It’s not that bad word you said, Tiago. You see, you cannot name people killed by Montoneros,” she explained, with something of a struggle inside her as she said what she guessed she was supposed to say.


  “But he was my dad’s brother… and he got killed…”


  “I believe you, Tiago, but you cannot say that here. Just go back into class,” uttered the teacher, more frightened than the boy could be.


  * * *


  Clotildo Barrios is a working man, and has always been. He was born in the province of Corrientes and was adopted the same day he was born. Right then he began to fight with the odds of life. He started school at the age of seven, but could not complete it. In the area of Corrientes where he lived, there was only one rural school, and Clotildo did not always manage to make his way there. He had to work, work and help out… And that he always did, lend a helping hand. The expression on his face conveys a blend of kindness and quick thinking, a combination that may look strange in big cities but is familiar inland, where men are forced to get a jump on life.


  At sixteen, Clotildo left for Chaco to earn his living as a laborer there, toiling through the forest for firewood and making charcoal.


  “Is that a hard job?” he is sometimes asked.


  “Very hard!” says Clotildo, stressing each word with untroubled self-assurance. No moaning, no rancor.


  A relative asked him one day if he wanted to go to live in Buenos Aires, and Clotildo pulled up stakes again. He arrived in Buenos Aires in July 1971. After looking for a job for months, he found one in a metal-working factory in Monte Chingolo, so he had to settle nearby.


  Yolanda is from Famaillá, Tucumán. As so many others coming from inland, her family moved to Buenos Aires because there was no work for them in their province. As soon as they arrived, they headed straight to Monte Chingolo, a suburb in Eastern Lanús.


  That is where Clotildo and Yolanda first met. They got married. They lived at the junction of Tucumán St. and Yapeyú St., two blocks away from the 601st Battalion Viejo Bueno, which in 1975 was the target of an assault mounted by the largest guerrilla unit ever to be deployed against a military outpost in Argentina. It was the notorious attack perpetrated by the People’s Revolutionary Army (known by the acronym “ERP” in Spanish), led by Mario Roberto Santucho, a couple of days before Christmas during the government of Isabelita, Perón’s widow.


  “By five or six in the afternoon, there were guerrillas lurking all around. When the assault began, the child, Yolanda and I just went and lay under the bed. Our neighbors did the same,” says Clotildo, who twice in his life came under guerrilla fire.


  “They would hide in a eucalyptus forest nearby or in neighbors’ houses; we lived in a simple wooden house, so the bullets would just go through… We were scared the whole of that Christmastime,” recalls Clotildo, with the composure of someone who looks back on things past and has the painful experience of having lived a much grimmer time later.


  “No one supported the guerrillas. I worked in a factory, used the train and the bus, made my way out of Avellaneda… I was out a lot. And it was tough out there. They jumped on and took over the train many times; they would write graffiti, have the train stop midway and force the passengers to get out and find their way back home on foot,” recounts Clotildo.


  However, Clotildo does remember that a few people were recruited in his neighborhood. The organization would leave them a present, and if they took it, that was considered as a commitment of support. “At work we were told not to accept gifts. The business I worked for was quite small, and those of us there were all pretty close to the owners.”


  Clotildo was no militant and did not understand what the clashes were all about or what the activists intended to accomplish. “All I knew was I had to get up at five in the morning and go to work to make the money for a little house, because I lived in a shack,” he explains when asked.


  At 5.15 a.m. Clotildo took the bus, then worked until 3 p.m. and did overtime until 5. But his workday did not end at the factory. When he was finished there, he did half a shift at an office cleaning company, until 9 or 10 at night.


  At that time, the only reward for the young couple’s hard efforts was their baby. Juan Eduardo was born on September 10, 1974, the same month exactly a year after Perón won the presidential elections with 60% of the vote. And the same month a year after Montoneros assassinated José Ignacio Rucci, the president-elect’s most-deeply trusted union leader.


  During the day, Clotildo’s and Yolanda’s son stayed at home with his mother. Yolanda gave him as much loving care as a firstborn could get, cherishing the joy of having him all to herself at all times of day. Juan Eduardo would only sometimes meet the little boy next door. He had no friends and did not go to school yet.


  “Those were such nice days,” Yolanda recollects, “but after December 6, 1977…” She is suddenly at a loss for words, her eyes frozen but not cold, chilled by a sadness that shakes Yolanda—and whoever looks at her—to the very depths of their being.


  That December 6 the mother went on an errand with her little child to pay some bills. They were poor, very poor indeed, but clung on to a sense of dignity that prompted them to pay, to comply; there was nothing they would demand without first giving their all. They must have joined one of those endless lines that the governments of all times use as a recurrent form of ill-treatment of the ordinary people who stand by them. The child asked to have an ice-cream, and the two of them crossed the street to buy one at a kiosk. It was a pretty modern kiosk for its time, actually one of those convenience stores now called ‘maxi-kiosks.’


  Juan took the ice-cream to his mouth. His mother paid for it and was about to cross the street back when she heard bursts typical of a shootout. The target was the police officer on duty in front of the bank. The shots came from a white car; a woman fired a shotgun until the policeman fell to the ground, seriously wounded. The woman then hurried to round off her feat: she got out of the car, doused the man with gasoline and set him on fire when he was still alive. Once she had gotten back into the white car, she opened fire again to cover her escape.


  Juan had been looking on without knowing what was happening, his hand holding his mother’s. He cried ‘ow!’ and fell. Yolanda noticed that a bullet shot had ripped a hole through her jeans.


  The kiosk vendor rushed them immediately to the municipal hospital.


  * * *


  In the sweltering summer heat, all the more searing at the smelting works, an ambulance from the Lanús hospital drove into the company where Clotildo worked on the afternoon of December 6. He saw it come in because he was having a break; workers at smelting plants need rest periods because no one could possibly tolerate the impact of continuous exposure to such high temperatures. But he had not been looking on for long when the foreman called him:


  “Barrios!”


  Clotildo walked over and the foreman placed a hand on his shoulder. He realized at once that there was some terrible news the foreman did not dare break to him. So the doctors called him over. Doctors are much more used to giving people the kind of news they do not want to hear, better prepared to take in their suffering, and especially so at hospitals in deprived areas, where health statistics cause all indices to worsen. But this was not the case of one of those illnesses that often come with poverty, let alone a case of statistics. Anyone could have been there. The attacks did not occur only in the poorer districts. At this, those in the guerrilla movement were even-handed: they knew how to ensure equal distribution, bringing death everywhere.


  “Are you Barrios?” asked the doctor.


  “What’s happened?” Clotildo said anxiously.


  “There’s been a shootout. Your son’s been shot.”


  “How is he?”


  “Look, I’ll be honest to you… His condition is very serious. The chances are really small that he’ll make it.”


  Clotildo ran to the hospital. When he got there, he found Yolanda in the middle of a nervous crisis. She could not utter a word. “Just like now,” notes her husband.


  The couple stayed at the hospital a long time, although the doctors had been quick to inform them that Juan Eduardo had died. One of the bullets had perforated his abdomen, leaving holes at both the entry wound and the exit wound. Not long before they had celebrated his third birthday. Yes, his third birthday, the only one for which they had been able to put together a party…a small party indeed.


  “Our family gave us a hand so we could make a cake, get the paper caps…,” says Clotildo. “He always asked for this or that, small things…like candy, you know. He liked it when I got him clothes, sneakers… I’d bought him a checked shirt for that birthday. I promised him he’d get a gift the day I was given my wages for the fortnight. And he would just look forward to that day.”


  The wake was held at the home of Yolanda’s sister. In the living-room of that small house they set up the funeral chapel around the casket. Except for a few officers from the Monte Chingolo 6th Precinct, no government officials were in attendance.


  The Barrios couple took three months to come back home. Once or twice a week, Yolanda would visit her sister and spend the day with her, just not to stay on her own. They did not want to come back, and Yolanda’s family would not leave her alone to her sorrow.


  Clotildo still has a picture of Juan Eduardo, with his bangs and the checked shirt. It is the only picture they have of their child, because they did not have a camera and took a photo of him when someone lent them one. He looks at the picture and says, with a sad smile on his face:


  He was a very clever boy. He remembered what days I would be home early, and when he saw me walking down the street two or three blocks away, he would run so happily towards me. His bangs flew up as he ran. After that day, all I wished was to be home to see my boy. But how could I? It was so tough, and it still is so very tough!


  


  Two or three days after Juan’s death, the owners of the factory where Clotildo worked handed him a newspaper and told him, “here’s those who carried out the attack, those who killed your son.”


  The paper gave an account of a communiqué by Montoneros, a group then referred to as ‘the organization that has gone underground’ or ‘that was the second to be declared illegal’ (the first one had been ERP).


  In the communiqué they claimed responsibility for the death of First Corporal Herculiano Ojeda, the policeman standing at the bank door whom they set on fire after wounding him with shotgun blasts. Also reported in the newspaper was the murder of the boy Juan Eduardo Barrios, who was not mentioned in the statement released by Montoneros. “That’s natural. Who would claim responsibility for the murder of a child?” wonders Clotildo without expecting an answer, his rhetorical question filled with a compelling logic.


  The child’s father started his own inquiries about the attack, embarking on a quest that continues to this day. He approached the kiosk vendor, who had not managed to see the whole thing. He approached the owner of the funeral home that had provided the service for his child, who told him that one of the persons who had also been wounded when Juan Eduardo was shot was called Carlitos and lived round the corner from the crime scene. It did not take Clotildo more than a few seconds to get to his place to ask him to testify in an inquiry.


  “Please do not mention my name, because these guys now in power are the same that wounded me and killed your son,” Carlitos answered, several years into the Kirchner rule era. “They spared my life at that time, but they won’t do it again,” the witness exaggerated.


  The woman who killed First Corporal Ojeda and Juancito may have been, according to Clotildo, Estela Inés Oesterheld; she was one of the daughters of Héctor Gemán Oesterheld, the author of the famous comic El Eternauta, whose hero figure was used to portray Néstor Kirchner after his death. A report published in the daily La Nación on Friday, December 23, 1977 attests to the facts as recalled by Clotildo.


  One day Clotildo was watching the political opinion show hosted by Mariano Grondona on television and heard his son Juan Eduardo was mentioned among the victims of terrorism. “It was Ms. Victoria Villarruel, the chair of the CELTYV. I burst out crying, I thought no one would ever remember my child again. But I was wrong; there were others working on this.”


  Those were the words of Clotildo Barrios at a presentation he was invited to make during the Ninth International Post-Traumatic Stress Conference held in Buenos Aires on June 25-27, 2008.


  Barrios learned of a meeting announced to take place at San Martín Square, in the district of Retiro in Buenos Aires, to commemorate the victims of terrorism. He went and mingled with the crowd, and listened to the speeches with that strange feeling a patient experiences when a doctor opens up a wound to cleanse it. At the end, he nudged his way to the front and came up to meet the chair of the NGO. From then on, Clotildo Barrios was invited several times to speak about that politically incorrect issue, the death of his son, and about his pain and the consequences of that pain—about those things to which almost everyone closes their ears. And that is how he made it to that psychotherapy conference at which physicians, psychologists, psychiatrists and laboratory representatives heard him recount the details of his wife’s and his own suffering, which they both had held back for years.


  It is a paradox that his testimony should be so valuable to the medical profession and so worthless to the courts, in a country in which it is the justice system that most needs treatment for ill health.


  “When I hear certain comments in the media, I’d like to shout out that I too am a victim, but I cannot say that,” Clotildo explained in front of the professionals, who were interested to know how he was now.


  “Why can’t you say that?” dared ask someone from among the audience.


  “Because I’m not given a voice anywhere.”


  


  * * *


  After Juan Eduardo’s death, his parents had two more children: Christian David and Marcelo. Several years later Débora was born. She is the youngest child, but her brother’s death turned into a call for justice running in her blood. “When you cannot deal with this any longer, I will take over,” she said to her father.


  Débora Barrios has a schoolmate who has an uncle that has gone missing (what has come to be known as a ‘desaparecido’ in Spanish). She never got to meet him, just like Débora never met her brother. They get on well and often visit each other. Clearly, it is not the victims who are prone to sow discord, even if they may fall prey to it as they grow into youth.


  Marcelo does not talk much about his brother’s death. On the other hand, David asks questions all the time, he wants to know all about it, but more than anything else, he wants to know why Juan is never ever mentioned in talks about human rights.


  “What answer can I give him? I’m not the one who is supposed to give an answer to that,” says Clotildo.


  David is the father of Tiago Alejo, the boy who had begun to tell his teacher and classmates about the brief years of Juan Eduardo’s life when the teacher broke in on his story and took him out of class. His mother, David’s wife, went to the school the next day; fearing that Tiago would be looked on as a wayward child, she asked to see the principal.


  “I’m more or less acquainted with the subject, but we are not allowed to talk about that in class. We can only discuss the topics the Ministry of Education gives us authorization to discuss,” was the principal’s bureaucratic reply.


  A plaque on the Wall of Memory pays tribute to the woman who murdered Juan Eduardo and First Corporal Ojeda. There is none in remembrance of Juan Eduardo. What kind of memory is it that pays homage to murderers and consigns murdered children to oblivion?


  “When they began construction of a memorial to the victims, I had hopes that they would remember Juan,” says Clotildo.


  Since that day Yolanda has lived in a state of bewilderment. Her face is almost devoid of expression or emotion, except for the tears rolling down her weather-beaten cheeks out of eyes that will barely make a movement. Her lips are tight too; she won’t utter a word. She is still under shock and will probably be until she dies. And when it comes to words, the official press, as well as a considerable portion of the rest, look like a macabre—and certainly less faithful—caricature of that profound silence.


  After all, nobody will speak up.


  
    [image: ]

    Juan Eduardo Barrios
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    A policeman was murdered and a little boy was killed

  


  
    From 1969 to 1979, 29 children died and 79 were wounded as a direct consequence of terrorist attacks in Argentina.


    Julio Ernesto Salazar, aged 14, died in Villa Diego, Province of Santa Fe, on August 14, 1972 after picking up an object that had been thrown out near his home. He took it inside and the thing went off in no time. The boy was killed instantly and his father suffered terrible wounds, from which he died a few days later. His mother and siblings were also seriously wounded. Terrorists had thrown the explosive there because a few meters ahead there was a police checkpoint and they were afraid they might be caught red-handed.


    Gladys Medina was 14 years old when she was killed as a bomb exploded at the door of the hairdresser’s next to her home in Buenos Aires on September 2, 1975. It was intended for none other than the then-president of Argentina, María Estela Martínez de Perón, who used to have her hair done there. The bomb seems to have been a warning, but it went off at 4.30 a.m., when everyone was asleep. Gladys’ father saved his life because he was in hospital that day, but the girl and her mother were burned to death.


    Claudio Yanotti, a child of 9, and his brother Pedro Yanotti, aged 17, were seriously wounded during an attack against the home where they lived, perpetrated on October 21, 1975 by a terrorist group belonging to the Liberation Army August 22. The children’s father, Roberto Eduardo Yanotti, was an officer with the Province of Buenos Aires Police Force. In that wooden zinc-roofed prefabricated house the police officer lived with his wife, their two children and a brother. Terrorists hurled grenades against the front of the house, which was torn down, and carried on their assault with a flurry of gunfire in which Roberto Yanotti was killed and his wife and brother were injured.


    Besides, in the period spanning 1969 to 1979, 34 children, some of them from other countries, were kidnapped.


    Antonio Carlos Duarte, a Brazilian 16-year-old from a very poor family who was staying in Argentina on a cultural exchange program sponsored by the Rotary Club, was kidnapped and held for ransom by a joint FAR and FAP commando. The ransom was finally paid by the Rotary Club.


    To sum up, during the period mentioned above the number of underage victims totaled 142, including those who were killed, wounded and abducted.


    The statistics do not account for those children whose liberty was unlawfully restrained when terrorist groups burst into a school, stormed into a classroom and terrorized the students with their delivery of an intimidating political harangue. They also do not include the cases of aircraft that were hijacked or forcibly grounded with children aboard.

  


  The Day After

  

  ◆


  “The worst day was the day after. When I got, up, the first thing I did was call my mom. And when I called out for her… that’s where everything started falling into place!”


  What kind of place does everything fall into for a girl of ten when she wakes up and finds herself parentless in life? Actually no place at all, because depression goes too far downward, the pit is just too deep, as in bad dreams, and the girl is dragged down and down, without ever touching bottom. There is too much life down there to be lived without that first and paramount, cardinal, endless love of one’s parents, at an age when love can help dispense with other things and when, at the same time, only love is enough to live on. The love of one’s parents has something Christmas-like to it, being a beacon of light and joy even for a child sleeping in a small little hut.


  Oscar Walter Ledesma was a professional photographer and also kept an optician’s and photography shop in the town of Granadero Baigorria, near the city of Rosario. He was a good photographer. Decent people care about doing a good job. He was often hired to do social functions, like weddings and birthdays, and also did portraits. He himself developed the pictures out of the celluloid film rolls. There were no digital cameras at that time, and customers, both old and young, would excitedly come into the shop to pick up their prints and see how the thirty-six photos had come out. Thirty-six photos were as many as could be shot using the traditional rolls of film, which are still widely available today; when a roll was used up, customers would bring it to the shop to have it developed and would have additional prints made for their mother, their grandmother, a brother, a cousin… Before taking the prints with them, the customers would take a good look at them at the counter—they just could not wait to get back home to see them. If they did not look good enough, they would seek advice right there. The shopkeeper was always willing to share his thoughts. The atmosphere was much more sociable, and people were so much fonder of one another. It was hard to even imagine hatred in that small-town, homey society, molded by camaraderie and relaxed conversation on the sidewalk, at the grocer’s, at every chance encounter, at the game of soccer on the neighboring waste ground…


  Oscar loved soccer, naturally. He was a fan of Rosario Central, the soccer club known as the ‘canallas’ (‘the scoundrels’) and a longtime rival of Newell’s Old Boys, the other pioneering soccer club in Rosario. It could not be otherwise, as he lived three blocks away from ‘El Gigante de Arroyito’ (‘The Giant of Arroyito’), as Rosario Central’s home stadium was nicknamed.


  Oscar was born in Córdoba, but adopted Rosario as his hometown, much in the same way as the founders of the soccer club he supported had done many years before: the English who built and managed the railroads established the club in 1889 as the Central Argentine Railway Athletic Club. In Rosario he met Irene Dib, a girl from the province of Santiago del Estero who had ventured to a larger city in search of better opportunities—just like so many other migrants from the Argentine northwest. They both worked at the time, but after they got married, Irene took care of the home and helped Oscar in the shop. It was also in Rosario, the most populous city in the province of Santa Fe, that Andrea, their pampered, spoilt daughter was born.


  They used to spend their vacation in Mar del Plata. “Along with the hordes of pensioners,” she adds, because they would go in March, when accommodation was cheaper, and also because, most probably, the photo shop would not be as busy as during the peak season, when vacationers were all dying to see their pictures in swimsuits and trunks.


  Oscar had another child, Ernesto, from a previous relationship. Much older than Andrea, he had joined the Army and had long left the family home. So she was treated as an only child, as Andrea herself recognizes. She would go fishing with her dad and spend days away with him; they most often headed for the small lake in Junín and camped out there, sleeping nights in a
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