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INTRODUCTION

By Scott Nicholas Nappalos and
Joshua Neuhouser

Rebellion in Patagonia is one of the true classics of Latin
American social history, both for the clarity of Osvaldo
Bayer’s prose as well as for the importance of the events it
describes. Here Bayer uncovers the story of the 1920-1922
strike wave by Patagonia’s rural peons, led by a Spanish
anarchist named Antonio Soto, and its culmination in a
massacre dwarfed only by the disappearances that
occurred under the 1976-1983 military junta—but ordered
by a democratically elected president. He evokes the
heyday of the early-twentieth century anarchist movement,
which was truly international: exiled Russian
revolutionaries and German World War I veterans make
their appearances in these pages, as does a deported
organizer for the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW),
who happened to share an apartment with the future
secretary of the Peninsular Committee of the Iberian
Anarchist Federation (FAI). There are Tolstoyan pacifists
who turn to violence; illiterate Chilean peons who
commemorate the execution of Francisco Ferrer, the
Catalonian founder of the Modern School movement; and a
sex strike by Patagonia’s prostitutes.

The reader can jump directly in with little knowledge of
South American history—Patagonia is only slightly less alien
to the Buenos Aires book-buying public than it is to those of
us in the English-speaking world, so most of the required
background information already comes included—but some
may require more context, especially as the history of
Argentina before the Perdn era is largely unfamiliar to most



North Americans.

The Patagonian rebellion was, in many ways, the
culmination of a long series of social struggles that date
back to the end of the nineteenth century. Prior to this time,
Argentina was an isolated agrarian country with land
ownership patterns that had remained largely unchanged
since the colonial era, but the growth of global capitalism
and the demand for the country’s agricultural products
pulled it into the world system, while the influx of
immigrants that began in the 1850s brought the latest
European social theories with them—including socialism
and anarchism.

The first immigrants were skilled laborers who generally
arrived for concrete economic reasons, as Argentine society
was defined by a degree of economic mobility up until the
1880s. The arrival of French leftists fleeing from the
repression of the Paris Commune brought the first
organized socialist effort with the founding of a section of
the First International, though it had little impact.
Anarchists began organizing around 1879 as part of the
Bakuninist section of the First International. Notably, Errico
Malatesta came to Argentina and helped found some of the
earliest resistance societies, which were the form class
struggle took in late-nineteenth century/early-twentieth
century Argentina. These resistance societies emerged out
of the mutual aid organizations that helped new immigrants
navigate a country with no real safety net or infrastructure
to receive them. They retained the cooperative mutual aid
model but united it with collective actions aimed at
improving the conditions of the working class. The first
unions were formed in urban areas in 1887 and socialist
and anarchist publications rapidly proliferated throughout
Argentina in the following decade. Rent strikes began
around the same time and workers organized against the
social ills rampant in the country’s overcrowded and
destitute slums, such as addiction, crime, prostitution, and



disease.!

The anarchist movement fully asserted itself as a unified
working class force in the 1890s with a general strike in the
city of Rosario in 1895 and a strike wave in support of an
eight-hour workday in Buenos Aires in 1899. In 1901,
thirty-five delegates representing some seven thousand
resistance societies from across the country came together
to found the Argentine Workers’ Federation (FOA), which
was based around the principle of autonomy from all
political parties. General strikes, boycotts, sabotage, and
rent strikes were endorsed as tactics and the new
federation resolved to found free libertarian schools and
union hiring halls. The federation’s second congress, in
1902, consolidated these anarchist positions, leading the
socialists to leave the organization. Out of the federation’s
7,620 resistance societies, only 1,230 left, forming the
nucleus of the General Union of Workers (UGT).2 By 1905,
the UGT had adopted a form of neutral syndicalism, neither
anarchist nor socialist, influenced by France’s General
Confederation of Labor (CGT), while the FOA—having
changed its name to the Argentine Regional Workers’
Federation (FORA) to make explicit its internationalist
orientation and its rejection of nation-states and borders—
voted at its fifth congress to adopt anarcho-communism as
the ultimate goal of the organization. The FORA pushed for
a strict division between revolution and the day-to-day
demands made by unions. Its congresses were also
extremely progressive for their time, taking up issues such
as gender equality, the rights of prisoners, internationalism,
and the social causes of disease in urban areas at a time
when such positions were rare, especially in the labor
movement.

The growth of the labor movement did not go unnoticed
by the ruling class. Military intervention became a
commonplace measure to repress strikes, but it was clear
that the movement was challenging the ability of the state



to control it. The government approved the Residency Law
in 1902, which gave the government free license to deport
foreign activists. Anarchists—many of whom were
immigrants—were explicitly targeted by this law and were
rounded up, held incommunicado, and summarily deported.
This measure was followed by a 1904 labor code that
sought to legalize, regulate, and control unions and strikes,
some of the first legislation of its kind in the world. It failed
in practice, however, because it was rejected by both
capital and labor—capital refused any concessions to labor,
while labor refused any attempt to restrict its freedom of
activity. Six years later, the Argentine government’s
repressive powers were further expanded with the Social
Defense Law, which provided strict penalties (including
prison time) for organizing demonstrations without a
permit, publicly using anarchist symbols, coercing others to
join a strike or boycott, insulting the Argentine flag, or
defending any violation of this law, either verbally or in
writing.

The year 1909 proved to be a turning point in the history
of Argentina’s anarchist movement. The police chief of
Buenos Aires, one Colonel Falcon, ordered the military to
open fire on a May Day demonstration, killing somewhere
between four and ten workers and wounding many more.
This tragedy managed to unite Argentina’s divided working
class. Over sixty thousand union members accompanied the
funeral procession of the slain workers, while the FORA and
the UGT came together to declare a general strike. After
one week, the strike managed to force the release of eight
hundred imprisoned workers, though it was unable to
secure the resignation of Colonel Falcon, who was later
assassinated by a little-known FORA member, a Russian
immigrant named Simén Radowitzky who had survived the
massacre. The joint general strike encouraged Argentina’s
unions to move towards unity: in the months following the
massacre, the UGT joined together with a group of



independent unions to form the Argentine Regional
Workers’ Confederation (CORA), although the repression
that followed the assassination of Colonel Falcon prevented
further unity talks with the FORA from taking place.

As an aside, Radowitzky is one of the most interesting
figures in the history of Latin American anarchism: he
participated in the Russian Revolution of 1905 as a
teenager and fled to Argentina after its defeat. Following
his assassination of Colonel Falcdn, he was sent to the
infamous Ushuaia prison in Tierra del Fuego—known as the
Argentine Siberia—where he was tortured and raped by
the warden throughout his years of imprisonment. The
anarchist movement’s campaign to secure his release from
prison was finally successful in 1930, though a nationalist
coup later that year forced him to move to Uruguay, where
he resumed his organizing work until he was once again
imprisoned. After being freed, he moved to Brazil, where he
engaged in anti-fascist organizing before going off to fight
in the Spanish Civil War. After Franco’s victory in 1939, he
fled to France, where he was placed in a concentration
camp. He then made his escape, evading the pending Nazi
invasion by just under twelve months. That June he settled
in Mexico, where he worked in a toy factory until his death
in 1956, but he remained active in the anarchist movement
and wrote for Mexican anarchist publications.3

The centennial of Argentina’s independence from Spain,
celebrated in 1910, was marked by a perhaps inevitable
clash between the year’s triumphant nationalism and the
restless labor movement. On May 8'*—less than a month
before the centennial celebrations, scheduled for May 25
—seventy thousand people took to the streets of Buenos
Aires to protest the mistreatment of inmates in the National
Prison. The CORA and the FORA separately resolved to
begin a general strike on May 18 if their demands,
including the repeal of the Residency Law, were not met.
The government began making arrests on May 13%*—in all,



over two thousand union members were imprisoned—and a
state of emergency was declared the following day. The
police organized nationalist gangs to raid union halls, the
offices of left-wing newspapers and immigrant-owned
businesses. But the strike still went forward. During the
centennial celebrations, the trolleys of Buenos Aires could
only advance under armed guard and anonymous saboteurs
ensured that the electric lights that had been installed to
illuminate the city would remain dark.* “The government
won,” FORA organizer and anarchist historian Diego Abad
de Santillan would later write. “But history will remember
that, to celebrate Argentina’s independence, it was
necessary to turn Buenos Aires into a military camp, with a
state of siege and overflowing prisons.”®

By 1910—also an election year—it was clear that

Argentina’s oligarchy could not continue ruling as it had;
things would have to change in order for them to stay as
they were. The National Autonomist Party had dominated
Argentine politics for the previous thirty years, protecting
the interests of Argentina’s commercial and land-owning
oligarchy, ensuring domestic stability and moving the
country past the civil wars of the nineteenth century. But it
was only able to maintain its grip on power through
widespread electoral fraud and disenfranchisement—it’s
estimated that only 20 percent of the native-born male
population voted during the 1910 elections—and by the
turn of the century, the party had begun to collapse under
the weight of factional infighting.s The violence seen during
the centennial made it clear that the vaunted stability of the
so-called Conservative Republic ushered in by the National
Autonomist Party could not last without major changes, and



so one of incoming president Roque Sdenz Pena’s first
actions in office was to pass an electoral reform establishing
the secret ballot and compulsory suffrage for all adult male
citizens.

Though the intention behind this reform was to provide
the ruling oligarchy with democratic legitimacy, the Saenz
Pena Law, as it came to be known, in effect handed the
country over to the Radical Civic Union, Argentina’s main
opposition party. Formed in the 1890s, when an economic
crisis divided Argentina’s oligarchy into competing factions,
the Radical Civic Union staged a series of unsuccessful
coups at the turn of the century. After its founder, Leandro
Alem, committed suicide in 1896, leadership of the party
passed into the hands of his nephew Hipdlito Yrigoyen, who
worked to expand the party’s base beyond the intra-elite
struggles of its early years. Following the party’s final coup
attempt in 1905, Yrigoyen decided to change his strategy
from military conspiracy to grassroots organizing,
recruiting urban professionals, small business owners and
other middle-class elements to join the Radical Civic Union.
Yrigoyen’s populist attacks on the country’s oligarchy
appealed to those Argentines who found themselves unable
to advance, while local Radical committees organized street
corner meetings and free concerts, opened medical clinics,
and distributed food to the needy in an attempt to win over
the country’s working class. By the time Argentina’s first
elections with universal male suffrage were held in 1916,
the Radical Civic Union had positioned itself to easily crush
the conservatives. The final results were not even close:
Yrigoyen was elected by a thirty-three-point margin.

Once in office, Yrigoyen strove to paternalistically present
himself as the “father of the poor” by integrating an
immigrant workforce into the framework of Argentine
nationalism, providing workers with access to credit and a



rising standard of living, and expanding the country’s
middle class by founding universities and opening up new
opportunities in the public sector bureaucracy. His populist
reforms sought to shore up support from a battered and
militant working class and channel it into institutional
change that could cool off an explosive situation, yet
without undertaking land reform or altering the basis of
Argentina’s export-oriented economy. This political strategy
is familiar to us now, but the Radical period in Argentine
history occurred many years before similar center-left
attempts to co-opt working class radicalism, such as the
New Deal in the United States or the Popular Fronts in
Western Europe.

During these years, Argentina’s labor organizations
continued to advance towards unification. The first
unification congress between the FORA and the CORA—
much-delayed by state repression—was finally held in
December 1912, although the organizations would not
merge until September 1914, when the CORA dissolved
itself and joined the FORA. But this unity would not last
long. During the ninth congress of the FORA, held in April
1915, a resolution was approved that made the labor
federation officially non-ideological, thus rejecting the
union’s previous anarcho-communist line. “The FORA is an
eminently working-class institution, made up of affinity
groups organized by trade which nevertheless belong to
the most varied ideological and doctrinal tendencies,” the
resolution stated. “The FORA therefore cannot declare itself
to be partisan or to advocate the adoption of a philosophical
system or a determined ideology.”” The adoption of this
resolution provoked a split; the anarchists withdrew from
the federation in May of that year and formed the FORA V—
after the FORA's fifth congress, when the resolution in favor
of anarcho-communism was adopted—Ileaving the
syndicalists in control of what came to be known as the
FORA IX, after the resolution of the ninth congress.



Another difference between the two FORAs had to do
with their composition—the FORA V had a strong base in
Argentina’s largely immigrant workforce, while members of
the FORA IX were overwhelmingly native-born Argentines,
with some affiliated unions (such as the Maritime Workers’
Federation) even going so far as to ban immigrants from
joining.? With a reformist orientation and a rank-and-file
who were largely eligible voters, building an alliance with
the FORA IX became a clear priority for the Radical Civic
Union as it sought to win the working-class vote. When
Yrigoyen took office in 1916—just one year after the split in
the FORA—he adopted a policy of largely giving the FORA
IX a free hand while maintaining the fierce repression
employed by his predecessors during strikes organized by
the FORA V.

The first labor dispute faced by his administration
occurred just one month after he took office, when the
sailors, stevedores, and boilermen of the Maritime Workers’
Federation (FORA IX) went on strike to demand that their
wages be adjusted to the rising cost of living. Yrigoyen
invited the union’s leaders to meet with him at the Casa
Rosada and promised to refrain from using the police to
protect strikebreakers, thus giving the workers the
breathing room needed to settle the dispute with their
bosses. The strike ended one month later with a victory for
the union.® This would generally set the pattern for future
strikes under the Yrigoyen administration—at least for
those organized by the syndicalists. Things would be very
different for socialist and anarchist-led strikes.

In December 1918, the United Metalworkers Resistance
Society (FORA V) declared a strike at the Vasena factory,
demanding higher wages, an eight-hour workday and the
right to overtime pay. The Vasena family proved to be
intransigent; they not only hired strikebreakers but used
their connections to the Radical party to obtain the
weapons permits needed to arm them. But the



metalworkers received the solidarity of the city’s unions
and merchants—railway workers refused to unload raw
materials destined for the Vasena works, while local
shopkeepers donated food, coal, and other necessities to
the strikers—and so the strike dragged on for over a month.
By the beginning of 1919, there were nearly daily clashes
between strikebreakers and the police on one side and
strikers and their neighbors on the other. When the police
killed four workers on January 7th, rioting and wildcat
strikes across Buenos Aires led the FORA V to declare a
general strike (the FORA IX declared its solidarity with the
dead but declined to stop work). Barricades rapidly went up
across the capital and workers sacked grocery stores and
distributed goods to the populace. The Vasena works,
trolleys, and police vehicles were torched as a clash broke
out between the people in arms on one side and the police
and nationalist gangs on the other—though these events
are often spoken of for the bloodiness of the repression,
they also represented a moment in which the Argentine
labor movement attempted to assert itself and directly
create an anarchist society through popular revolts. The
government required a full military mobilization to regain
control of the situation and, as the events described in this
book show, the political situation would remain volatile for
years to come.

Once the army restored order—at the cost of an
estimated seven hundred lives—gangs of rich and middle
class Argentines organized a pogrom, taking out their
anger at the strikers on the Jewish community of Buenos
Aires.!°® This pogrom—the so-called Tragic Week—also
marked the rise of Argentina’s nationalist movement, a
proto-fascist political tendency that sought to expel
immigrants, end collective bargaining, and overthrow the
democratically elected government. On January 15th, 1919,
Rear Admiral Manuel Domecq Garcia—who had armed and
organized the “civilian volunteers” responsible for the



pogrom—announced the formation of the Argentine
Patriotic League, whose goal it would be to repress future
outbreaks of working class unrest.!! Attracting military
officers, policemen, large landowners, and right-wing
intellectuals to its cause, the Patriotic League quickly
became one of the most prominent nationalist organizations
in Argentina and worked hand-in-glove with the police to
violently break strikes across Argentina, but most
infamously in Buenos Aires, La Palma, La Forestal,
Villaguay, Gualuaychu, and Patagonia—where anarchists
affiliated with the FORA V led a strike that ended in one of
the worst massacres in Latin American history.

Though born in the heat of the immediate postwar
political struggles, the nationalist movement would outlast
its anarchist and Radical opponents to become the single
most important tendency in twentieth-century Argentine
politics. During the early years of the movement, anti-
Semitic, anti-feminist, and anti-democratic ideas surged in
popularity, while Mussolini, Hitler, and Charles Maurras
became heroes of the Argentine right. “Let my compatriots
—be they Radicals, conservatives or progressive liberals—
put their hand in the fire if they did not make Mussolini’s
slogan ‘Rome or Moscow’ their own in those years,” wrote
the nationalist intellectual Juan Carulla in 1951.'2 By 1924,
Leopoldo Lugones—Argentina’s greatest modernist writer
and once a man of the left—had embraced the far right,
calling on Argentina to follow the example of Italy. In his
infamous “Ayacucho Address” (so-called because it was
delivered on the centennial of the Battle of Ayacucho, which
secured the independence of South America), Lugones
lamented the loss of what he considered to be the nobility
and heroism of the Wars of Independence and suggested
that violence could restore an aristocratic order in
Argentina: “Just as the sword has accomplished our only
real achievement to date, which is to say, our independence,
it will likewise now create the order that we need,” he said.



“It will implement that indispensable hierarchy that
democracy has to this date ruined—which it has in fact
fatally derailed, for the natural consequence of democracy
is to drift toward demagogy or socialism.”!3

Lugones’s proclamation of the “hour of the sword” would
have to wait six more years, however, as the prosperity of
the mid-1920s and the relative conservatism of the Alvear
administration slowed down nationalist organizing. But
when Yrigoyen returned to the Casa Rosada in 1928 and
the bottom fell out of the world economy the following year,
all the conditions were in place for a military coup. On
September 6th, 1930, troops led by General José Félix
Uriburu—and was accompanied by two nationalist
organizations, the Republican League and the League of
May—forced Yrigoyen from office and instituted a military
dictatorship.'* Once in power, General Uriburu attempted
to create a corporatist state, although political opposition
and his own declining health forced him to step down
prematurely, deferring this dream until Juan Peron’s rise to
power a decade and a half later. Incidentally, the FORA IX’s
successor organization, the Argentine Syndical Union
(USA), would participate in the 1945 general strike that
secured Peron’s release from prison and his ascension to
the presidency one year later. The union then dissolved
itself and joined the Peronist General Confederation of
Labor (CGT), closing out a cycle in which the “pure
syndicalist” wing of the labor movement joined the state
forces that continued to brutally murder and repress their
former comrades.

Following the 1930 coup, many of Argentina’s anarchists
went into exile in neighboring South American countries,
many of which had militant anarchist movements of their
own—there would be anarcho-communist revolts in Brazil,
Uruguay, Paraguay, and Bolivia up through the 1940s,
including the 1931 declaration of a revolutionary commune
in the Paraguayan city of Encarnacion.!® With the



establishment of the Second Republic in 1931, many FORA
members—including Diego Abad de Santillain and Simén
Radowitzky, who both make cameo appearances in
Rebellion in Patagonia—made their way to Spain. Members
of the FORA and Uruguay’s FORU played an important role
in the following years, both in the international debates
surrounding the CNT as well as in the civil war itself. And
though decimated by repression—Diego Abad de Santillan
estimated that, after three decades of FORA activity, over
five thousand militants were killed and over 500,000 years
in prison sentences were handed out—the union was able to
survive under Argentina’s succession of military regimes,
maintaining a workplace presence until the last military
dictatorship in the 1970s.16

But by the second half of the twentieth century, when
Osvaldo Bayer wrote Rebellion in Patagonia, much of this
history had been forgotten by the general public and
Argentina’s once-vital anarchist movement had become a
shadow of its former self, having largely been sidelined by
Marxism and Peronism. Due to Patagonia’s distance from
Buenos Aires, the 1920-1922 strike wave and subsequent
massacre were particularly shrouded in mystery. Bayer
himself heard about the events in Patagonia for the first
time from his parents, who lived two blocks from the Rio
Gallegos jail during the repression that followed the strike.
They told him that, late at night, they could hear the
screams of the strikers being tortured by the prison guards
—“My father was never able to overcome the sadness the
deaths of all those people caused him,” Bayer would later
say.!” Inspired by his father’s stories of the strike, Bayer
moved to Patagonia in 1958 and founded La Chispa, billed
as Patagonia’s first independent newspaper. In its pages, he
defended the region’s workers and indigenous people, but
was run out of Patagonia by gendarmes in 1959. In the
early 1970s—after abandoning journalism to reinvent
himself as an anarchist historian, writing acclaimed books



and articles on figures such as Simén Radowitzky and the
infamous insurrectionist Severino di Giovanni—Bayer
returned to the south to track down the remaining
survivors of the massacre. His research would result in his
magnum opus, the four-volume The Avengers of Tragic
Patagonia, later abridged as Rebellion in Patagonia. The
first volume was a bestseller and film director Héctor
Olivera approached Bayer to make a movie based on the
books. And that’s when the trouble began.

Here it’s worth giving some background on the political
situation in Argentina at the time. In 1973, Juan Perén
returned to Argentina after nearly twenty years in exile and
retook the presidency months later. Though many on the
left fondly remembered the pro-labor policies of his first
two presidential terms (1946-1952 and 1952-1955), Peron
merely represented the left wing of the nationalist
movement that had massacred Argentina’s genuine left in
the early twentieth century and his support for unions was
merely a means towards his ultimate end of creating a
corporatist state modeled on Mussolini’s Italy. Any hopes
that his return from exile would benefit the left were
dashed the day his plane touched down—as Peronists
gathered to greet their leader at the Ezeiza International
Airport, snipers associated with the right wing of the
movement opened fire on the crowd, killing at least thirteen
people and wounding some three hundred more. Once in
office, Peron fully backed the Peronist right, giving
paramilitary organizations a free hand to liquidate
Argentina’s independent left. When he passed away less
than a year later, the presidency passed to his wife Isabel,
who only intensified the persecution of the left.

On October 12th, 1974, Isabel Perén censored the film
version of Rebellion in Patagonia—which had won the Silver
Bear at the 24th Berlin International Film Festival just
months before—and Osvaldo Bayer’s name appeared on the
blacklist of the Argentine Anticommunist Alliance (AAA), a



Peronist paramilitary organization responsible for the
assassinations of over one thousand leftists in the years
preceding the military takeover. Bayer fled to West
Germany, while Luis Brandoni (who played Antonio Soto in
the film) ended up in Mexico. Héctor Alterio, who played
Commander Zavala (the fictionalized version of Commander
Varela), was in Spain when he received word of the AAA’s
threats on his life and he opted not to return to Argentina.
Jorge Cepernic, elected governor of Santa Cruz the
previous year, was forced from office and imprisoned.
According to Bayer, Cepernic asked the prison warden if he
deserved to be in prison for having promoted progressive
legislation during his aborted term as governor and the
warden replied, “No, you aren’t a prisoner because of your
legislation, you're a prisoner because you allowed Rebellion
in Patagonia to be filmed.”'® After the military forced Isabel
Perdn from power, the government continued its
persecution of Bayer and his works—in April 1976,
Lieutenant Colonel Gorlieri ordered all copies of Rebellion
in Patagonia to be burned “so that this material cannot
keep deceiving our youth as to the true good represented
by our national symbols, our family, our Church and, in sum,
our most traditional spiritual heritage, as synthesized by
the motto ‘God, Fatherland, Family.’”!®

And so history repeated itself. The repression unleashed
on Argentina’s independent left by a populist president
supported by moderate union leaders was echoed by the
repression unleashed by Isabel Peron on those who
attempted to bring the story to light some fifty years later.
“This whole episode meant heartache for me and, with my
family, eight years of exile,” Bayer wrote in 2004, thirty
years after the film was banned. “But, with the passing of
time, the truth is ever greener. Whenever I reread the
decree of President Lastiri banning Severino di Giovanni, or
that of Isabel Perdn, with The Anarchist Expropriators, or
the names of those who intervened to hide the massacre in



Patagonia from the people, and I see my books in
bookstores and the film of Rebellion in Patagonia being
screened in special showings, I can’t help but smile: the
truth provides a path through the darkness, it can’t be
killed forever.”2°



PRELIMINARY NOTE

In Rebellion in Patagonia, Osvaldo Bayer has synthesized
the material presented in the four-volume The Avengers of
Tragic Patagonia, whose first three volumes were published
in Argentina between 1972 and 1974 and the fourth
published in West Germany in 1978. The final volume had to
be published abroad as both the author and the editor were
forced into exile following the 1976 military coup.

The author has striven to ensure that Rebellion in
Patagonia contains all the essential information covered in
his previous four-volume study. An abridgment was
necessary; it will be easier for the Latin American public to
learn of the tragic events surrounding the most extensive
strike of rural workers in South American history through a
more synthesized study. The appearance of a one-volume
edition is also more convenient from a publishing
standpoint, as it has proven impossible to reprint a work as
long as The Avengers of Tragic Patagonia.

Rebellion in Patagonia closes a cycle that began with the
1928 publication of José Maria Borrero’s Tragic Patagonia,
which dealt with the massacre of the indigenous people of
southern Argentina and the exploitation of the region’s
rural workers. Borrero promised a follow-up volume titled
Orgy of Blood that would deal with the massacre of rural
workers during the 1921-1922 strikes. Borrero’s second
book—for a variety of reasons—was never published and
was perhaps never even written. Rebellion in Patagonia
deals with the same subject that would have been covered
by Borrero’s book—a subject that, for over fifty years, has
remained taboo for researchers into the great deeds of
Latin America’s nearly unknown social history.



Prologue: The Exterminating Angel

“Kurt Wilckens, strong as a diamond,
noble comrade and brother...”
Severino Di Giovanni,

Los anunciadores de la tempestad

By 5:30 a.m., it’s already clear that January 25th, 1923 is
going to be a sweltering day in Buenos Aires. A blond man
gets on the trolley at Entre Rios and Constitucién and pays
the workers’ fare. He is heading towards the Portones de
Palermo station, near Plaza Italia. He is holding a package,
most likely his lunch or his tools. He seems calm. Shortly
after boarding, he begins reading the Deutsche La Plata
Zeitung that he has been carrying under his arm.

He gets off at Plaza Italia and heads west along Santa Fe,
in the direction of the Pacifico station. After passing the
station, he arrives at Calle Fitz Roy and stops in front of a
pharmacy on the corner.

It’s now 7:15 a.m. and the sun is already beating down
hard. There’s a great deal of foot and automobile traffic.
The pharmacy faces the barracks of the 1st and 2nd
Infantry. But the blond man doesn’t look in that direction:
his eyes don’t leave the door of the house at Fitz Roy 2461.

Is today going to be the day? The answer seemed to be
no. Nobody leaves the house. Minutes go by. Had he already
left? Does he have any suspicions?

No, here he comes. A man in a military uniform leaves the
house at 7:55. But it’s the same as before: he’s leading a
little girl by the hand. The blond man makes an
imperceptible gesture of exasperation. But then the military
man stops and talks with the girl. She says that she doesn’t
feel well. He lifts her up in his arms and carries her back



inside.

After a few short seconds the military man leaves the
house again, alone this time. He’s dressed in standard
uniform with a saber at his side. He walks towards Calle
Santa Fe on the same side of the street as the blond man.
His firm character can be seen in his energetic stride. And
now he heads towards his appointment with death on a
beautiful, if a bit sweaty, morning.

He is none other than the famous Lieutenant Colonel
Varela, better known as Commander Varela. Argentina’s
workers despise him above all other men. They say he’s
bloodthirsty, they call him the Butcher of Patagonia, they
accuse him of having murdered 1,500 defenseless peons in
the south. He forced them to dig their own graves, had
them strip naked, and then executed them by firing squad.
He gave orders for his subordinates to beat the union
leaders with the flats of their swords before killing them,
always with four shots each.

Does Commander Varela live up to the legend? He does in
the eyes of the blond man waiting for him.

Not that the blond man is a relative of any of the executed
workers. He has never even been to Patagonia, but neither
has he received so much as five centavos in payment for the
assassination. His name is Kurt Gustav Wilckens. A German
anarchist of the Tolstoyan persuasion, he is an enemy of
violence, but he believes that, in extreme cases, the only
response to the violence of the mighty should be more
violence. And he will follow through on this belief with an
act of vigilante justice.

When he sees Varela coming, Wilckens doesn’t hesitate.
He moves to intercept him and hides in the doorway of the
house located at Fitz Roy 2493. There he waits. Even now
he can hear his footfalls. The anarchist leaves the doorway
to confront him. But it won’t be that easy. In that precise
moment, a little girl crosses the street and begins walking
in the same direction as Varela, just three steps ahead of



him.!

Wilckens has run out of time: the little girl’s sudden
appearance threatens to ruin all his plans. But he makes his
decision. He grabs the girl by the arm and pushes her out of
the way, shouting, “Run, a car’s coming!”

The girl is bewildered, frightened, hesitant. Varela stops
to watch this strange scene. Instead of throwing his bomb,
Wilckens advances on his prey while turning his back to the
girl, as if to protect her with his body, but she is already
running away. Facing Varela, Wilckens throws his bomb on
the pavement, between him and the officer. There’s a
powerful explosion. Varela is taken by surprise and the
shrapnel tears apart his legs. But Wilckens has also been hit
and a sharp pain shoots through his body. He instinctively
retreats to the doorway and climbs three or four steps,
taking a moment to pull himself together—the enormous
explosion has knocked the wind out of him. It takes just
three seconds. Wilckens immediately descends the
staircase. The anarchist then realizes that all is lost, that he
can’t flee, that he has a broken leg (his fibula has shattered
and the pain in his muscles is agonizing) and that he can’t
move his other foot because of a piece of shrapnel lodged in
the instep.

As he leaves the doorway, he comes across Varela. Though
both of his legs are broken, he manages to remain upright
by leaning against a tree with his left arm while trying to
unsheathe his saber with his right hand. Now the two
wounded men are once again face to face. Wilckens
approaches, dragging his feet, and pulls out a Colt revolver.
Varela roars, but instead of scaring the blue-eyed stranger,
it sounds like a death rattle. The officer is collapsing, but
he’s not the type to surrender or plead for mercy. He keeps
tugging at the saber but it refuses to leave the scabbard.
There’s only twenty centimeters left. Varela is still certain
that he’ll be able to unsheathe it when the first bullet hits.
His strength abandons him and he begins to slowly slip



down the tree trunk, but he has enough time left to curse
the man who shot him. The second bullet ruptures his
jugular. Wilckens empties the chamber. Every bullet is fatal.
Varela’s body is left wrapped around the tree.

The explosion and the gunshots have caused women to
faint, men to flee, and horses to bolt.

Lieutenant Colonel Varela has died. Executed. His
attacker is badly wounded. He makes a final effort to reach
Calle Santa Fe. People are beginning to show their faces.
Fearing the worst, Varela’s wife goes down to the street and
the poor woman catches sight of her dead husband, his
body broken so dramatically.

Several neighbors approach the fallen man, lifting him up
to carry him to the pharmacy on the corner. Others follow
the strange foreigner who looks like a Scandinavian sailor.
They keep their distance because he still carries his gun in
his right hand. But two policemen have already come
running: Adolfo Gonzalez Diaz and Nicanor Serrano. They
draw their guns when they'’re just a few steps away from
Wilckens but they don’t need to act because he offers them
the butt of his own revolver. They take it away and hear him
say, in broken Spanish, “I have avenged my brothers.”?

Officer Serrano—“Black Serrano,” as he’s known at the
31st Precinct—responds by punching him in the mouth and
kneeing him in the testicles. His hat—one of those
traditional German hats with a wide brim, a cleft crown and
a bow on the ribbon—falls off. They take him in with his
head uncovered, awkwardly trying to stabilize himself with
his wounded legs, like a shorebird with broken feet.

And so begins the cycle of revenge for the bloodiest
repression of workers in twentieth century Argentina, save
only for the period of the Videla dictatorship. The first
chapter was written two years earlier, in the midst of the
cold and the relentless gales of Patagonia, far to the south,
with the most extensive strike of rural workers in South
American history.



CHAPTER ONE: ARGENTINA'S FAR
SOUTH

“In general, Argentines have the impression
that Santa Cruz is not part of our fatherland.”
Lieutenant Colonel Varela,

Report to the War Ministry on the campaign
against the strikers

February 1922

What had happened in Patagonia? Or, better said, what was
Patagonia in 19207?

To simplify things, we can say that it was an Argentine
territory that was worked by Chilean peons and exploited
by a group of landowners and merchants.! In other words,
on one side we have those who were born to obey and on
the other those who made their fortunes because they were
strong by nature. And, down south, “strong” almost always
means “unscrupulous.” But that’s the way things have to
be: Patagonia is a land for strong men. At those latitudes,
kindness is a sign of weakness. And the weak are devoured
by the wind, alcohol, and their fellow men. For all their
faults, those white men who came to conquer Patagonia
were pioneers. It was there that they arrived, made their
plans, sought their fortunes, and harvested their riches,
drinking the waters of abundance. He who stays and carries
on and whose feelings do not waver will get rich. With
nobody’s help. Have pity on those who want to take away
what'’s rightfully theirs, what they’ve won in the battle
against nature, distance, and solitude!

In this battle, they depend on their sheep, horses, and
chilotes.? The chilotes are a dark, nameless people;
wretches born to huddle in the mud, to never have a peso



to their name. They work to buy alcohol and the occasional
gift for their women. Their aspirations in life end there.
They are the opposite of those who have risked everything
to come to Patagonia with the sole goal of getting rich,
“progressing.”

This is the difference: some have been drunk on
resignation or indifference since they were children. Others
are dominated by a sole passion, one that is just as natural
in those inhospitable lands: ambition.

Among the ambitious, we can find individuals who have
led truly fantastic lives ... and who have made fortunes that
are just as fantastic. It’s enough to mention just one—the
life and fortune of Mauricio Braun, for example.

In 1874, a Jewish family disembarked at the port of Punta
Arenas: a man, a woman, and their four children. The
father, Elias Braun; the mother, Sofia Hamburger. They
came fleeing Tsarist Russia, where irrationality was used to
maintain privilege and the people, brutalized by slavery,
looked to blame anyone for their dismal lot except for those
who had enslaved them. Hence the brutal pogroms against
the Jewish minority. Encouraged by the church and the
decadent Russian nobles who posed as nationalists, the
mob, morally and physically intoxicated, fell upon that
cursed race, upon the “Christ-killers,” and unleashed orgies
of blood. Just as others hunt rats, so the Russians hunted
Jews. Armed with little more than clubs, they would
surround a Jewish village or neighborhood and take the
lives of others in revenge for all the injustices they
themselves had suffered. Each Jew they beat to death was
like an orgasm of pleasure. Their masters exploited them,
it’s true, but every once in a while he gave them the
freedom to kill a Jew. And then he gave them the right to
rape the Jew’s wife, who needed to surrender her body next
to her husband’s corpse on those terrible nights if she
wanted to save her life and those of her children.

That was the ghastly image imprinted on the hearts of



Elias and Sofia Braun when they made landfall in South
America. Don Elias was a realist. He knew that there’s only
one way to overcome prejudice: to have money and power.
Only then would he be respected in spite of his race. With
the realism and lack of sentimentality he had earned
through experience and suffering, Elias Braun got to work.
He started with a warehouse in Punta Arenas. But if Elias
was a man with a knack for business, his son Mauricio
would outdo him in every way. He got his start in business
when only a teenager. Everything was looking up. The past
was to be forgotten. In this spirit—and despite their origins
—the Braun family became Catholic the moment they
stepped foot in a Catholic country.

In 1920, on the eve of the labor unrest in Santa Cruz,
Elias Braun’s son Mauricio Braun owned the Tierra del
Fuego Development Corporation in partnership with his
sister Sara Braun, controlling a total of 1,376,160 hectares
—an astronomical figure that would be difficult to exceed
anywhere in the world. This figure comes from an article
entitled “Mauricio Braun, Rancher,” written by Emilio J.
Ferro, president of the Patagonian Federation of Rural
Societies. It appeared in an issue of the magazine Argentina
Austral, which was published by the Braun-
Menéndez/Menéndez Behety Group. This particular issue
was entirely dedicated to Mauricio Braun. The article also
states that the Development Corporation possessed some
1.25 million heads of sheep, producing 5 billion kilos of
wool, 700,000 kilos of leather, and 2.5 million kilos of meat.

But let’s look at Mauricio Braun'’s properties in Patagonia,
citing as before the laudatory issue of Argentina Austral:

He directly controls the 100,000-hectare Coy-Aike ranch, near the Coyle
River in Santa Cruz. In Chubut, he founded the 117,500-hectare
Quichaura ranch, the 77,000-hectare Pepita ranch, the 57,500-hectare
Laurita ranch, and the 10,000-hectare Laura ranch. Together with the
Anchorena family, he purchased the 90,000-hectare 8 de Julio ranch. In
partnership with Ernesto von Heinz and Rodolfo Stubenrauch, he



settled the 50,000-hectare Tapi Aike ranch. In 1916, he purchased
20,000 hectares in southern Santa Cruz from Rufino Martinez,
christening the plot San Elias.? The Tres Brazos, Cancha Rayada, La
Portenia, Montenegro, Gallegos, Chico, and Dinamarquero ranches are
his as well. He controls 25 percent of the capital stock in the Laurita,
Glencross, and Victorina ranches. He controls 20 percent of the San
Julidan Sheep Farming Company and 30 percent of the Aysen
Development Company. He also controls 30 percent of the Monte Ledn
and La Carlota Argentine Ranching Company. Together with Santiago
Frank, he settled the La Federica ranch near Lago San Martin.
Alongside Segard and Company, he has invested in the Huemules
ranch. In partnership with Pablo Lenzner, he settled the El Librum
ranch between Rio Gallegos and Lago Argentino. He settled the Los
Machos ranch in San Julidn with Juan Scott and the La Vidalita ranch
with Erasmo Jones. With Guillermo Bain, he settled the 60,000-hectare
La Josefina ranch in Cabo Blanco. With Donato Bain, he settled the
40,000-hectare Colhuel Kaike ranch in Las Heras. Together with Angus
Macpherson, he settled the 58,000 hectares near Lago Buenos Aires
that make up the San Mauricio ranch, named in his honor. He has
invested in Hobbs and Company, which founded the Lago Posados
ranch and which had Lucas Bridges at its head. [...] He assisted Hobbs
and Company in settling the 90,000-hectare El Ghio ranch. [...] In
1915, he and Rodolfo Suarez, in partnership with Capagli and
Company, acquired the 56,250-hectare Maria Inés ranch, located to the
west of Rio Gallegos.

But this wasn’t the extent of Mauricio Braun’s property—
he owned much more. By the turn of the century, he had
become the owner of the Cutter Cove Mining Company,
which dealt in copper, and the Bank of Chile and Argentina,
which had its headquarters in Punta Arenas and branch
offices in the Santa Cruz port towns of Rio Gallegos, Santa
Cruz, and San Julian. From there he acquired the South
American Export Syndicate Ltd.’s meatpacking plants in Rio
Seco, Punta Arenas, Puerto Deseado, and Rio Grande
(Argentina) and Puerto Sara, Puerto Borries and Puerto
Natales (Chile). He then founded the La Austral insurance
company and invested in the power plant in Puerto Santa
Cruz, the electric company in Punta Arenas and the



telephone companies in Magallanes and San Julian. He also
owned the La Magallanes shoe factory and the Lavaderos
de Oro Development Company.

The Brauns weren’t the only ones who were all-powerful
in southern Chile and Argentina. There were two other
characters who had also amassed mountains of gold in just
a few short years. One of them, an Asturian named José
Menéndez, has been accused of decimating the indigenous
habitants of our far south in José Maria Borrero’s book
Tragic Patagonia. The other, José Nogueira, was
Portuguese. These two, Menéndez and Nogueira,
transformed themselves from humble shopkeepers to
powerful businessmen in a matter of years.

Elias Braun, the Russian Jew who had disembarked at
Punta Arenas, was more than just a good businessman. As
under monarchies, Braun, Menéndez, and Nogueira pooled
their fortunes—not only as partners, but also as families.
They had no racial complexes. And so Sara Braun—the
eldest daughter of Elias Braun—married the Portuguese
immigrant Nogueira, while Mauricio Braun married
Josefina Menéndez Behety, the daughter of the Asturian
José Menéndez, forming the Braun-Menéndez family.
Nogueira died shortly thereafter and Sara Braun inherited
a tremendous fortune, which she allowed her brother
Mauricio to administer.

Power in Patagonia hinged on the following formula: land
plus wool production plus commercialization plus control of
transportation. Menéndez, Nogueira, and Braun
understood this when they sought to take control of the
seaways. How they pulled this off is explained perfectly by
Frigate Captain Pedro Florido, the former governor of
Tierra del Fuego, in his article “Don Mauricio Braun,
Shipping Magnate”:

When the young Mauricio Braun first came ashore in Punta Arenas, so
began his future career as a shipping magnate, a story that is



inseparable from that of progress in Chilean and Argentine Patagonia.
Another ship arrived one year later, bringing a young Spaniard and his
wife. Like Mauricio, they would forever be part of the history of the
region’s progress and would even become part of his family, though no
one suspected it at the time. This model couple, José Menéndez and
Maria Behety, had decided to come to that distant port town in search
of better prospects than those that had been offered them by the
thriving city of Buenos Aires. Completing the trinity was a renowned
Lusitanian who had been already been working in the region for some
years as a shipwright and a guide, as he knew Tierra del Fuego’s
symphony of inlets, bays, fjords, and channels—off-limits to the novice
sailor—like the back of his hand. Here we refer to José Nogueira, the
owner and operator of a fleet of 100-400 ton schooners, which he used
for fishing, seal hunting, and trading with the region’s Indians, not to
mention the man who had the privilege of introducing Falkland sheep
to Patagonia’s ranches. Mauricio Braun started working in Nogueira’s
offices when he was fifteen and quickly rose through the company
thanks to his business skills and his knowledge of many languages,
which made him stand out and earned him the respect of his bosses. As
the years passed, our young hero took a fancy to Don José’s daughter,
Josefina Menéndez Behety, and soon married her. As his sister had
married Nogueira, he became the son-in-law and brother-in-law of his
superiors, who would later become his business partners: first
Nogueira and then Don José. Though they became partners in 1908, at
first José Menéndez was his rival as Don José had dedicated himself to
the maritime sector after his arrival in Punta Arenas. One of his first
actions in this line of work had been to purchase a maritime supply
business from Captain Luisito Piedrabuena. In this manner, José
Menéndez, José Nogueira, and Mauricio Braun, who quickly became a
partner in Nogueira’s firm, anticipated the theories of the great
maritime philosopher Ratzel, who said in 1904, “If you would rule on
land, harness the sea.”

The firm of Mauricio Braun and Scott was incorporated in 1904,
shortly thereafter acquiring the schooner Ripling Wave, which they
used to bring supplies to the distant ranches of Tierra del Fuego and
the Strait of Magellan, returning with bales of wool. But Mauricio
Braun didn’t stop there. As Punta Arenas was a required stopover
between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, in those days, maritime
activities constituted the town’s main source of commercial activity,
wealth and progress and the shipping magnate’s strong personality
and drive consequently won him considerable prestige and influence.



The Mauricio Braun & Blanchard Trading and Shipping Company was
incorporated in 1892, with Mauricio providing 80 percent of the initial
capital stock [...] but the fierce competition between the various
shipping firms, especially that owned by his father-in-law José
Menéndez, forced him to overhaul the propulsion systems he had been
using. [...] Technical requirements and business rivalries took
precedence over romanticism [...] as progress and economic logic know
nothing of sentimentality. The new company acquired many small
passenger and cargo steamboats to serve the coasts of Patagonia and
Tierra del Fuego. Punta Arenas, Ushuaia, Rio Grande, and other port
towns in Santa Cruz were regularly served by the steamboats Lovart,
Magallanes, Keek-Row, Patagonia, Porvenir, Araucania, and Cordillera,
among others. José Menéndez’s acquisition of the 350-ton steamboat
Amadeo was the warning shot that motivated the firm of Braun &
Blanchard to follow in the wake of Mauricio’s father-in-law and keep
the competition going.

Braun & Blanchard also acted as a shipping agent for British
shipping lines, acquiring a fleet of tugboats—Antonio, Diaz, Laurita,
Armando, Carlos, etc.—along with a shipyard of the dimensions and
characteristics needed to provide these boats with the logistical
support they required. But the last word had yet to be said. While his
father-in-law, a powerful adversary, was increasing the tonnage of his
ships and extending his shipping lines beyond Buenos Aires and
Valparaiso, Braun founded the Magallanes Whaling Company in 1904.
[...] He built the factory and principal whaling station on Deception
Island, meeting the demand for blue whales and other, smaller
cetaceans with his flagship Gobernador Borries and his other whaling
vessels, all of them christened with the names of distinguished Chilean
admirals: Montt, Uribe, Valenzuela, etc.

The rivalry between the shipping companies owned by Braun and
José Menéndez was legendary, and it was this competition that created
the regular steamboat lines serving Chile and Argentina. [...] Mauricio
and his father-in-law didn’t mix business with family, and if that sturdy
Asturian had an overpowering character, his son-in-law, whom he
confronted on the seas, was every bit his equal. By 1907, we can see
that Braun & Blanchard were no longer content with only providing
services along the coasts of Tierra del Fuego and the most southerly
reaches of Chile and Argentina, and so they extended those services
right up the Chilean coastline, leasing the Norwegian ships Alm and
Westford. The following year, they bolstered this line with Chiloé and
Magallanes, which had been built in the United Kingdom for carrying



cargo and passengers. They acquired other vessels later on, all of them
named after provinces of Chile: Valdivia, Llanquihue, Santiago,
Tarapaca, and Valparaiso.

Of course, every maritime industry needs a shipyard to
carry out repairs. And so Braun built one in Punta Arenas.
But, at the end of the day, son-in-law and father-in-law
were drawn together. The historian Juan Hilarién Lenzi, in
another article paying homage to Mauricio Braun, has this

to say on the matter:

The trading and shipping ventures operating under the name of Braun
& Blanchard—which served as a holding company—competed with
those operated by José Menéndez, both in the region of the Strait of
Magellan as well as throughout Patagonia. Father-in-law fought against
son-in-law in the world of business. Neither Don José nor Don Mauricio
gave any quarter. Their family ties and personal relationships did not
interfere with their business plans, but it wasn’t logical to insist on
conflict when their final objectives were the same. The two tycoons
eventually arrived at an arrangement and agreed to form a company
that would expand and reinvigorate their field of action. José Menéndez
and Mauricio Braun merged their respective companies on June 10th,
1908, forming the Patagonia Import and Export Company. The
company’s initial stock was 180,000 pounds sterling. The subsidiaries
of Braun & Blanchard in Rio Gallegos, Santa Cruz, San Julidan, Puerto
Madryn, Trelew, and Norquinco and Menéndez’s holdings in Rio
Gallegos, Santa Cruz, and Comodoro Rivadavia also merged their
operations.

Besides the branch offices in these towns, the Patagonia
Import and Export Company—popularly known as La
Andénima—also incorporated larger ships into its fleet.? It
acquired the Asturiano and the Argentino in 1914, with the
Atlantico, the Americano, and the José Menéndez coming
later.

But the power of Mauricio Braun was barely one-tenth of
that exercised by his father-in-law José Menéndez, the
tough, ravenous Asturian who served as the true Tsar of
Patagonia until his death. A man who has yet to find his true



biographer, who will either describe him as egotistical,
brutal, and unscrupulous, dominated by an insatiable desire
for wealth, or as a leader who fought for progress without
caring who was tramped underfoot along the way.

José Menéndez passed away in 1918, leaving a large part
of his fortune to King Alfonso XIII of Spain, which provoked
the ire of Argentina’s socialists and anarchists. Control of
La Anonima passed into the hands of Mauricio Braun.

We have consulted the publications of the Menéndez--
Behetys and Braun-Menéndezes rather than those of their
detractors. Here we’re not interested in the origins of their
fabulous wealth so much as we are in the political power
granted by their economic strength.® It’s clear that those
who had acquired such immense wealth in such a short
time would not allow a group of madmen flying the red flag
and speaking of concessions to come along and occupy their
ranches. Their fellow landowners felt the same.

Through the example of the Braun-Menéndez family, we
can understand who controlled the economy in Argentine
and Chilean Patagonia, as well as the power that this
inevitably represented...in the face of so much wealth, to
whose interests were the region’s poor civil servants,
policemen, judges, governors, etc. going to respond?

Now let’s see the hands into which the rest of the
territory of Santa Cruz had fallen. The concession of
2,517,274 hectares of formerly state-owned land granted to
Adolfo Grunbein (1893) was then divided among the
ranchers Halliday, Scott, Rudd, Wood, Waldron, Grienshield,
Hamilton, Saunders, Reynard, Jamieson, MacGeorge,
MacClain, Felton, Johnson, Woodman, Redman, Smith,
Douglas, and Ness from England; Eberhard, Kark,
Osenbrug, Bitsch, Curtze, Wahlen, Wagner, Curt Mayer, and
Tweedie from Germany; Bousquet, Guillaume, Sabatier, and
Roux from France; Montes, Rivera, Rodolfo Suarez,
Fernandez, Noya, and Barreiro from Spain; Clark from the
United States; Urbina from Chile; and Riquez from



Uruguay. In other words, not a single Argentine.

The Grunbein concession took 2,517,274 hectares of land
out of the hands of the public trust. Adolfo Grunbein
purchased 400 kilometric leagues at the price of 1,000 gold
pesos per league. Of these, 125 leagues were turned over
to the Bank of Antwerp.

The turn-of-the-century oligarchic government thus
condemned Patagonia to be ruled by large landowners and
to be and to the medieval system of primitive methods of
exploitation. It condemned Patagonia to sheep farming, the
most harmful and injurious form of production. But what
was established by the oligarchic regime was later
embraced, or at least tolerated, by the Radical and Peronist
governments, as well as by all of Argentina’s military
dictatorships. In Patagonia, military governors are honored
with monuments, banquets, and tasteless poetry for having
promoted a handful of public works while leaving the great
landed estates intact—and, in the end, these public works
were largely carried out to benefit the landowners. None
have thought to promote immigration through the
construction of ports, irrigation systems, and factories. And,
fundamentally, none have thought to promote agriculture
among the region’s indigenous inhabitants instead of
planning for their total extermination. The only initiatives,
rather, have been of a military nature. With warships and
barracks, the government attempted to forge a sense of
patriotism that can only be felt through shared traditions
and a day-to-day commitment to the land. But that would be
to speak of wasted opportunities. Reality was and is
different.

What invites ridicule is the idea, still being peddled today,
that the repression seen during the 1921-1922 strike was
carried out in defense of our national heritage and against
those who, flying the red flag, wanted to “internationalize”
Patagonia. Without any need for a red flag, Patagonia was
already internationalized—not just by foreign landowners,



but also because all of her raw material wealth was sent
overseas.

In other words, the intervention of the Argentine Army
did not occur to defend the nation’s interests, but to
preserve the status and privileges of foreign companies and
to protect an unjust feudal regime that still chokes southern
Argentina, slowly turning it into a desert.

And it will be in that desolate landscape where the sparks
will fly between the two poles of the region’s rudimentary
social structure: the serfs and the great medieval
landowners.



CHAPTER TWO: THE WHITES AND THE
REDS

“A handful of ranchers were the masters of
Patagonia, paying in scrip or Chilean currency”
Colonel Pedro Vinas Ibarra, who, as a captain,
commanded one of the columns repressing

the strikes in Patagonia.

The slaughter of Patagonia’s workers will occur under the
watch of President Hipélito Yrigoyen, the first president of
Argentina elected by universal, secret, and compulsory
voting.! The leader of a movement with deep popular roots,
a caudillo loved by the petite bourgeois and proletarian
masses (with the exception of those class-conscious workers
who identified as anarchists or socialists), Hipodlito Yrigoyen
and his Radical Civic Union successfully used constitutional
methods to destroy the regime—but not the power—of the
landowning and mercantile oligarchy. Though timid, his
reformism successfully managed to democratize Argentina
and increase the political participation of the masses, while
he made genuine attempts at a more independent foreign
policy and a fairer redistribution of the country’s wealth.
But this same timidity, this propensity for dialogue and
compromise, was not enough to overcome the crises faced
by his administration. When the industrial workers of
Buenos Aires rose up, he allowed the oligarchy to repress
them with the army and the armed commandos of the
upper crust, resulting in the bloodshed of the Tragic Week
of January 1919. And when Patagonia’s agricultural
workers firmly demanded a series of concessions and the
movement threatened to go beyond mere unionism—
according to the information available in Buenos Aires—he



lets the army defend the feudal order with blood and fire.

Yrigoyen thus became the involuntary executioner of
Argentina’s social movements. Ironic, but not coincidental.
What hadn’t occurred under the pre-1916 oligarchic
regime—during which repression never reached the level of
collective massacre—would transpire under the populist
government of Yrigoyen (to reduce repetition).

1920. The distant territory of Patagonia is in crisis. Since
the end of the Great War, wool prices have fallen and unrest
has increased. The British market is saturated. Two and a
half million bundles of wool from Australia and New
Zealand that were shipped to London have gone unsold.
Patagonian wool hasn’t even had that much luck: it hasn’t
even left the port. The London bureau of the Havas news
agency issues a report stating that “significant stocks of low
quality South American wool have been offered at low
prices to the Central Powers.” The good times of the war,
when money flowed freely into hands that were already full,
have ended in Patagonia. This is the fate of all regions that
are condemned to produce a single product: when the price
of wool rises, there’s prosperity; when it falls, as occurred
from 1919 on, there’s unemployment, poverty, repression,
depressed wages, economic crisis, resignation among small
producers and traders, and panic among large landowners.
The latter has already asked Yrigoyen for help, though the
president proved to be far from sympathetic. The Radical
president instead dared, on two consecutive occasions, to
move against the sacred interests of the true masters of
Patagonia. He reinstated customs offices in the far south to
control imports and exports and then ordered land claims
to be reassessed. The latter meant that many ranches were
considerably reduced in size, as their owners had taken
possession of much more land than they actually owned.

These two measures cut down on a number of rights and
prerogatives that had been acquired per se, but also
created a defensive atmosphere among large landowners



that united them in resistance to anything that smelled of
tax collectors and government agents.

It was Dr. Ismael P. Vinas, the new judge in the Patagonian
territories of Santa Cruz and Tierra del Fuego—a man with
a Radical background and a personal friend of Yrigoyen—
who broke with the tradition that all of Patagonia’s public
servants and judges either answered to ranching interests
or were their direct agents. Before the surprised eyes of
the representatives of the region’s corporations, Vinas
initiated legal proceedings for tax evasion against one of
the region’s largest ranching concerns, The Monte Dinero
Sheep Farming Company. The resolute judge also initiated
proceedings against The San Julidn Sheep Farming
Company for their illegal seizure of the property of Donald
Munro, who had passed away at the turn of the century and
whose fields, as he lacked heirs, should have been turned
over to the National Education Council.

This was unthinkable for the large ranching concerns and
their agents. It was clear that something had changed in
Argentina. The Yrigoyen administration had decided to
defend the government'’s interests against the creeping
influence of those who controlled the country’s sources of
socioeconomic power. But this radicalism showed its
limitations at each step. Though he backed Judge Vinas,
Yrigoyen also allowed for the inconceivable: the
government of Santa Cruz remained in the hands of an
ultraconservative, Edelmiro Correa Falcon, who—though
it’s hard to believe—simultaneously served as the secretary
of the Santa Cruz Rural Society, the landowners’ federation.
President Yrigoyen could have immediately designated
someone else to serve as governor, as Santa Cruz was then
a territory and not a province—it was under the direct
control of the federal government, in other words, and did
not enjoy political autonomy.?

As if afraid of rattling the mighty too much, Yrigoyen did
not replace Correa Falcon. The ultraconservative continues



holding the reins of the territory’s government bureaucracy
and police apparatus, both of which will be used against the
Radical judge.

We shall see how the judge will be supported in this
conflict by the sparse middle class of Santa Cruz—small
business owners, white collar workers, and artisans—as
well as by unionized workers. A crude class alliance in this
distant territory will form a sort of anti-oligarchic front
aimed at destroying the medieval regime to which they are
subjected. When the hour of decision comes, however, this
class alliance will break apart and the entire middle class
will defect to the side of the landowners, letting the workers
alone fall victim to the savage repression.

But first let’s study the forces in Buenos Aires that are
playing tug-of-war over Argentina’s first popularly elected
president.

When Patagonia’s landowners asked Yrigoyen for support
in facing the wool crisis, the president was surrounded by a
series of enormous problems. Though he hadn’t lost his
calm, he was constantly being attacked in both
international and domestic politics and on economic, social,
and political issues.

Internationally, Yrigoyen had once again fallen out of
favor with the Allied nations. Foreign Minister Pueyrredéon
had left Geneva during the inaugural meeting of the League
of Nations after being the sole delegate to vote against the
war reparations imposed on defeated Germany. The
Argentina of Yrigoyen thus remained true to its policy of
neutrality, showing its desire to maintain an independent
line, that of a sovereign nation.

And the summer that comes at the end of 1920 will be a
hot one in every sense of the word. The peso reaches a
record low: 100 dollars buy 298.85 Argentine pesos,
scandalizing the haughty columnists at the traditional
newspapers, the fearless defenders of the oligarchy’s
privileges. They blame the populist government. They don’t



explain that the falling value of the German mark also
affects the value of pounds sterling and strengthens the
dollar, and that Argentina’s economy has become more
independent of the British sphere and is slowly beginning to
fall under the influence of the true winner of the First World
War: the United States.

Domestically, the price of bread has jumped once again,
this time to sixty centavos per kilo, which makes these same
columnists remember in passing that, before the coming of
the populist government, this essential foodstuff cost barely
thirty centavos.

Labor conflicts are on the rise. There’s a near-general
strike among agricultural laborers, primarily in the
provinces of Buenos Aires, Santa Fe, Cérdoba, Chaco, and
Entre Rios. The ranchers, the small independent farmers,
and the large and small property owners don’t turn to
Yrigoyen for defense. They don’t trust him. Neither do
Argentina’s businessmen nor the representatives of
powerful foreign corporations. They know that they have a
firm ally, their only friend but a strong one: the Argentine
Army. If the army hadn’t defeated the workers of the Vasena
metal works with fire and blood, who else would have saved
the country from the anarchist and Bolshevik hordes in
January 19197 Did Yrigoyen even try? Did anyone see any
white berets on the streets repressing the rebel workers?3
All those individuals whose actions stand out in the
uncontrolled class struggle of the first three decades of the
twentieth century have been graduates of the National
Military College. It was Colonel Ramoén Falcén who trained
the police and worked to break up the major labor
organizations until 1909, the year in which he fell victim to
the bomb thrown by the anarchist Simén Radowitzky. It was
General Dellepiane who became the hero of the Vasena
metal works, where proletarian cadavers were piled into
wheelbarrows. It is Lieutenant Colonel José Félix Uriburu
who will give subversive anarchism the coup de grace in



1930, together with men like Colonel Pilotto and Major
Rosasco.* And later on, it is General Justo who will put an
end to the dreams and vagaries of proletarian revolution
with severe repression and a continuous state of siege.

But in the wake of the Tragic Week, or Red Week, of
January 1919, the upper and upper-middle classes—that is,
everyone with something to lose from a workers’ uprising—
start preparing to defend themselves, even though they
know they can count on the army as a strong ally. The
genius behind this movement is Dr. Manuel Carlés, the
president of the Argentine Patriotic League. A talented
organizer, his paramilitary organization spreads across the
country, forming a true army of white guards. The
organization’s brigades are formed by bosses, managers,
foremen, police officers, retired military men, and the so-
called good workers. Respectable people, in other words.
Well-armed, they patrol Argentina’s small towns and
countryside. If a property owner has a problem with their
laborers, the Argentine Patriotic League comes to their aid.
They are prepared to do whatever is needed to defend
what’s theirs. Carlés has also organized women'’s brigades,
led by young Catholic women from good families who
recruit their followers from among factory workers and
domestic workers.

Manuel Carlés tours the country, sounding the alarm
about the threat posed by organized labor and the Yrigoyen
administration, despite having been an employee of the
federal government not long ago. On December 5th, 1920,
Carlés gives the following florid speech:

We are the only country in the world whose authorities, barely
concealing their contempt, allow for public sedition against our
national identity. Saturated with the insults of sectarianism, the
greatest atrocities against the right to work and the moral honor of the
fatherland are treated as if they were but the sound of falling rain.

The Patriotic League acts with complete independence:



they use the newspapers to issue orders to their members,
openly calling on them to take up arms, repress strikes,
provide support for besieged capitalists, etc.> One example
will be enough: this communiqué was issued on December
5th, 1921 by the Patriotic League brigade in Marcos Juarez,
Cordoba in the midst of a peon strike:

The brigade has mobilized all of its members, who are preparing
themselves to defend their collective interests from the anarchist
agitators who made their appearance last night and who have since
been interfering with the harvest. These outlaws have been threatening
the workers and resort to violence at the first sign of resistance; they
immediately tried to storm the police station when a group of their
agitators was arrested. Such a state of affairs justifies the serious
measure of mobilizing the brigade. Divided into defense sectors, we
stand ready to repel this aggression. The town’s police force is small,
but fortunately we form a large and determined group that is willing to
guarantee the right to work, even if by force of arms. Today we called
upon the ringleader of the subversive movement—a foreigner, naturally
—and we have given him a period of two hours to leave the region. If he
fails to do so, we will follow the instructions issued by the central
committee for these situations. Dr. Carlés has addressed the brigade,
endorsing our actions and offering us the tools we need to reach our
noble goals.

It’s clear that the League has been given a free hand:
they run workers out of town, carry firearms, attack unions,
break up protests. It’s a counter-union, a union of the
bosses. The only difference is that the government and the
police don’t allow the workers to carry firearms.

And quite rightly. Nobody can disagree—at least from the
point of view of those who have something to lose—that
everyone should defend themselves as best they can. Fear
justifies everything. News of the massacres of nobles,
capitalists, and landowners by revolutionaries in Russia has
kept the lords and masters of Argentina up at night. It’s
time for neither hesitancy nor the Christian spirit. Each
class must defend what’s theirs. This true around the world



but especially so in Argentina, with the country’s strong
union movement and anarchism’s unshakable hold on broad
sectors of its working class. But the government doesn’t
seem to have taken notice of the muted class warfare that
has taken over the streets and countryside. And so Yrigoyen
is criticized by the workers for allowing illegal paramilitary
organizations to operate with impunity and by the bosses
who rebuke his lack of energy in suppressing strikes and
acts of terrorism.

Now let’s examine the forces that will come into conflict in
the distant territory of Santa Cruz. On one side, we have
the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society (affiliated with the
Argentine Regional Workers’ Federation, or FORA), which
organized stevedores, cooks, waiters, hotel staff, and
farmworkers. Their enemies were the city’s bosses,
organized in the Rio Gallegos Commerce and Industry
League, the Santa Cruz Rural Society (bringing together all
the region’s ranchers), and the Argentine Patriotic League,
which, as we have said, united property owners, trusted
employees, etc. and was a paramilitary organization
directed against the proletarian left.

Let’s start with the workers. Their central organizations
in Buenos Aires were totally divided.

There were two FORAs: the FORA V (orthodox
anarchists)® and the FORA IX, in which syndicalists,
socialists, and the addicts of Russia’s Bolshevik revolution
prevailed.” The latter promoted dialogue with the Radical
government—one of its leaders, Maritime Workers’
Federation Secretary-General Francisco J. Garcia, had open
access to Hipdlito Yrigoyen’s offices. The anarchists of the
FORA'V called them chameleons, while the FORA IX, in
turn, considered the anarchists to be sectarians.

But the working class wasn’t just divided into different
organizations, but also different ideologies. Among the
socialists, there was the classic division between social



democrats and partisans of the dictatorship of the
proletariat, as represented by the Socialist Party and the
International Socialist Party, which would soon change its
name to the Communist Party. The anarchists, in turn,
assumed three different positions: the orthodox anarchists
were split into a moderate wing (which had a voice in the
newspaper La Protesta) and a leftist wing (represented by
the newspapers El Libertario, La Obra, and later on La
Antorcha), while another group of anarchists who
sympathized with the Russian Revolution was grouped
around the newspaper Bandera Roja, and included Julio R.
Barcos, Garcia Thomas, etc. These latter were the so-called
anarcho-bolsheviks.

None of these divisions that caused such heated polemics
in Buenos Aires were visible in the Santa Cruz Workers’
Federation, which had its headquarters in Rio Gallegos. Its
leaders didn’t concern themselves with ideological
differences and instead focused on standing up to the
power of the bosses, the government, and the police.
There’s no doubt that danger had united them. We can say
that, deep down, they all had an anarchist background,
though many were still blinded by the triumph of the
Russian Revolution.

The Rio Gallegos Workers’ Federation had a short life. It
was founded in 1910 and would end its days among the
mass graves of its members in the summer of 1921-1922.
The founder of this labor organization was a blacksmith
named José Mata, described by the police as a “suspected
anarchist militant.” He was born in Oviedo, Spain in 1879.
He had several children, whose names speak for
themselves: Progreso (Progress), Eliseo (Elysium), Alegria
(Happiness), Libertario (Libertarian), Bienvenida
(Welcome). The first labor dispute in Santa Cruz took place
in November 1914 on the Mata Grande ranch, owned by
the Englishman Guillermo Patterson. The leaders of this
first strike were the Spaniard Fernando Solano Palacios and



the Austrian Mateo Giubetich. They demanded that their
bosses stop charging migrant farmworkers for their meals
and for the combs and shears broken during the shearing,
as well as demanding that medical examinations be
voluntary, or rather that this expense stop being the
responsibility of the workers. They also demanded 85 pesos
per month plus food expenses for cart drivers instead of the
90 pesos minus 30 centavos per meal they were currently
being paid. The shearers should also have their meals
included, they demanded.

The strike then spread to the Los Manantiales and Florida
Negra ranches, which were owned by the Englishmen
Kemp and Hobbs. The police intervened in defense of the
English ranchers and arrested the movement’s two leaders.
The judge invoked the Social Defense Law, an anti-anarchist
measure that sentenced them to prison time and the
seizure of 1,000 pesos of their property as reparations for
lost profits. But the problems didn’t end there, as the strike
then spread to all the ranches located near San Julidn. The
movement’s leadership fell to the interim secretary of the
San Julidn Workers’ Society, a forty-eight-year-old Chilean
carpenter named Juan de Dios Figueroa. Shearing stopped
throughout the region and the bosses responded by
bringing in scabs by ship from Buenos Aires. When the
scabs disembarked, a battle broke out on the beach. The
scabs were backed by the police. This first conflict ended in
the total defeat of the strikers and the region’s anarchists
were hunted down, leading to the arrest of sixty-eight
people, an unprecedented number for San Julidn. Nearly all
of them were foreigners: forty Spaniards, twenty Chileans,
one Englishman, one Italian, one Russian, four Argentines,
and one Frenchman.

At the beginning of 1915, and as an aftershock of the first
strike, the workers of The New Patagonia Meat Preserving
and Cold Storage Co. Ltd.—the Swift meatpacking plant of
Rio Gallegos—stopped work. Once again, police repression



helped defeat the movement, and strike leaders Serafin Pita
(Uruguayan) and José Mandrioli (Italian) were imprisoned.

The subsequent movements would also be strangled by
police repression. But the region’s labor organizations,
instead of being destroyed, were strengthened by these
defeats. It’s worth mentioning the strike declared on April
20th, 1917, the first attempted general strike in Rio
Gallegos. It was organized by the workers to demand an
end to the practice of corporal punishment inflicted by
foremen on underage farmworkers. It was a strike carried
out in solidarity, in other words, which speaks to the
altruistic spirit that motivated the proletarians of these
distant lands.

In April 1918, a general strike was declared in Puerto
Deseado. The demands of the employees of La Andnima
(owned by the Braun-Menéndez family) and other
companies were supported by the railway workers of the
Deseado-Las Heras line, the only rail line in Santa Cruz.

There was always contact and solidarity between the
anarchist workers’ organizations in Argentine and Chilean
Patagonia, solidarity that managed to overcome the
enormous distances separating the two countries and the
unreliable means of communication connecting them.
Collaboration was so close that many union leaders
operated in both regions, such as the libertarian Eduardo
Puente, who participated in the April 1918 demonstrations
in Puerto Deseado and later played a role in the strikes that
December in Punta Arenas, the southernmost city in Chile.
The Magallanes Workers’ Federation (Chile) declared a
general strike in protest against “the high cost of living and
the economic monopoly of a single family we all depend
on”"—the Braun-Menéndez family, naturally. Striking
workers were attacked by the gendarmerie, leaving many
dead or wounded. Soldiers sacked the union’s office,
destroying their furniture and archives, and arrested the
three main strike leaders: Puente, Olea, and Cofre. But the



popular outrage was so great that the authorities decided
to come to an arrangement with the union. They agreed to
all of the strike demands and released Olea and Cofre.
Puente, however, was deported. He was sent back to Rio
Gallegos, where the workers were in a state of great
agitation. The Workers’ Federation was making the biggest
moves it had ever made. And the fight wasn’t over higher
wages but the freedom of one man: Apolinario Barrera.

This is how it happened: Simén Radowitzky, the young
anarchist who had killed Colonel Falcén in 1909 and had
been sentenced to life in Tierra del Fuego, the “Argentine
Siberia,” escaped from his island prison. He had the help of
Apolinario Barrera, the manager of the anarchist
newspaper La Protesta, who had come down from Buenos
Aires specifically for this purpose. After a legendary escape,
they were captured in Chile and taken to Punta Arenas on
the cruiser Zenteno, left shackled to an iron bar on the deck
for twelve days. From there, an Argentine Navy transport
took them to Rio Gallegos, where Aponinario Barrera was
turned over to the police and Radowitzky was sent back to
the gloomy Ushuaia penitentiary.

Meanwhile, the governor, in turn, ordered that Puente
also be arrested and sent to Ushuaia. The Workers’
Federation called a general assembly of its members on
January 14th, 1919 to decide on whether or not to organize
a general strike calling for the release of Apolinario Barrera
and Eduardo Puente. But the assembly never got the
chance to make its decision, as the police, under the
command of Commissioner Ritchie, surrounded the union
offices, barged in, and arrested the entire leadership
committee (nine Spaniards and one Russian). Another
group of workers immediately took over the committee’s
duties and declared a general strike.

Something unexpected happened on January 17th,
something that had never been seen on the streets of Rio
Gallegos: a demonstration by working-class women. They



demanded the immediate release of the men who had been
imprisoned because of their union activities. According to
the police, the women, who had taken over Calle Zapiola
and Calle Independencia, refused orders to disperse. They
allegedly hurled abuse at the representatives of law and
order, threw stones at Commissioner Alfredo Maffei and
attacked Officer Ramén Reyes from behind.

Things only got more serious from there. Sergeant Jesus
Sanchez arrested the demonstration’s organizer, the
Spaniard Pilar Martinez (a thirty-one-year-old widow and a
cook by trade). But according to the police report, the
woman—a brave Galician flower—gave him “a sharp kick in
the testicles, producing a painful contusion rendering him
unfit for duty for two days.” The police report, signed by
Commissioner Ritchie, adds that this crude act committed
by a representative of the weaker sex was witnessed by
Submissioner Luis Lugones and the civilians Antonio
Adrover, Pedro Rubione, and Augusto Guilard, who
immediately offered to testify against the woman.

The medical report, issued by Dr. Ladvocat, shouldn’t be
missed: “Sergeant Jesus Sanchez complains of a sharp pain
in his left testicle that is exacerbated by the slightest
pressure. But it will heal without any long-term
consequences for the patient.” His honor was saved!
Heaven forbid that this police officer should lose the virility
that he demonstrated so well by beating women.

This affair ended with the formal dissolution of the
Workers’ Federation and the fleeting triumph of the
governor, who just a few days later will have to come to the
rescue of Colonel Contreras Sotomayor, the governor of the
Chilean province of Magallanes, then facing a strike by the
workers at the Borries Meatpacking Plant in Puerto
Natales. These workers were supported by the Ultima
Esperanza Farmworkers and Meatpackers Union, led by
the anarchists Teran, Espinosa, Saldivia, and Viveros. The
workers occupied the city and administered it through



workers’ councils.

Despite the internal situation in Rio Gallegos and the
popular rebellion in Punta Arenas that threatened to spill
over the border, the governor of Santa Cruz sent all the
troops at his disposal to Puerto Natales, where Major Bravo
reinstated the Chilean deputy mayor at his post.

And so the first cycle of workers’ uprisings in the extreme
south of the continent came to an end. The Rio Gallegos
Workers’ Federation also ended the first stage of its
existence with the final closure of its offices by Judge Sola
and the imprisonment of its leaders, who would be released
just five months later. And it is Antonio Soto who will lead
the new Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society in the second stage
of its existence, right up to its final defeat at the hands of
Lieutenant Colonel Varela.



CHAPTER THREE: DAWN FOR THE
WRETCHED

“For his exploiters, the value of a man can’t
match

that of a mule, a sheep, or a horse.”

Manifesto of the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society
November 1920

The strikes in Punta Arenas, Puerto Natales, Puerto
Deseado, and Rio Gallegos were enormously significant for
those living in the south. They opened the eyes of the
bosses to the possibility of a revolutionary strike that could
threaten the private property system at any moment. The
days had ended when some people gave the orders and
others did nothing but obey. And they realized that, to
defend themselves from this danger, they needed unity and,
above all, the support of the federal government, which
could provide police reinforcements and deploy the armed
forces. For the workers, these episodes showed that a
movement without organization was condemned to fail.
More than anything else, the men of the Rio Gallegos
Workers’ Society criticized themselves for their lack of
coordination with their sister organizations in Puerto
Natales and Punto Arenas on the Chilean side of the border.

To understand the background to the coming tragedy, we
need a clear explanation of the behavior of two men: Judge
Vinas and the journalist José Maria Borrero. The first
represents the Radical Party in all its zeal for change and
progress; the second, with his charismatic personality, is
the spokesman for that stratum of Santa Cruz society
caught between the landowners and the workers. A stratum
that is almost entirely made up of Spaniards: small



landowners, small business owners, tavern keepers, hotel
and restaurant owners, white collar workers, independent
artisans, etc. This petite bourgeoisie sees their existence
threatened by the large consortiums—Ilike the Braun-
Menéndez family’s La Andnima—true regional monopolies
in the sale of such staple products as food, clothing, etc.,
and possessing the capital and logistical infrastructure
needed to destroy any potential competition.

With the meager resources at its disposal, the Patagonian
middle class depends on its clientele, the workers. They
even support the labor movement to a certain extent,
because higher wages means more purchasing power and
therefore higher sales volumes.

This middle social stratum has just one weekly newspaper
to speak for it: La Verdad, whose owner and editor is José
Maria Borrero. On their side, the landowners have the
biweekly La Union.

Two dissimilar men arrive in Rio Gallegos at almost
exactly the same time, though by very different routes. The
first is the aforementioned Judge Ismael Vinas, appointed
by President Yrigoyen for a three year term, while the
second is the Spaniard Antonio Soto, who ended up in the
far south as a stagehand for a traveling Spanish operetta
company: he set up the scenery, arranged the seating,
cleaned up afterwards, and even played the occasional
minor role when needed. He decides to stay in Rio Gallegos
and, within a matter of weeks, becomes the secretary of the
Workers’ Society, steering it in a frankly revolutionary
direction.

The fuse of the coming tragedy will be lit by Judge Vinas
through his aforementioned legal proceedings against two
English ranching companies: The Monte Dinero Sheep
Farming Company and The San Julidn Sheep Farming
Company.

The acting governor and secretary of the Rural Society,
Correa Falcodn, uses all the resources at his disposal—the



police, the government bureaucracy, and the newspaper La
Union—to obstruct the judge. José Maria Borrero defends
the judge’s unprecedented stand against the power of the
landowners in the pages of La Verdad, while two lawyers,
Juan Carlos Beheran and Salvador Corminas, provide legal
support. This group of men makes contact with the Rio
Gallegos Workers’ Society and holds frequent meetings
with Antonio Soto and other union leaders. And so there are
working-class manifestos written by Borrero, a lawyer.

A protracted power struggle between the judge and the
governor ensues. Vinas accelerates the legal proceedings
and orders Monte Dinero’s assets to be auctioned off. The
governor retaliates by ordering the arrest of the auctioneer
and a group of the judge’s friends, including José Maria
Borrero, Corminas, and Beheran. When Vinas orders the
seizure of the assets of San Julidn, the other English
ranching company, Governor Correa Falcon once again
intervenes with the police to prevent them from being
auctioned off.

The president soon learns of the conflict. Even though
Judge Vinas is a loyal Radical, the federal government
knows that supporting him would bring the country into
conflict with English capital at a time when Yrigoyen
doesn’t want any more problems than he already has; the
British legation has been closely following events as they
unfold.

Neither has the depression in the wool market been
properly dealt with. The time is not right for Yrigoyen to
involve himself in land conflicts in Patagonia. For him, that
time will never come.

Judge Vinas will be disowned. He will emerge defeated
from his attempt to fight British capital. The victor will be
Governor Correa Falcon, along with all the interests he
represents. But the war is just getting underway and the
judge has only lost two battles.

In addition to this internecine strife between the



representatives of the executive and legislative powers,
which the landowners and merchants of Santa Cruz were
following with concern, there was also an atmosphere of
latent rebellion among the workers in the region’s small
towns and rural areas. Worried, Governor Correa Falcén
informs the interior minister in April 1920 that “some
individuals have arrived from the capital and other parts of
the country to spread new ideas, beginning a campaign
aiming to subvert the territory’s public order.” He encloses
a copy of an anarchist pamphlet titled justicia Social, which
had been widely distributed among the region’s
farmworkers.

Correa Falcén, who has a nose for labor disturbances, is
not overreacting. That June, at the La Oriental ranch near
the province of Chubut, an unmistakably subversive strike
breaks out. Two Russian anarchists—Anastasio Plichuk and
Arsento Casachuk—and one Spaniard—Domingo Barén—
stir up the farmworkers and proceed to carry out an
occupation of the ranch. But Correa Falcon, with the help of
the Chubut police, acts with exemplary speed and vigor. He
steps in and breaks the strike. The two Russians and the
Spaniard—with the stigma of having violated Article 25 of
Public Safety Law 7029—receive a few good blows to their
swollen, revolutionary heads and are thrown in the hold of a
naval transport on its way to Buenos Aires, where President
Yrigoyen will sign their deportation orders under Residence
Law 4.144.

Correa Falcén also knows that there is another threat
right there in Rio Gallegos: Antonio Soto, the new
secretary-general of the Workers’ Society.

A Spaniard, Antonio Soto was born in the Galician city of
El Ferrol on October 11th, 1897, the son of Antonio Soto
and Concepcion Canalejo. He arrived in Buenos Aires at the
age of thirteen. When his father passed away, he and his
brother Francisco entered a life of misery and privation not
uncommon in Argentina at the time of the centennial.



Antonio was rarely able to attend elementary school.
Instead, he learned a variety of trades—like many other
children in those days—and was educated by poverty,
exploitation, and corporal punishment. He was attracted to
anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist ideas from a young age.
In 1919—when he was twenty-two years old—he joined the
Serrano-Mendoza theater company, which toured the ports
of Argentine Patagonia and then continued on to Punta
Arenas, Puerto Natales, Puerto Montt, etc., bringing the
dramatic arts to the south’s most isolated southern villages.

A true popular rebellion breaks out in Trelew, Chubut in
January 1920. It all started when retail workers go on strike
in protest against the governor, the police, and powerful
businessmen. Almost the entire population of the city joins
the movement. The situation is aggravated by mutual
recriminations and, as in every small town, personal issues
came to the fore.

In the midst of this conflict, Antonio Soto, the stagehand
of the Serrano-Mendoza theater company, makes his
appearance by rallying the people behind the striking
workers. This earns him his arrest and expulsion from
Chubut. It’s the first entry on his police record.

He arrives in Rio Gallegos soon afterwards. He is
attracted to the town’s working class atmosphere. Before
and after theatrical performances, he goes to the
headquarters of the Workers’ Society and listens to the
speeches of Dr. José Maria Borrero, who speaks like the
gods and always leaves the audience stunned. Borrero
encourages Soto to stay in Rio Gallegos and join the union;
he realizes that Soto is a man of action with the proper
ideological background, as well as someone who knows how
to express himself in assemblies. And so when the theater
leaves town, Soto stays behind.

The future leader of the rural strikes finds work as a
stevedore, or as he calls himself, a “beach worker.” By
Sunday, May 24th, 1920, he has been elected secretary-



general of the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society.

This is Antonio Soto. According to his police file, he is 1.84
meters tall, has clear blue eyes, dirty blond hair, and a lazy
right eye.

He receives his baptism by fire as a union leader that July.
Together with unions from elsewhere in Santa Cruz, the Rio
Gallegos Workers’ Society launches strikes in every port
and hotel in the territory. They demand higher wages. It
isn’t easy. Particularly in Rio Gallegos. The stevedores lose
their strike. The hotel workers’ union moves forward,
however. The bosses give in, accepting the workers’
conditions—with the exceptions of the owners of the Hotel
Espanol and the Grand Hotel, who resort to hiring scabs. So
Soto and a compatriot enter one of the hotels and use their
fists to try and convince the holdouts to stop work.

When the hotel owner complains to the police, Soto and
his colleague are arrested. Representatives of the Workers’
Society then approach Judge Vinas, asking him to release
the two men. The time has come for the judge to put the
governor in check. Vinas orders the two workers to be
immediately released, even though the police have already
initiated criminal proceedings against them for forcible
entry, assault, and property damage. We shall soon see the
consequences of this decision.

On August 24th, the police chief, Commissioner Diego
Ritchie, informs Governor Correa Falcén that:

The police have discovered that the local Workers’ Federation is
working with its counterparts in Buenos Aires, the port cities and Punta
Arenas (Chile) to launch a general strike that is to begin next month, a
movement that could take on a revolutionary nature ... dynamite is
being prepared in one or more of the territory’s ports.

Commissioner Ritchie—who insists that the strike will
include rural peons—puts in a request for machine guns.

Two weeks later—on September 7th, 1920—the police
chief’s concerns grow and he sends the governor another



report:

Faced with the threat from the workers and anarchists, I deem the
situation in the territory to be quite serious, as there’s no doubt that
the general strike being planned will unavoidably become a seditious
movement, given the unrest in the workers’ camp and the territory’s
numerous anarchists and repeat offenders, whose ranks are being
swelled by the dangerous elements expelled from Punta Arenas in the
aftermath of that city’s revolutionary strike.

In his urgent request for reinforcements, the police chief
provides the following interesting details:

The territory’s police force consists of 230 troopers (including the
border patrol), who are stationed at 46 precincts, sub-precincts and
detachments spread across a 282,000 square kilometer territory that is
home to some very important ranches and four large meatpacking
plants—the Swift plant in Rio Gallegos, the Swift plant in San Julian, the
Armour plant in Puerto Santa Cruz and the Puerto Deseado Meatpacking
Plant, owned by a local ranching company. Rio Gallegos alone has a
population of around 4,000 residents, with more in important towns
like Puerto Santa Cruz, San Julian, Puerto Deseado, and Las Heras. It’s
easy to see how difficult or even impossible it would be to defeat a
movement such as the one being prepared with our badly paid and
understaffed police force.

He then requests infantry troops from Buenos Aires or a
warship carrying an expeditionary force, adding that the
police under his command are keeping a close watch on the
movement’s ringleaders.

On December 15th, 1920, Governor Correa Falcon
complains to the interior minister that Judge Vinas “favors
the workers” and has been a party to “extortion” against
the business community of Rio Gallegos. This is what
happened: after the July hotel workers’ strike had been
lifted, the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society declared a boycott
of the hotels that had refused the union’s demands. The
boycott was well organized: taxi drivers refused to take
passengers to those hotels, union members talked to hotel



staff and encouraged them to stop working—or, rather,
pressured them to stop work—and hotel guests were
stopped in the street and had the conflict politely explained
to them. And the streets of that small city were inundated
with flyers in those days.

As we have said, these two hotels were the Grand Hotel
and the Hotel Espanol. The owner of the latter, Serafin
Zapico, seeing that he would either have to give in or be
forced to close the hotel, asked Judge Vinas for advice.
Vinas agreed to straighten things out for him, telling him
the next day to go to the headquarters of the Workers’
Society, as Soto and other union members had agreed to
meet with him. The distressed businessman did as he was
told and Soto informed him that the only way to resolve the
matter would be to rehire the four hotel workers who had
been fired during the strike, paying their lost wages, and
accepting the conditions demanded by the union. Zapico
consulted with Vinas, who also told him that this was the
only way to end the conflict. And so Zapico bowed his head
and paid up.

Things wouldn’t be so easy for Manuel Albarellos, the
owner of the Grand Hotel. Despairing of the “blockade”
imposed by the Workers’ Society, he also turned to Judge
Vinas, who gave him the same advice he had given Zapico.
According to Albarellos’s subsequent statement to the
police, when he entered the building he was surrounded by
union members who insulted him and threatened him,
saying that they could only reach an arrangement if he paid
a 3,700-peso fine.

The desperate hotel owner—3,700 pesos was a
substantial sum in those days—went back to Judge Vinas,
who told him not to give up and promised to settle the
matter. Vinas—after meeting with the labor leaders—told
the hotel owner that he was able to get him a “discount”
and that he would only have to come up with 2,500 pesos.
To complete his cavalry, the reluctant hotel owner,



accustomed to treating his workers like slaves, had to
swallow his pride and make the payment in person at the
union headquarters. The hotel owner, specialized in
attending to the needs of the well-to-do, had to hand the
money over to Soto, who made a show of counting it out
before an assembly of jubilant workers. Soto told him that
he could go, that the “blockade” would be lifted.

There’s no doubt that for these proletarians, accustomed
to the lean side of life, these triumphs must have felt
glorious.

Governor Correa Falcén makes all this known to the
federal government, sending a detailed report to Interior
Minister Ramén Gomez, popularly known as Tuerto Gomez.
The minister’s reaction is typical of the Radical
administration: he orders it to be filed away. For him, the
best way to solve a problem is to leave it unsolved. And this
would also allow the judge, a loyal party member, to remain
in good standing. The government already took the side of
the governor in the case of the English ranches. And so now
it’s time to take the judge’s side, even if only by omission.
Besides, it’s a policy of the Radical administration to give
the unions a free hand as long as they don’t go too far.

Under the leadership of Antonio Soto, the Rio Gallegos
Workers’ Society receives a great impetus. It acquires a
printing press, begins to publish the newspaper 1° de Mayo
and sends delegates to the ranches of the interior to explain
the basics of organizing and fighting for concessions. These
delegates bring up names like Proudhon, Bakunin,
Kropotkin, Malatesta. They all have an anarchist
background and constantly bring up the example of the
October Revolution in Russia.

It’s genuinely strange—and why not exciting?—to find the
red flag flying over the headquarters of a small union that
nevertheless embodied the hopes of the dispossessed in
distant Rio Gallegos, a town of barely four thousand



inhabitants, far removed from all major cities and
thousands of kilometers from the cauldron of rebellion that
Europe became in the 1920s. It’s incredible how these men,
who not only lacked proven leaders but also had a complete
lack of organizational experience, nevertheless put their
best foot forward in order to not lose the hurried pace that
the Russian Revolution had imposed on the proletariat.

And just as strange is another incident that will directly
lead to many of the events that followed. In September
1920, the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society asks the police for
permission to hold a memorial for the Catalan pedagogue
Francisco Ferrer, the father of rationalist education who
was executed eleven years beforehand at the Montjuich
Castle. In an act that brought shame upon the human race,
the most conservative faction of the Catholic Church had
influenced Alfonso XIII to do away with a teacher who used
reason to destroy myths and who opposed religious
obscurantism and militaristic irrationality above all else.

The memorial is scheduled for October 1st. In the days
leading up to the event, the Workers’ Society distributes
flyers throughout the city and surrounding ranches. The
text of these flyers says more than any later interpretation
of these events:

THE RIO GALLEGOS WORKERS’ SOCIETY
1909—0OCTOBER 13—1920
TO THE PEOPLE

It has been eleven years since this day moved the entire world.

It has been eleven years since the lowest and most cowardly attack on
Free Thought was carried out in the thousand-times-accursed
Montjuich Castle (Barcelona).

Francisco Ferrer, the founder of the Modern School, who taught
children the path of light, was cravenly executed by those Tartuffes who
commit all class of infamies in the name of Christ. But Francisco Ferrer
will live forever in our hearts and we shall always be ready to spit this
crime in the face of its perpetrators.

Glory to the martyrs of Human Liberty!



Glory to Francisco Ferrer!
Farmworkers: You have the duty to come to town on October 1st and
pay homage to the Martyr of Freedom.

FRANCISCO FERRER
Cravenly executed on October 13th, 1909

On September 28th, Diego Ritchie refuses to issue a
permit for the event. The workers aren’t intimidated and,
without stopping to blink, declare a forty-eight-hour
general strike.! And this isn’t a bluff. Here’s what Amador V.
Gonzalez has to say about the strike:

September 30th dawned to a city in a state of siege. Though there was
no reason to adopt such measures and martial law had not been
declared, pedestrians were banned from gathering on the streets or in
doorways, the armed forces poured out of the barracks to show off their
Mausers and prison guards patrolled the city by automobile,
frightening residents from north to south, as if the city was a warzone.
On the 1st, armed men surrounded the offices of the Workers’ Society
and passersby were stopped and sent in another direction. The offices
of the Workers’ Society were closed down and the homes of its
secretary and treasurer ransacked, but under what law? As a
preliminary measure, the Workers’ Society ordered the suspension of all
previously scheduled demonstrations and declared the general strike to
be indefinite until the authorities recognized their error in allowing the
police chief to use such extreme measures against a peaceful and
orderly commemoration.?

The confrontation is ruthless. The government and police
use force and the workers use the strike, that powerful
measure of civil disobedience.

Faced with Correa Falcén’s offensive, the workers turn to
their friends Borrero and Vinas. They gather in the offices
that the lawyer shares with Dr. Juan Carlos Beheran and
prepare to appeal Commissioner Ritchie’s decision.

In their statement to the judge, they make use of an
impressively original argument. They write:



We protest against the prohibition of a demonstration scheduled for
today—October 1, 1920—to commemorate the anniversary of the
execution of Francisco Ferrer, whom the believers in the religion of
labor hold as a martyr of freedom and a symbol of their ideas, just as
believers in the Catholic religion pay homage to St. Francis of Assisi or
the Maid of Orleans, recently beatified as St. Joan of Arc, or as believers
in the Mohammedan religion pay homage to Mohammed, or as believers
in the religion of patriotism pay tribute to the heroes of the
Reconquista, the War of Independence, or the Emancipation.

Judge Vinas receives the appeal at three in the afternoon
and immediately orders Commissioner Ritchie to explain his
motives. And he also informs him that the court will remain
open past its normal hours as a way of letting him know
that his response must be immediate.

The barracks arguments used by Commissioner Ritchie
show a devastating inconsistency:

By banning the meeting to be held today, the police department has
understood that it was to commemorate the memory of a person held to
be a martyr for his anarchist ideas, as Francisco Ferrer is universally
considered to be a fanatic of that cause which is currently threatening
to dissolve our contemporary social order. This gives the planned
homage the hallmarks of inviability inherent in that class of protests
that have been prohibited to protect the social order. Moreover, Your
Honor, this is fundamentally a protest against an execution carried out
by a foreign nation. Whether legal or illegal is not for us to judge for
reasons of international courtesy; a judgement cannot be made by our
constituted authorities, cannot take part, not even to grant a permit for
protests against the decisions made by the Spanish court system, as it
is not subject to our appeals. Nor was this event organized with a
respectable aim, such as that of the improvement of living conditions
for the working class. The character of the demonstration is purely
political and falls outside our remit.

Vinas doesn’t waver. Not only does he reverse the
commissioner’s decision, he also criticizes his ideas,
demonstrating a rational spirit and a respect for the ideas
of others:



The Public Safety Law has long been the subject of judicial decisions
and has just as long been the cause of errors, with a lack of knowledge
of our social history leading to many blatantly unfounded assertions.
The flyer distributed by the workers only states that the event will
commemorate the execution of the person mentioned, describing him
solely as the founder of the Modern School, nothing more. There is no
mention of any political tendency on the flyer that could be considered
anarchist or libertarian, which are admittedly new developments in the
history of ideas and whose consequences in the history of events are
even more recent. The scientific conception of anarchism, its theories
and the nature of its attacks are not only extremely vague and
confusing to the masses, but also to sociologists and law professors.
When these fundamental doubts present themselves before the court,
the duty of the law must be to prevent any restriction of the freedom of
assembly guaranteed in the Constitution.

Reading this decision, we have to give Vinas his due. It’s
clear that he had a special sensibility. It was truly
exceptional and daring to sign the defense of a labor
demonstration in this way, and even more exceptional still
for a homage to Ferrer in regions where the government
was controlled by the mighty—and just one year after the
Tragic Week, when it was the duty of all well-born
Argentines to hunt down revolutionary workers.

He orders the ban to be lifted and for the governor to be
informed of his decision.

The governor is notified on October 2nd. Correa Falcén,
neither stupid nor lazy, drafts his own resolution:
“Acknowledge receipt of the judicial decision and, as the
date on which the permit for a demonstration had been
requested has since passed, place the permit on file.”

Even though the opportunity to pay homage to Ferrer has
passed, the workers cannot contain their enthusiasm for
the judge’s decision. They feel defended; their ideas have
triumphed over the government officials whom they accuse
of being mere lackeys of commercial and landowning
interests. The Workers’ Society lifts the strike. Now the
offensive will be taken by the merchants and the property



owners of the Commerce and Industry League. They find a
leader in Ibon Noya, a rancher and the owner of the Buick
Garage, an auto parts store. And their counteroffensive will
also begin with boycotts. The first thing they do is organize
an advertisers’ boycott of a newspaper called La Gaceta del
Sur, which published an article praising the strike.

The Workers’ Society responds to this blow with an even
heavier one: a boycott of three local businesses. They
distribute flyers among the population encouraging them
not to purchase from three local grocery stores. With this
measure, they aim to divide the alliance of the bosses, since
other grocers will double their earnings as long as nobody
patronizes the three boycotted businesses.

Correa Falcén summons Soto to the police station to end
the conflict with the Commerce and Industry League. But
the anarchist tells Commissioner Ritchie that a police
station is hardly an ideal location to resolve labor issues.

Correa Falcén realizes that words are of no more use and
goes all in. On the night of October 19th, the Workers’
Society holds an assembly. So he acts. First measure:
agents are stationed outside the doors of the union
headquarters so nobody can leave. Second measure: the
police chief himself directs the raid, which will be carried
out by prison guards. The workers are forced against the
wall with their hands up and—once they have been patted
down for weapons—they are thrown out of the union offices
and lined up in full view of their neighbors. Then, escorted
by bayonets, they are marched in single file to the nearest
jail and locked up with the common criminals to soften them
up.

In the meantime, Correa Falcén covers his back, wiring
the following message to the interior minister:

A group of labor agitators held a meeting without the permit required
under existing regulations. The group, which for some time has been
characterized by their extortionate tactics and the aggressive nature of



their propaganda, disobeyed police orders to disperse. The police
arrested ten individuals on violations of the public safety and social
defense laws, as red flags and banners were confiscated, as were a
large number of flyers calling for consumers to boycott local
businesses. The municipal government and the Commerce and Industry
League passed measures in support of the police action and have
ensured that the populace will not suffer from shortages in the event of
a strike. These measures have been welcomed by public opinion.
Preliminary depositions have demonstrated the guilt of those arrested. I
hope that you will inform me if they should be turned over to the
federal government, given that they are foreigners to a man.

The governor’s plan was perfect. Only the immigrants
were processed and he took advantage of the government’s
confusion by offering the interior minister a way out: put
them aboard a battleship, send them all to Buenos Aires
and apply Law 4.144, expelling them from the country.
Dead, the dog is cured of rabies. Great problems require
great solutions.

This plan would have been very easy to carry out under a
conservative government. But now Hipdlito Yrigoyen was in
power and such cavalier treatment of the lives of others,
even if they were nothing more than poor immigrants, was
being slightly curtailed.

There was one big fish among those arrested at the union
offices: Dr. José Maria Borrero. According to Correa Falcon,
there were three men responsible for everything that had
been happening in that sleepy Patagonian town: Judge
Vinas, the fiery Borrero, and the Spaniard, Soto.

Those arrested were all Spaniards, which Borrero and his
friends skillfully frame as an attack on the Spanish
community. They complain to the Spanish consul and the
federal government.

With its offices closed and the majority of its leaders
jailed, the Workers’ Society immediately launches a general
strike. Judge Vinas orders Correa Falcén to immediately
free the arrestees, but he refuses to carry out the judge’s



orders.

With battleships available to take the arrestees away, the
governor impatiently awaits the response of the interior
minister. But the response of the federal government is
truly disappointing for Correa Falcon: “If the preliminary
depositions aren’t strong enough to begin legal
proceedings against the arrestees locally, they should be
released, keeping them under discreet surveillance in order
to avoid civil disturbances.” This means that Correa Falcén
must either turn the prisoners over to his enemy Vinas or
grant them conditional freedom. He chooses to take a
different path. He still has plenty of room to maneuver and
sees no reason to admit defeat, though he only has a few
weeks left in office—his replacement, Captain Angel Yza,
has already been named. He finds his inspiration in the
interior minister’s telegram, which states, “If the
preliminary depositions aren’t strong enough...” This
suggests that he still has an opportunity to build his case,
which can take several days. And Santa Cruz is very far
away from the capital—between telegram and telegram,
the prisoners could spend a great deal of time in the
shadows.

But the situation deteriorates. The strike spreads like an
oil spill throughout the countryside. The Workers’ Society
distributes the following manifesto to nearby ranches:

Greetings, comrades. The police have arrested a group of workers and
refused to release them, even when so ordered by the judge. Such an
abuse of authority has forced us to call a general strike, and so we urge
you to stop work and come to the capital as an act of solidarity until our
comrades walk free.

Regards, The Strike Committee.

The strike upsets the government of Santa Cruz. The
police are on the move. Groups of workers are broken up,
even when doing nothing more than walking down the
street, with the nightstick encouraging the reluctant. All



suspicious-looking Chileans are run out of town. Upon
receiving news of a group of Chileans gathered at the Hotel
Castilla,?® they carry out a raid, pulling no punches, and
identify all those present. Taverns are raided if they offer
haven to Chileans coming in from the countryside or allow
them to hold meetings. Their owners are often subpoenaed
or “delayed” at the police station. This produces solidarity
between workers and small business owners, uniting them
in open conflict with large companies such as La Anénima.

Correa Falcén has arrested twenty-seven people. But he
knows that he can’t get greedy and so he tactically decides
to set some of them free—but holds on to those whom Vinas
ordered him to release.

This is celebrated by the Workers’ Society as a partial
triumph. They issue a manifesto that, despite the best
efforts of the police, is passed from hand to hand among the
peons and the poor:

To the workers
Comrades: We are approaching victory with giant steps. Fifteen of our
imprisoned comrades have already been set free. There are still twelve
left in jail. Our interim governor, the secretary of the Rural Society, has
rebelled against the law and refused to obey the binding orders of the
federal government to release eight of them. But his time will come and
justice will triumph over caprice. The strike continues, as does the
boycott, and neither will be lifted until all of our comrades are free.
They are trying to turn our righteous stand into a question of
nationality. Reject this nonsense, comrades—workers don’t see an
enemy in a man who doesn’t share his nationality, but instead a fellow
victim of capital, which corrupts and dominates everything. Men are all
equals, no matter where they were born, and we therefore cannot let
differences of nationality come between us. Forward, then, until we
achieve our hard-won victory. If we remain united, we will defeat all the
difficulties created by our enemies.

—The Strike Committee

But Correa Falcén continues with his tactical blows. The
next will target the El Antartico printing press, where the



workers print their flyers. The police will claim that they
were provoked—that they were fired upon from the
direction of the printing press—and then they will break
into the shop, arrest those present, and destroy all the
propaganda they find.

A group of Spanish nationals send a complaint to the
Interior Ministry stating that “the police are beating people
in the street.” This claim is backed by the Puerto Deseado
newspaper EI Orden, which reports that “the police commit
outrages and abuses against the workers, provoking unrest
in the population at large.”

After a great deal of back and forth, the federal
government sides with Judge Vinas and orders Correa
Falcon to release all the detained union members. They all
go free on October 29th—except for two.

The Workers’ Society celebrates this development but
orders the general strike to continue:

Our comrades Munoz and Traba remain imprisoned. Both of them have
been beaten and deliberately wounded by the police. Their tormentors
have kept them locked up in foul dungeons to hide this brutal and
unspeakable abuse. Well then—as long as these comrades remain
imprisoned, the strike will continue and we will not lose heart.
Comrades, we therefore beg you to help us bring work to a standstill by
circulating these resolutions on the ranches. Victory will be ours
because we have reason on our side: a force that triumphs over all
obstacles. Our enemies will fall from the weight of their own crimes,
just as rotten fruit falls from the tree that nurtured it.

The campaign is a complete success: all of the detainees
are released by November 1st.

The finale of this turbulent prelude to the Spartakiad
launched by the Workers’ Society is an attempt on the life of
the organization’s secretary-general, Antonio Soto. It
occurs on November 3rd, 1920. Soto is walking in the
direction of Antwerp House to speak with a workers’
delegate when a suspicious figure lunges from a doorway



and rapidly stabs him in the chest. The knife pierces his
clothing but strikes the pocket watch that Soto carries in
his left coat pocket. Soto collapses from the blow and
pretends to reach for a gun. His attacker flees at full speed.
Soto has received some cuts to the chest, but he is alive.

Those who sent the assassin thought well. By eliminating
Soto, they would have decapitated the Santa Cruz labor
movement.

The Workers’ Society has won a battle by securing the
release of its prisoners, but now it’s time to make demands.
Its workers have shown discipline, a spirit of sacrifice and
clear class consciousness. This can be taken advantage of,
as could the fact that many farmworkers came into town
during the strike.

The labor organization prepares two campaigns: better
pay for retail workers and a full list of demands for
farmworkers. Here Antonio Soto proves himself to be a very
gifted organizer. He sends emissaries to the countryside,
holds meetings around the clock, rallies the new recruits,
and instructs activists on the ABCs of unionism. When their
demands are rejected, a strike breaks out across the
territory.

In November 1920, Governor Correa Falcon sees control
slip from his fingers. The rural strike extends across Santa
Cruz. Work has completely stopped in Rio Gallegos and the
ports are paralyzed. There’s a growing sense of unease
among the landowners. The work stoppage threatens the
sheep breeding season, but a solution remains elusive. The
tougher Correa Falcon gets, the more rebellious the
workers become. La Union reports that, “In the early days
of the strike, there were over two hundred strange men
wandering the streets confusedly, staring at people without
understanding what was going on.” These men are none
other than the farmworkers who have answered the call of
the Workers’ Society.



The bosses, their children, and high-ranking employees
decide to form a volunteer militia whose first action is to
offer their services to the local jail “for the sake of order
and as a guardian of morality,” as the aforementioned
newspaper will put it.

But neither the Patriotic League nor the Rural Society nor
the Commerce and Industry League nor the volunteer
militia will be able to bring the strike to an end. They find
themselves forced to seek out the union leaders and open
negotiations.

On November 6th, three leading ranchers—Ibén Noya,
Miguel Grigera, and Rodolgo Suarez—announce that they
have been unable to reach an agreement with the strike
committee. They then issue the following manifesto:

To the people of Rio Gallegos and the farmworkers:

We the undersigned, owners of haciendas to the south of the Rio Santa
Cruz, have resolved, in spite of the difficult times we are experiencing
as a result of the crisis in the international beef and wool markets, to:
1. Negotiate directly with our workers on our own ranches.

2. Pay our workers a minimum salary of 100 pesos per month, to be
paid in Argentine currency, plus meals.

3. Negotiate salaries in excess of this amount with individual workers
in accordance with their duties.

4. Work to gradually improve the food and hygienic conditions in the
workers’ quarters.

The first point is entirely out of question for the workers.
The bosses have decided not to recognize their labor
organizations. The situation becomes tenser still. Soto is
unfamiliar with the countryside and so he puts his trust in
questionable individuals with unquestionable energy.
During this first strike, the two de facto leaders of the rural
movement had little union experience. The first, E1 68, is a
former inmate at Ushuaia, where 68 was his inmate
number. It became his nickname after his release. The
other, El Toscano, is an irrepressible daredevil who has also



had his share of run-ins with the law. They are both Italians.
El 68, whose real name is José Aicardi, is an accomplished
rider, as is El Toscano, the alias of Alfredo Fonte, a thirty-
three-year-old cart driver who came to Argentina when he
was only three. They both come across more as genuine
gauchos than as Italian immigrants.

They are aided by two Argentines: Bartolo Diaz (known as
El Paisano Diaz) and Florentino Cuello (nicknamed Gaucho
Cuello). They're both brawlers, always on hand when there
are blows to be delivered. But they're also the ones who
recruit the most chilotes to the union, charging them 12
pesos in yearly dues and handing out union cards. Both
men are extremely popular on the ranches and know the
countryside like the backs of their hands.

Gaucho Cuello is from Diamante, Entre Rios, where he
was born in 1884. In 1912, he stabbed someone back home
—it seems their wounds were quite serious—earning him
five years in the Rio Gallegos prison. He stayed in town
after his release in 1917 and was working on the Tapi-Aike
ranch when the strike broke out.

These four men are largely responsible for the complete
work stoppage on the ranches of southern Santa Cruz. The
ringleader is undoubtedly the mysterious El 68. They are
also joined by a Chilean named Lorenzo Cardenas: a brave,
determined, cold-blooded man. This group of organizers is
rounded out with the German anarchist Franz Lorenz; the
Paraguayan Francisco Aguilera; Federico Villard Peyré, a
French anarchist and the delegate representing the
Menéndez Behety’s La Anita ranch; the Americans Carlos
Hantke (who also goes by the name of Charles Manning),
Charles Middleton (easily identified by his gold teeth) and
Frank Cross; the Scots Alex McLeod and Jack Gunn; an
Afro-Portuguese by the name of Cantrill; a handsome
Uruguayan cart driver nicknamed Palomilla; John Johnston,
another American; a Spaniard named José Grana, etc.

They make up the active minority that goes from ranch to



ranch to organize occupations. They take the landowners,
administrators, and foremen hostage and swell their ranks
with the peons.

All of the ranches south of the Rio Santa Cruz are
paralyzed.

On November 18th, La Union runs an article that
captures the tense atmosphere:

With work stoppages on every ranch and the intransigence of the
landowners, a new, more fundamental problem arises. The economic
interests of the territory and its population depend on a rapid solution.
What will become of Rio Gallegos if the meatpacking plants don’t
reopen? What will ranches do with almost half a million heads of
unsellable livestock? And Puerto Natales, in Chile, will also be unable
to dispose of its livestock. Ranchers have already suffered heavy losses
from the strike launched by their peons during the breeding season.

It is the ranchers who will take the first step towards
reaching an agreement. They make a new offer to the
workers on November 17th. This time, they include the
following clause:

The Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society will be acknowledged as the sole
representative of the workers and its delegates will be authorized to
visit our ranches once per month. At this time, they will be permitted to
discuss any grievances with the ranch owner or foreman as well as to
meet with union members.

The following day, expectations run high in Rio Gallegos.
There isn’t enough space in the Workers’ Society
headquarters for everyone. The offer is gone over point by
point, only to be rejected. The agreement must be clear, its
clauses must leave no room for doubt and points that
contain little more than generalities cannot be endorsed.
The workers draft a counter-offer, signed by Antonio Soto:

CAPITAL-LABOR AGREEMENT

For the purposes of mutual assistance and sustenance, as well as for



the dignity of all, the ranchers south of the Rio Santa Cruz and the
farmworkers represented by the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society agree to
the following clauses and conditions:

FIRST: At the earliest possible opportunity and within the limits
imposed by specific local and regional conditions, the ranchers must
implement the following reasonable improvements to the living
conditions of their workers:

a) No more than three men will be required to share any given four
square meter room. Bunks are to be prohibited and they must be given
cots or beds, complete with mattresses. Rooms must be properly
ventilated and will be disinfected on a weekly basis. Each bedroom
must be equipped with a bathroom and enough water for the workers
to wash themselves after work;

b) Lighting costs will be borne by the employer, who will be required to
issue each worker with a monthly supply of candles. Each common area
will be supplied with a stove, lamp, and benches, to be paid for by the
employer;

c) Saturday afternoons will be set aside to allow the peons to wash
their clothes. If this is unfeasible, another day can be substituted;

d) Meals will consist of three courses, including soup, dessert and
coffee, tea, or mate;

e) Beds and mattresses will be supplied by the employer, and workers
will be responsible for purchasing their own clothing;

f) In the event of strong wind or rain, work will stop until the weather
improves, unless there is an emergency recognized by both parties;

g) Each ranch must be equipped with a first aid kit with instructions in
Spanish;

h) If a worker is fired or is otherwise no longer needed, their employer
will be required to return them to the location at which they were
hired.

SECOND: The ranchers commit to pay their workers a minimum salary
of 100 pesos, to be paid in Argentine currency, plus food expenses.
They must also commit to not reduce any salaries that currently exceed
this amount. Any raises made will be at the discretion of the rancher,
provided that they are in accordance with the abilities and merits of the
worker. They must also hire one assistant cook if they employ between
ten and twenty workers, two assistant cooks for ranches with between
twenty and forty workers and a baker if the number of workers exceeds
forty. Drovers hired on a month-to-month basis will be paid an
additional 12 pesos per day if they make use of the ranch’s horses and
an additional 20 pesos per day if their provide their own horses.



Shepherds hired on a month-to-month basis will receive 20 pesos for
every foal they deliver, while shepherds hired on a daily basis will
receive 30 pesos.

THIRD: The ranchers will hire at least one drover per ranch,
depending on its size. Bimonthly inspections will be carried out to look
after the needs of the drover(s), with preference given to family men in
proportion to their number of children, which will encourage
population growth and the country’s development.

FOURTH: The ranchers recognize the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society
as the representative of the workers and agree to allow a delegate to be
appointed on each ranch to act as an intermediary between the
employers and the Workers’ Society. This delegate will have the power
to arrange temporary settlements for pressing issues that affect the
rights and responsibilities of both the workers and their employers.

FIFTH: The ranchers will do everything in their power to ensure that
all of their workers are unionized, but they will not force them to join a
union nor are they required to refuse the labor of nonunion workers.

SIXTH: The Workers’ Society commits to lift the present farmworkers’
strike and will order its members to return to work once this agreement
has been signed.

SEVENTH: The Workers’ Society commits to immediately endorse
regulations and instructions for its members that are designed to bring
about greater harmony between capital and labor, which together form
the foundation of existing society. It will use flyers, conferences, and
conversations to encourage the values of order, hard work, and mutual
respect among its members—values that should not be forgotten.

EIGHTH: This agreement will come into effect on November 1st and
the strike will end with all workers receiving payment for the days
missed, with no reprisals on either side.

Faced with this response from the workers, the ranchers
reply that, “Having exhausted our options and being unable
to overcome our disagreements, we regard our mission to
be over.”

Negotiations break down. If we analyze the workers’
offer, we can reach a number of conclusions about the true
situation of Patagonian farmworkers.

The system of bunks* was not just used in Patagonia, but
in many parts of the country. It was the “custom” in rural



areas. The living quarters for peons—especially on smaller
ranches—were also used to store obsolete gear or farm
machinery. The menu consisting solely of capon—along with
the health problems that accompany it—remains in place to
this day on virtually every ranch in Patagonia. In many
cases, the living quarters remain exactly the same as they
did half a century ago. But the greatest impediment to
progress in Patagonia—and this cannot be refuted—is the
inhumane treatment of workers and the lack of
thoughtfulness towards the land’s primary source of
wealth: human beings. Just as it was fifty years ago, only
single men are hired as shepherds or peons. Ranch owners
want no families—unless that means a “household,” as they
call it, where the woman handles domestic chores for the
landowner and her husband is a cook. But broadly
speaking, the entire workforce is made up of single men
who live at the ranch from Monday to Saturday and then
head into town on Sunday to spend all their earnings on
getting drunk in bars or brothels. The economics of this
system are poorly understood by the ranchers.
Farmworkers become itinerant; there’s nothing to tie them
down and they go wherever they receive higher pay or
wherever life is better.

This is why the third clause of the workers’ offer showed
great wisdom in asking for drovers to be selected from
among family men, “with preference given to family men in
proportion to their number of children, which will
encourage population growth and the country’s
development.” What a shame that none of this was ever
implemented and was instead drowned in blood and
crushed by the logic of lead and steel.

All in all, there was nothing outrageous about the
workers’ demands, and later on we shall see that the
ranchers largely recognized this. Their reformist motives
could be seen in the seventh clause, in which the Workers’
Society “commits to immediately endorse regulations and



instructions for its members that are designed to bring
about greater harmony between capital and labor...”

Here we can detect the hand of Borrero at work, and
perhaps that of Vinas. We say this because Borrero was
always eager to show that the Workers’ Society was not an
extremist organization. As for Vinas, the phrase “harmony
between capital and labor” hints at the Yrigoyenist mindset
that Perén would later inherit. Of course, this harmony
would be torn apart by gunfire and end up crucified on the
posts of Patagonia’s endless barbed wire fences.

The Workers’ Society accompanied their list of demands
with a manifesto titled To the Civilized World, again
showing that they only sought to win a series of concessions
and had no revolutionary aims:

To the civilized world:

A general strike has been declared in the countryside. It will be total
and absolute: no work will be done, not even the transportation of
livestock, which is the region’s sole resource.

We cannot yet tell what the consequences of this strike will be nor the
dimensions it may assume, especially as urban workers are standing
firm in their support for their rural comrades, showing solidarity with
their just and legitimate aspirations.

And so the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society wishes to absolve its
membership of all responsibility for any later developments, placing
this responsibility into the hands of the ranchers south of the Rio Santa
Cruz. With the honorable exceptions of the Clark brothers and
Benjamin Gomez, they have displayed what is either the crassest
ignorance or the most refined malice, accompanied by an utter lack of
humanitarianism, altruism, fair-mindedness, and equity. They propose
to carry on treating their workers with the same brutality they have
shown up until today, confusing them with serfs or slaves and treating
them as just another vulgar product on the market, like mules, sheep,
or horses. At the present time, ranchers feel that one man can always
be replaced by another, at no cost to themselves, while the replacement
of an animal constitutes a financial setback and pains them more than
the loss of a fellow man or the needs of a family in distress.

It is shameful to have to say such things in the twentieth century, but



since these are the conditions that can be observed by anyone visiting
the region’s ranches, even the ones closest to Rio Gallegos, we must
expose this situation to everyone who considers themselves to be
civilized and let opprobrium and shame fall on the heads of those
responsible.

And, lest it be argued that our claims are exaggerated, allow us to
recount what has happened so far.

As part of the labor negotiations occurring in the territory, the
workers put forward a list of demands on November 1st, and it took the
ranchers a full sixteen days to respond, and only then after a great deal
of maneuvering.

Consistent with their desire to harmonize the interests of the parties
involved, the workers put their own demands on hold and studied the
ranchers’ offer. They then decided to draw up their own capital-labor
agreement, which is transcribed below.

This was then followed by the list of demands signed by
Antonio Soto. The manifesto concluded by stating that the
eighth clause was “imbued with humanitarian sentiments,
sacred and sublime. By requiring both parties to refrain
from reprisals, it puts into practice the greatest of precepts:
love one another, forget your resentments, discard your
hatreds, and set aside your ill will.” And then it made an
appeal:

WORKERS:

Now, more than ever, we must display our unyielding will to assert our
dignity and be regarded by society as the most efficient champions of
progress and civilization. We must marshal our forces, move forward
and staunchly defend our vulnerable and unrecognized rights.
Whenever we see a comrade who is fearful or hesitant, let us not
burden him with reproaches or threats, but instead strive to strengthen
his resolve, lift up his spirit, and offer him the fraternal and loving
embrace of his fellow unfortunates.

Now, more than ever, we must display our cultivation and education,
of which so few proofs have been offered, by setting aside violence and
coercion and neither using nor abusing the use of force. Let the latter
become the final symptom of the lack of conscience on the part of the
bosses, as it is widely known that whenever they are presented with the



just demands of the workers, they see a terrifying specter and
immediately turn to bayonets, rifles, and men in uniform. They cannot
be too certain of the justice of their cause when they resort to such
measures.

Let us counter the strength of arms with the strength of our
arguments, the righteousness of our conduct, and the integrity of our
actions, and victory shall be ours. —The strike committee.

The manifesto speaks for itself. It tells workers to “love
one another,” and leaves the use of force, of “bayonets,
rifles, and men in uniform” to the bosses, who of course will
use them, surpassing all expectations. Such as when
Commissioner Micheri bends his saber out of shape by
beating chilotes who speak of nothing but love for their
fellow man. And when Varela orders his men to open fire on
this shapeless mass of wretches, let us then remember the
phrase about countering “the strength of arms with the
strength of our arguments.”

As the days slip by, the atmosphere south of the Rio Santa
Cruz becomes increasingly tense. The strike shows no sign
of lifting and the landowners continue to worry. On
November 24th, the latter head down to the port to receive
two “wealthy landowners and influential businessmen,” as
La Union refers to them. They are none other than Mauricio
Braun and Alejandro Menéndez Behety, stopping by on the
steamship Argentino on their way to Punta Arenas for the
unveiling of a monument to Magellan donated by Don José
Menéndez.

They come bringing good news: workers recruited in
Buenos Aires are on their way to replace their disobedient
counterparts.

La Union pompously announces the establishment of the
Free Labor Association, a sort of union of right-thinking,
deferential workers:

A large number of workers from throughout the region have taken the
initiative to found a Free Labor Association, allowing the working man,



currently tyrannized by the absurd sectarianism of malicious,
belligerent gangs, to exercise his freedom to adjust his conduct to his
circumstances and interests.

Antonio Soto is unsettled by this offensive, but he has
someone to cover his back: that mysterious individual
known as El 68, who fluently speaks the language of
gunfire.

So when the first “free” workers arrive from Buenos Aires
and head towards the Douglas ranch to replace the strikers
—traveling under police escort—they are met by armed
horsemen at a place along the road to Punta Arenas known
as Bajada de Clark. The horsemen fire into the air,
disappearing and reappearing like guerrillas. The scare is
so great that the tractors carrying the strikebreakers and
their police escorts immediately turn around and head back
towards Rio Gallegos. Correa Falcén immediately orders
Commissioner Ritchie to patrol the area with four cars and
fifteen policemen. But they simply waste gasoline—there’s
no trace left of the rebel gauchos.

Soto is amused, but deep down he knows that to some
extent he has sold his soul to the devil: having friends like
El 68 or El Toscano is neither very wise nor very anarchist.
These two men have done a little of everything and can’t be
accused of being naive. They know that the only gospel they
can bring to the police and the powerful is violence; they
laugh at those poetic souls who believe in the “sovereign
will of assemblies” and respect the opinions of others. They
monopolize decision making and impose their preferred
methods, even into the second strike: They rally the peons,
organize them into armed gangs, and attack the ranches,
holding their owners, administrators, and sympathizers
hostage, all the while confusing the police by traveling far
and wide.

The Bajada de Clark incident has a demoralizing effect on
the ranchers. On December 2nd, they come back to the



workers with a counteroffer: they accept the union’s second
list of demands, with the sole exception of the part about
delegates being assigned to each ranch. The bosses offer
their own version of the clause:

The ranchers recognize the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society as the sole
representative of the workers and agree to allow a delegate to be
appointed on each ranch to act as an intermediary between the
employers and the Workers’ Society. This delegate will have the power
to arrange temporary settlements for pressing issues that affect the
rights and responsibilities of both the workers and their employers. On
each ranch, these delegates will be appointed by the workers with the
approval of the employers, taking seniority and behavior into account.
The employers reserve the right to veto the delegate of the Workers’
Society and the workers recognize that holding the position of delegate
is not a guarantee of job stability.

This counteroffer is accepted in principle by the rural
delegates in a referendum organized by the strike
committee, but it’s here that the workers become divided.
Antonio Soto and the strike committee reject the
counteroffer.

Amador Gonzalez, a worker at the Gaceta del Sur
newspaper who had thrown his weight behind Antonio Soto
and the Workers’ Society, comes out in favor of lifting the
strike. He is seconded by Ildefonso Martinez and Bernabé
Ruiz, who, as representatives of the FORA IX, one of the
two labor organizations in Buenos Aires, are very important
men for the Patagonian labor movement. The two
delegates, Martinez and Ruiz, also maintain contact with
the Maritime Workers’ Federation, which owes its
importance to its presence in every port along the coast of
Patagonia. Both men launch a furious campaign against
Soto for opposing the agreement.

In the meantime, an important change is about to occur in
the world of politics. Captain Yza—the new governor of
Santa Cruz, appointed by Yrigoyen and ratified by Congress



—has announced in Buenos Aires that all of the government
functionaries who served under Correa Falcon will be
replaced, including Commissioner Ritchie, who will be
replaced by Oscar Schweitzer.

This news is greeted as a victory by Borrero and Judge
Vinas, as it represents the total defeat of Correa Falcon.
And it actively encourages the continuation of the strike.

Antonio Soto goes for broke and gathers all the workers
together. The conflict between the two tendencies in the
union—syndicalist and anarchist—comes to a head in that
December 4th assembly. The majority backs Soto’s decision
to continue the strike. But Soto is well aware that he can
only pull this off if the union’s entire leadership supports
the strike. So the union also elects new leaders, almost all
of them Spaniards holding libertarian ideas. Soto is re-
elected as secretary-general.

From this moment on, the workers will have new enemies
in the syndicalists and the Gaceta del Sur newspaper,
which, as we have said, came out in favor of accepting the
ranchers’ offer.

The newspaper is unsparing in its attacks on Soto. For
example, the article “Unionism? Anti-Unionism! ” reads as
follows:

The workers of Rio Gallegos, who have the idiosyncrasy of paying
homage to the absurd, have set an awful, terrible precedent. Led by
their personal feelings, the workers have let themselves be steered
towards disorganization and a grotesque authoritarianism imposed by
an inept union leadership. Although the reverence shown to shameless
demagogues has always been the greatest threat to the Workers’
Society, Antonio Soto stands out for his mental obtuseness and his
practical ignorance of unionism even among those who make up the
union’s unreasonable and idiotic leadership, claiming that their
shrewdness elevates them above neophyte workers. More than anyone
else, he bears the responsibility for the union’s unraveling. His
disciples have embarrassingly hoisted him up on a pedestal and
worship him as if they have seen the Messiah.



Further along, they criticize the “illogical frequency of the
union’s strikes and its absurd boycotts.” It’s important to
note that the “syndicalists” aren’t just attacking Soto but
also the strikes and boycotts organized by the Workers’
Society—and that they are doing so in the middle of a
general strike, a life or death struggle for the union’s
future.

When this issue of Gaceta del Sur appears on the
newsstands, Correa Falcén wastes no time in sending a
copy to the interior minister. He also takes the opportunity
to attack Judge Vinas for good measure, arguing that his
defense of Soto and the labor organization was responsible
for everything that followed.

But the strike keeps going despite all these setbacks, and
with ever greater intensity. E1 68 and El Toscano continue
stirring up the peons and cutting fences. The ranchers are
afraid and begin preparing their exodus to Rio Gallegos.

What position should they take? They are at a loss. At
first, they had no interest in reaching a settlement because
the wool market was in crisis and so the strike represented
an opportunity for them not to pay their workers. But now
the very existence of their ranches is at stake, as is the
private property system as a whole. The days slip by and
the strikers remain unstoppable. Correa Falcén is
seemingly impotent, with too few police at his disposal to
teach the subversives a proper lesson. There has to be
another way: putting pressure on the government, for
example.

The ranchers—Iled by Alejandro Menéndez Behety—send
desperate messages to Yrigoyen. The press in Buenos Aires
speaks of predations and has begun using the word
“bandits” to refer to striking peons. But the strike
advances. First it spreads to Puerto Santa Cruz, then San
Julidn, where something happens without precedent in
those latitudes: somebody bombs the home of the
“prominent citizen” Juan J. Albornoz, local president of the



Argentine Patriotic League. But it’s in Puerto Deseado
where the truly unexpected will occur, with blood spilled
and gunshots exchanged.



CHAPTER FOUR: HAPPY ENDING: A
GOOD PRELUDE TO DEATH

“He who is not for the fatherland is an
enemy of the fatherland.”

Rio Gallegos Rural Society,

May 27th, 1921

“Workers of the world, unite!

In one solid block, in the close embrace of our
exploited brethren, we shall march down the
path that leads to the emancipation of the slaves
of capital.”

Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society

May 18th, 1921

The movement in Puerto Deseado was unique. Far from
being a simple confrontation between workers and their
bosses, the conflict pitted the majority of the town’s
population against the “Argentine Circle,” an organization
of far-right notables that had the full support of the police
and treated the town’s politicians like their playthings. And
it’s striking that here is where the battle between the left
and the right was at its purest. The left was made up of
small shopkeepers, immigrant artisans, and the entirety of
the working class—including the unionized workers of the
Puerto Deseado-Pico Truncado railway line—while the right
consisted of professionals, ranchers, and high-ranking
employees of the Braun-Menéndez and Argensud
companies. It all started when the immigrants asked the
interior minister to officially recognize Puerto Deseado as a
municipality. This would not only give immigrants the right
to vote but also control of the local government, as they



were the majority of the town’s population. And so power
would slip from the hands of the Argentine Circle’s highly
exclusive membership. As the latter were neither stupid nor
lazy, they were well aware that they were about to lose
their truly oligarchic power through a simple legal
maneuver. So they sent Yrigoyen an unusual telegram: “The
Argentine Circle of Puerto Deseado is against giving the
town municipal status, as it would put the local government
into the hands of the immigrant majority. No country in the
world would allow its political process to be controlled by
foreigners.”

The animosity between the two groups increases; there’s
open hatred for the police and the powerful. On December
2nd, the workers at La Anénima go on strike, as do the
railway workers. The police respond by locking up the
secretary-general of the Workers’ Society. One week later,
the strike has not only held up but even managed to spread.
Despite the communication difficulties involved, local union
leaders are in close contact with Antonio Soto in Rio
Gallegos. Hotel, bar, and café employees have all gone on
strike by December 9th. Businesses that hire scabs are
boycotted. There are violent incidents across town: blows
are exchanged at the Spanish Society—which serves as the
headquarters for the strike committee and the pro-
municipality activists—and the Colén Bar. Nothing moves.
The police patrol the streets in twos, while hotel owners
personally serve their guests. Puerto Deseado seems to be
on the verge of a civil war. An arbitration committee made
up of doctors and bank managers fails in its attempts to
reach an agreement with the strikers. From Rio Gallegos,
Correa Falcon calls for an end to insubordination. The
police don’t take their time. They lock up the organizers
San Emeterio and Christiansen. But the workers stand firm:
they call for a general strike, beginning on December 10th
at 8 a.m. They don’t have access to a printing press to make
their flyers and so they write them by hand on Canson



paper. It pays off. The streets are empty.

The patriots of the Argentine Circle realize that their days
are numbered. The numbers don't lie: Puerto Deseado has
a population of 1,570 and only 80 are adult Argentines.

The explosion comes on December 17th. The unions and
the pro-municipality committee are scheduled to meet at
the offices of the Spanish Society, but the police turn
everyone away. Word spreads that the meeting will take
place in the graveyard. They are honor-bound to gather at
5:30 p.m. More than three hundred men begin marching
towards downtown.

News of the approaching strikers terrifies the members of
the Argentine Circle, who take refuge at the police station,
bringing their weapons with them. The police chief asks the
Coast Guard for reinforcements.

There are contradictory accounts about what happens
next. The strikers will later say that their procession was
perfectly calm, while the police will claim that they “hurled
abuse at shopkeepers, businessmen and members of the
White Guard and broke the windows of the offices of the
Argentina del Sur Company.” And the police will childishly
add that two of the protesters shouted, “Death to the
Argentines, lovers of order! Down with the Argentine
Circle!”

The procession continues forward and the two or three
soldiers trailing behind do not dare to stop it. Soon
everyone gathers in front of the police station. Inside, the
cream of the Argentine Circle take up their positions next to
the police and the Coast Guard, refusing to be intimidated
by loudmouthed immigrants and anarchists. They open fire
the moment the crowd gets within range. This is evidently
the language they speak. No one is left on the street, save
the corpse of a twenty-one-year-old railway worker named
Domingo Faustino Olmedo. A bullet has struck him in the
heart. The men of the Argentine Circle aimed well.
Excellent marksmanship. A few others have been wounded.



Commissioner Alberto Martin will later report that all of the
wounds that day were inflicted by Winchester rifles wielded
by “citizens who cooperated with the police.”

It’s time to finish off the strikers before they can regroup.
A wide net is cast and the agitators are brought in, one by
one.

The police refuse to give up young Olmedo’s body, holding
it at the station overnight. Only later do they release the
body to his mother.

Governor Correa Falcén is pleased. The strikers have
been taught a lesson.

All thirty of those arrested are packed into the same cell.
None of them are treated like little girls.

But in spite of the police dragnet and the lesson taught
with gunpowder, the strike holds. And posters continue to
appear, written in pencil or red ink on Canson paper for
lack of a printer;

Departmental Workers’ Federation—Puerto Deseado

TO WORKING PEOPLE! COMRADES!
Thirty of us have been jailed by the capitalist tyrants. But there are still
enough of us left to sustain and rejuvenate the struggle against this
increasing tyranny.
LONG LIVE THE STRIKE!

—The Strike Committee

Governor Correa Falcon sends the Interior Ministry a
telegram explaining “the truth” behind the events in Puerto
Deseado:

On Friday the 17th at 6 o’clock, a group of 250 individuals attacked the
Puerto Deseado police station with the intention of freeing two people
who had been arrested as threats to public safety. The police, with the
help of the Argentine Circle, managed to repel the attack, killing one of
the attackers and wounding three others. Luckily, there were no losses
sustained by the champions of order. The police conducted themselves
impeccably.



This is the approach Correa Falcon will use during his
final days in office, an approach that will lead directly to the
bloody skirmish at El Cerrito. He knows that El 68 and El
Toscano are operating near Lago Argentino. He sends out
Commissioner Pedro Micheri, an unscrupulous man, the
very prototype of the rogue cop. Micheri receives orders to
crush the rural uprising with a heavy hand. This plan is
accompanied by insistent calls for military intervention from
ranchers and their representatives in Buenos Aires. In Rio
Gallegos, plans are being made for the creation of a Free
Labor Association that will bring in workers from Buenos
Aires.

This is the situation at the beginning of 1921, the most
tragic year in the history of Patagonia. There’s a total work
stoppage in Rio Gallegos and Puerto Deseado. The few
shops that manage to stay open are directly staffed by their
owners and supervisors. The Workers’ Society has also
declared a boycott against three shops in Rio Gallegos. And
this doesn’t just mean that no one shops there but that no
one is allowed to engage in any sort of commerce with them
—not even butchers, barbers, or milkmen.

There is a violent atmosphere in San Julidn and Puerto
Santa Cruz, with partial strikes erupting on a day-to-day
basis. In Puerto Deseado, a general strike manages to
survive the repression. On December 30th, the first of
Yrigoyen'’s troops arrive; sixty soldiers under the command
of Frigate Lieutenant Jorge Godoy disembark from the Ona
in Puerto Deseado.

South of the Rio Santa Cruz, the rural strike is all--
encompassing. El 68, El Toscano, and their men camp out
near Lago Argentino—close to José Pantin’s hotels in Rio
Mitre and Calafate, which are little more than taverns, and
Clark and Teyseyre’s El Cerrito hotel, which is a little
bigger. From there they organize raiding parties to attack
ranches, carrying off horses, cutting barbed wire fences,
and stirring up the peons.



In the meantime, Captain Yza—appointed governor of
Santa Cruz several months back—remains in Buenos Aires,
where he orders that Correa Falcon'’s entire staff be
replaced by loyal Radicals.

On December 27th, La Prensa runs an editorial rightly
stating, “Despite the current lack of leadership and the
seriousness of the situation, we can still find governors
strolling around the Plaza de Mayo.”

The one man who will take advantage of Yza'’s strolls will
be Edelmiro Correa Falcén.

Commissioner Micheri sets off for Lago Argentino. Correa
Falcon has given him orders to revoke the permits for the
“hotels and drinking establishments” owned by the
Spaniard José Pantin, who sympathizes with the strikers
and allows them to buy all sorts of goods on credit. You have
to start here: take away the chilotes’ source of sustenance,
and complement by the judicious use of the saber and the
riding crop, and the problem will go away. Micheri is
accompanied by two young men from Buenos Aires—both
fervent nationalists—who can’t wait to confront the chilotes
and show them what Argentines are made of. Their names
are Ernesto Bozzano and Jorge Pérez Milldn Temperley. The
latter is something of a fanatic, a scion of high society who
will later become one of the key players in these bloody
events.

Commissioner Pedro José Micheri—a thirty-four-year-old
from Corrientes—has been given a free hand to carry out
his mission however he sees fit. Arriving at Lago Argentino
on December 24th, he discovers that Christmas will be
celebrated with horse races and card games at a place
called Charles Fuhr. He immediately heads out to stop the
games from taking place, but when he arrives, after a few
shouts and a search for weapons, he gets to talking. At an
inquiry conducted four months later, the police officer
Martin Gray, who accompanied Commissioner Micheri, will
confess that Micheri placed bets on the horses and “played



cards all day on the 25th while police officers kept an eye
on the games, accompanied by two bribe-takers assigned
by Micheri.” Micheri also sends Officer Balbarrey a
message explaining that any permits requested for horse
races at Charles Fuhr should be granted, as long as the
kickback doesn’t drop below 1,000 pesos.

From there, Micheri goes off to visit the rancher
Gerdnimo Stipicich, assuring him that he’s come to protect
his ranch from being attacked by strikers. In return for this
protection, Micheri is given sixteen red fox pelts. A good tip.

Sergeant Sosa informs Micheri that sixteen armed
strikers have been seen at Pantin’s hotel in Calafate.
Micheri heads over with his men. He confronts the strikers
and brusquely tells them, “You have twenty-four hours to
get back to work or leave Lago Argentino or I'll beat you
black and blue, bathe you in your own blood, and then force
you over the Cordillera.”! The strikers quietly hear him out
and then ask for an extension of four days, as they have a
delegate in Rio Gallegos who they say will negotiate an end
to the strike. Micheri agrees, provided they don’t butcher
any livestock taken from the ranches.

He nevertheless arrests the manager of the Pantin hotel,
who offered the strikers goods on credit, and revokes his
business license. He intends to close all of the businesses
extending credit to the strikers. He then does the same to
the stores owned by Severino Camporro—a Galician
anarchist who not only offered them credit, but also urged
them to carry on the strike to the last man—and the
Spaniard Sixto Gonzdalez, whom he arrests as an “instigator
and propagandist.” Officer Alberto Baldi will later testify
that Micheri personally beat Gonzalez on the head with his
riding crop.

He is brave, this Micheri. With ten officers like him, you
could break any strike. He continues his campaign against
the business owners who support the strike with all the
toughness he’s shown until now. He sends an agent to the



Rio Mitre Hotel along with a warning to its manager—the
Yugoslav Nicolas Batistich—to immediately clear everyone
out of the establishment for “having harbored strikers.”
Batistich has a compatriot named Doza deliver a letter to
Micheri. When Doza arrives, Sergeant Sosa warns Micheri
that the messenger is a spy for the strikers. Micheri strikes
Doza on the back with the flat of his saber, arrests him, and
marches him out in front of the police station, hoping that
the strikers will kill him themselves.

Accompanied by fifteen policemen armed with Mausers,
commissioner Micheri rides off to defend the Menéndez--
Behety’s La Anita ranch. Upon arriving at Cerro Comision,
he approaches a store owned by the Spaniard Garcia
Brana, who sells food and drink to the peons. Micheri
shouts for Brana to come out. He’s one of those
shopkeepers who likes to talk things over and explain his
point of view, defending himself with words. But Micheri
cuts him off, saying, “I already know you’re a professor, say
everything you need to say.” And without hesitating, he
firmly beats the Spaniard on the back with his saber. While
this is happening, Officer Nova takes two bottles of whiskey
from the store for his men.?

One less supporter of the strike.

From there, Micheri rides off to visit his friend Gerénimo
Stipicich, who asks him to evict the five Chilean cart-drivers
who have been occupying and collecting firewood at the
Cerro Buenos Aires ranch for the last couple days. Micheri
doesn’t need to be asked twice.

He and his men approach the peaceable cart-drivers and
beat them with the flats of their sabers, forcing them to
take their carts to the police station, where they are made
to unload all their firewood (it will come in handy during the
winter). He also charges them a fine for “grazing rights.”
Then he tells them to get out.

The Chileans leave with their pockets and carts empty,
their backs warmed by the beating. It’s hard to imagine



that they’ll ever return.

Commissioner Micheri presses on with his epic tour
around Lago Argentino. He has taken a dislike to Batistich,
the manager of the Rio Mitre Hotel. He wants to inspect the
premises to see if Batistich has carried out the order to
evict his guests. When they’re within sight of the hotel, they
notice that there’s a group of people out front who rapidly
go inside and lock the doors. Accompanied by Officer Garay,
Sergeant Sosa, and the gendarmes Bozzano, Gardozo and
Pérez Milldn, Micheri approaches and demands that they
open the doors. But the men inside aren’t easily
intimidated. They don’t open up. Micheri repeats the order.
He’s livid. But the only response from inside is a gunshot
fired from the window. There’s a great deal of confusion.
The police, led by Micheri, only stop running when they’re
five blocks away. The hotel’s occupants take advantage of
their momentary victory to flee to the hills. At the inquiry
held months later, Micheri will declare that once the gunfire
ceased, “the gang fled.”

From there, Micheri heads straight to La Anita. He
arrests a number of people along the way. Micheri’s
methods for getting people to confess are not very refined.
He primarily makes use of his saber, holding it with both
hands so as to better caress the flesh with the flat of his
blade. He beats one of the suspects with such enthusiasm
that it actually bends the blade. But he doesn’t get upset:
he asks one of the gendarmes to straighten it out and then
gets back to business. To make things better, one of the
suspects, a Spaniard named Pablo Baquero, was among
those who had barricade themselves inside the Rio Mitre
Hotel and then fled to the hills. Micheri likes to do things
personally and gives Baquero special treatment. “You
Spanish son of a bitch!” he shouts. “Was something
grabbing you by the ass that kept you from coming out like
I told you?” And then he gives him a thorough beating.

As all those arrested were farmworkers on Stipicich’s



ranch, the commissioner—whose arms have already gotten
sore—gathers them together and tells them, “I'm going to
release you, but if Mr. Stipicich sends for you, you must do
whatever he says and work for nothing.”

Micheri arrives at La Anita, where he oversees the
shearing and leaves a well-armed guard at the request of
the administrator, Mr. Shaw. Just as he’s getting ready to
leave—on January 2nd—word arrives that E1 68 and El
Toscano have attacked the El Campamento ranch, another
Menéndez property. According to the police report, the
strikers—led by “a Piedmontese Italian” (El 68)—made off
with 3,000 pesos in merchandise, weapons and cash. They
destroyed the ranch’s automobile before they left with the
peons and horses, taking the ranch administrator along as a
hostage.

Commissioner Micheri knows that the strikers are on the
prowl near El Cerrito. He gets two automobiles ready. He
will ride in the first, driven by José Alonso, as will Officer
Balbarrey and Corporal Montana. The second—a vehicle
borrowed from Stipicich and driven by his chauffeur,
Rodolfo Senecovich—will carry Sergeant Sosa, Corporal
Bozzano, and Pérez Milldn Temperley. They leave at eight in
the morning, well-armed with Mausers.

As they approach El Cerrito, they spot a number of men
looking for cover. Micheri smiles and orders Alonso to keep
driving. He trusts in his saber and his bullets. But he has
miscalculated. El 68 and El Toscano are waiting at El
Cerrito, and uniforms don’t scare them. The two Italians
give the order to stop the automobiles.

Accounts of the bloody events that follow will vary greatly.
According to Balbarrey and Montana—as well as Officer
Martin Garay, who is not present but will collect evidence
later on—when Commissioner Micheri sees that he’s being
expected, he speeds down the road towards Rio Gallegos,
signaling for the other automobile to follow.

They hear the order to stop when they’re within two



hundred meters of the hotel. Micheri, brave as always,
stands up in the automobile and starts shooting left and
right. But E1 68’s men don't flinch; they answer with a hail
of gunfire. Bullets fly all around the commissioner and his
companions, but they manage to make it through. But then
a well-aimed Winchester shot takes out a rear tire. Micheri
thinks that he’s reached his end and orders Alonso to keep
driving. The vehicle laboriously zig-zags forward. Four
strikers get into an automobile and follow Micheri. But
while these farm boys may be excellent riders, they’re lost
behind the wheel. They take off with such force that the car
rolls over. Though shaken, they remain undaunted. They
run over to Valentin Teyseyre’s automobile and resume the
chase. Some kilometers away, the back wheel falls off
Micheri’s car and everyone gets out and runs. Micheri is
badly wounded; he has one bullet lodged in his shoulder
and another in his chest.

The other car had been following just two hundred
meters behind Micheri. They stop, turn around and are
about to drive off in the other direction when they receive a
hail of gunfire. El 68 gives the order to shoot them all,
without mercy. The chauffeur, Senecovich, panics and tries
to move forward through the bullets.

The car lurches forward until, directionless, it turns
towards the hotel and crashes into a post. Pérez Milldn
Temperley, despite his leg wounds, is the only passenger
who manages to free himself from the wreck. Senecovich
tries and fails to stand up: he has been shot in the hip. In
the front seat, next to the chauffeur, Sergeant Sosa lies
dead. In the back, Corporal Bozzano clings to life for a few
minutes more. Two dead, and Senecovich gravely wounded.
The strikers take him inside the hotel and lay him down on
a cot, next to Pérez Millan.

Back at the first car, the other four policeman have been
caught by their pursuers. Micheri and his men surrender.
They are taken prisoner and turned over to El1 68. When



they get back to the hotel, Micheri is surrounded by strikers
shouting, “And now? What’ll we do with him? He’s not so
brave now, is he? Where’s the tough guy now?”

The Chilean Lorenzo Cardenas wants to immediately
shoot the prisoners. He says that there needs to be a purge
if the strike is to succeed. But opinion is split. El Gaucho
Cuello, who commands the group of Argentines, doesn’t
want trouble. He asks El 68 not to kill the policemen: he
argues that they should be taken hostage and their fate
decided later.

El 68 isn’t in a position to argue with Florentino Cuello,
nor with the other Argentine strike leader, El Paisano
Bartolo Diaz. He gives in.

And then the hotel restaurant empties out, leaving only El
68. Two ranchers—a German named Helmich and the
Comte de Liniers—are brought before him. They were both
taken hostage after coming to the hotel to do some
shopping. After witnessing the shootout, they believe that
they’re in their final hour and they ask to meet with the
strike leader. Both Liniers and Helmich tell the former
prisoner of Ushuaia that they’'re willing to sign the new
labor agreement and that they will concede to all of their
demands. El 68 doesn’t accept their offer. He replies that if
they sign while being held hostage, the authorities in Rio
Gallegos will claim that they were coerced into doing so.

The other Argentine strike leader, El Paisano Bartolo Diaz
—a wily gaucho who’s always watching his back—asks El 68
to release the two ranchers. He agrees, on the condition
that they write a letter to the Rio Gallegos Workers’
Federation stating that they voluntarily accept the new
labor agreement.

The time has now come to move on. El 68 and El Toscano
give the order to pack up. As they're getting ready to go,
they hear the sound of a motor. It’s Commissioner Ritchie,
Correa Falcdn’s acting police chief. He’s arrived from Rio
Gallegos to provide back up for Micheri.



Two cars pull up. Commissioner Ritchie, Sergeant Peralta
and Agent Campos ride in the first, on loan from La
Anénima and driven by a chauffeur named Caldelas. The
second gets a flat just a few kilometers from El Cerrito. But
Ritchie’s car also comes to a halt, just four hundred meters
short of the hotel, when they run out of gasoline. Ritchie
orders Campos to retrieve a gasoline can and refill the tank.

El 68’s men, having watched the policemen climb out of
the car, charge forward on horseback to stop them. When
Ritchie sees the cavalry coming, he orders his men to take
cover behind some nearby rocks. When they ask him to
surrender, Ritchie responds by opening fire. He’s a fine
shot, a cool-headed man who knows that these Chileans are
worth nothing. But the peons dismount, take positions
behind the rocks and return fire. Ritchie realizes that they’ll
soon be surrounded and orders Campos to keep filling the
tank while the others cover him. And then a barefaced
Galician worker named Zacarias Gracian approaches to
hunt for policemen. Ritchie greets him with a bullet to the
face. Gracian falls, and Ritchie and his men take advantage
of the confusion to get into their car. But the peons and
their Winchesters bathe them in bullets. Ritchie is shot in
his right hand and Sergeant Pereya’s arm dances from a
bullet in the wrist. The commissioner realizes that it’s now a
matter of life or death and starts the car, pulls a U-turn and
drives off, leaving Campos standing there with the gasoline
can in his hand.® He’s promptly cut down by El 68’s men.

When Ritchie passes by the second car, he tells its
occupants to follow him. They take refuge at Pablo Lenzer’s
ranch and wait there for reinforcements.

The strikers at El Cerrito hastily finish their preparations
for departure. They know that the weight of the entire Rio
Gallegos police force will soon fall on them.

Arguments can be heard in the midst of their
preparations. Pérez Millan says that he won’t be able to
ride with his injuries. And the chauffeur, Senecovich, loudly



demands care. Lorenzo Cardenas wants to finish both of
them off himself. Pérez Milldn is saved by Armando
Camporro, a striker who takes him by the arm and helps
him into the saddle.* But Senecovich remains on his cot,
accused by Cardenas of being a police agent who reported
on the strikers at Stipicich’s ranch to Micheri.> And what
should be done with this man who not only can’t ride, but
can’t even stand up? Lorenzo Cardenas quickly solves the
problem: he shoots him, avenging the death of his friend
Zacarias Gracian.

This enrages many of the farmworkers. They reproach
Céardenas for his decision. But Cardenas is a man of action
and he pays their threats no heed. He’s one of those who
feel that the movement is no place for introspection.
Subsequent developments may prove him right. Those on
the other side, those defending order and private property,
will act just like the murderer Lorenzo Cardenas.

The strikers depart, all two hundred of them. They ride off
and set up camp in a canyon nine leagues away. There they
sleep under the stars, covering themselves with quillangos.®
They are accompanied by their two wounded hostages:
Commissioner Micheri, with his two bullet wounds, and
Pérez Milldn Temperley.

When news of the El Cerrito incident reaches Rio
Gallegos, it’s truly explosive. Especially after the arrival of
Commissioner Ritchie, with his wounded hand, Sergeant
Peralta—whose right arm will have to be amputated—and
the chauffeur, Caldelas, whose face is badly scarred by the
glass from the shattered windshield. People are terrified.
Ritchie, a strong man who is accustomed to treating the
poor like sheep, returns wounded and defeated, his men
routed, bearing the news that Micheri has been taken
prisoner. These mounted anarchists have even dared to
attack Micheri!”

This news confirms the sense of unease in Rio Gallegos,
which had already witnessed a Danteesque spectacle on



Monday, January 3rd. The town’s residents were awoken by
gunfire at one in the morning. The shots were fired to draw
people’s attention to a fire. The La Amberense warehouse,
owned by a Belgian named Kreglinger, was burning down.
And it was filled with gasoline and oil tanks. The strikers
had chosen well. There would be explosions all throughout
the night. Those who believed in private property were
chilled to the bone. But for the poor, this crackle of
fireworks provided splendid entertainment. More than a
few think that the time has come to pack up and leave, that
Santa Cruz has come to resemble the Russia of 1917.

There is a strong backlash in Rio Gallegos. “Unity in the
face of danger,” exhorts the conservative newspaper. And at
the Social Club, a group of Argentines resolve to throw
their weight behind Correa Falcon and his defense plans.
This meeting brings together thirty-seven citizens, all of
them ready to defend Argentina and, in passing, their
property. But the Argentines aren’t the only ones making
preparations. The British community holds their own
meeting, also offering their services to the governor.

The situation is chaotic. Steamships no longer arrive. It’s
announced that once the Asturiano unmoors, Santa Cruz
will be cut off from the outside world. Not that it matters
much: everyone’s getting ready to defend what’s theirs.

Though he only has a few days left in office, Correa Falcon
prepares to defeat the strikers once and for all. He issues a
manifesto to the “citizens,” posting it on every street corner
in Rio Gallegos:

The situation created by the outrageous acts of subversive groups
makes it necessary for those men who respect the law and the liberties
granted by the Constitution to band together. This isn’t a labor dispute,
but instead something much more serious: the subversion of law and
order, along with all the principles of equality and justice.

He calls on the “honest citizens” to organize themselves,
as “the honor, life and property of the populace cannot be



left to the mercy of heartless fools.” He concludes by
stating, “Let us ensure respect for our Constitution and our
laws, and let us keep the flag of our fatherland flying high.”

He sends a telegram to the interior minister informing
him that “those supporting law and order in Rio Gallegos
have immediately responded, unconditionally putting
themselves at the disposal of the government. The majority
of these people are Argentine and British.”

The British community in Patagonia isn’t alone. The -
British embassy in Buenos Aires has also reacted. Its
representative, Ronald Macleay, tells the Argentine
government of his concerns regarding the plight of British
nationals in rather uncompromising terms:

Things have gotten to such a critical state that British nationals, both in
town and in the countryside, require urgent protection. It would be
dangerous in the extreme to delay any further in providing this
protection. I therefore beseech Your Excellency to treat this matter with
the utmost seriousness and to authorize me to telegraph the British
consul in Rio Gallegos, allowing him to reassure his countrymen that
the Argentine government will adopt immediate and appropriate
measure to protect their lives and property.

Things are beginning to take a more serious turn.
Yrigoyen knows that British interests have immense
influence in Argentina and that they won’t be shy in
defending themselves. The Falkland Islands lie just off the
coast and British warships are always on standby.

On January 8th, the War Ministry reports that the Navy is
dispatching fifty sailors to Rio Gallegos and that “the
ministry has a squadron standing by to intervene, should
further events make such a measure necessary.”

When things are at their most fraught, the Aristobulo del
Valle arrives in Rio Gallegos with twenty-five sailors under
the command of Ensign Alfredo Malerba. They are only a
handful of men, but Malerba is worth one hundred sailors.
He meets with Correa Falcon the moment he comes ashore



and resolves to pacify the town with an iron hand.

The following day, Captain Narciso Laprida disembarks
from the Querandi, bringing fifty soldiers from the 10th
Cavalry Regiment with him.

The newspaper La Union, speaking for the region’s
ranchers, merchants, and government officials,
enthusiastically welcomes the military:

Though they are few in number, we have every confidence in their
effectiveness because they represent the nation’s armed forces.
Rebelling against them is to rebel against the fatherland they
represent, and those who do so risk being considered enemies of the
nation and treated with all the severity of martial law. And so those who
respect order, both Argentine and immigrant, could not contain their
applause when these bearers of the glad tidings of peace and security
marched through our streets.

When Correa Falcon realizes that Malerba is an advocate
of order at all costs, he puts him in command of the city’s
prisons and police force.

He doesn’t need to be asked twice. On Sunday, January
16th, he mobilizes his sailors and the entire police force to
seal off the town, which, in a matter of hours, is cleansed of
anything that smells of strikers. He has no qualms about
locking up the leaders along with the small fry. And so the
first to fall is José Maria Borrero, the advisor to the
Workers’ Society and the managing editor of La Verdad.
He’s soon followed by all of the friends of Antonio Soto,
though the man himself could not be located.®

Two hours after Borrero was arrested, something
disgraceful occurs. Accompanied by their men, Malerba and
Ritchie set off for La Verdad’s printing press. But the doors
are locked. Ritchie approaches the house of a type-setter—
which faces the press—to ask for the keys. He’s whipped
when he refuses and Ritchie orders the doors to be forced
open. The next day, Ensign Malerba visits the jail. When he
passes in front of Borrero, he tells him that his printing



press has been destroyed by persons unknown.

This procedure is not very democratic, but it is incredibly
effective. When Borrero is released from jail, he finds his
printing press destroyed, his plates smashed, and thirty-six
boxes of type ruined. In the subsequent court case, Malerba
will state that he had been acting on orders from the Naval
Ministry.

This is how Correa Falcén and Malerba manage to leave
the movement leaderless in Rio Gallegos. Save for Antonio
Soto, all of the leaders are behind bars. And Antonio Soto is
cut off from his followers. Before, messengers from the
countryside were able to slip past the police checkpoints by
taking a detour along the banks of the river. But now
Malerba has sealed off that route as well.

Furthermore, a curfew has also been decreed:

Public gatherings are prohibited. The population is asked to refrain
from bearing arms or using the streets after 9 p.m., as well as to
immediately comply with any orders they may receive from sentries or
police officers.

Yrigoyen and Minister Gémez are in over their heads with
this problem of the rural strike. The British embassy
complains once again. Macleay informs Argentina’s Foreign
Affairs Ministry that a ranch owned by a British national
named Juan Cormack was attacked by “armed and mounted
strikers, who destroyed shearing equipment and
requisitioned horses and supplies.” And then he insists that
the Argentine government take protective measures.

Chile, too, is worried about the rural strike on the other
side of the border. The following document is an undeniable
rebuttal of the theory that the strike in Patagonia was
fomented by the Chilean armed forces. In a note addressed
to the Foreign Affairs Ministry in Buenos Aires and dated
January 12th, Noel, the Argentine ambassador in Buenos
Aires, writes:



Confidential and Restricted

To the Foreign Affairs Ministry, Buenos Aires:
Chile’s foreign affairs minister tells me that he has received some very
alarming reports about disturbances in the far south, where bandits
have overrun the ranches along the border between Chile and
Argentina, 250 kilometers away from Punta Arenas, whose residents
are asking for protection. The Chilean government requests that Your
Excellency forward any relevant news to the embassy, as well as to
inquire if the Argentine government has sufficient forces at its disposal
in said region and if it would be willing to order its police forces to
work in coordination with the Chilean police to defeat these bandits.
The Chilean government requests an urgent response.

Noel, Argentine Ambassador.

There will be note after note along these lines, showing
the Chilean government'’s fear that the conflict would
spread into Chilean Patagonia and the Aysén region, a fear
stoked in the halls of power by large landowners with the
same names as those on the Argentine side of the border.

Under the command of Captain Laprida, the 10th Cavalry
Squadron sets out from Rio Gallegos on January 2nd,
accompanied by Commissioner Ritchie and around twenty
policemen. They go by truck to Robert MacDonald’s La
Vanguardia ranch and wait there for their horses.

Laprida remains at La Vanguardia, unwilling to venture
beyond this stronghold. He knows that E1 68 and El
Toscano, both of them quite close, are not afraid of a
shootout.

Laprida, Malerba, and Correa Falcén telegraph Buenos
Aires, reporting that they do not have enough men at their
disposal.

But in the meantime, what are the town’s strikers up to?
In Rio Gallegos, the strike has become unsustainable.
Repression, imprisonment, a ban on meetings, and the loss
of Borrero’s newspaper (which often ran union
communiqués) would, little by little, lead to the bosses’
victory and a return to work. Antonio Soto understands that



nothing more can be done in the city and, as the syndicalist
FORA doesn’t respond to his desperate appeals, he calls for
the strike to be lifted in order to save the Workers’ Society.
He drafts a long communiqué analyzing the movement and
explaining why the urban workers were defeated. This
communiqué closes by stating:

Men of conscience will eventually judge us and the authorities will do
us justice because truth and justice will come to light and triumph. If
we are silenced, other voices will be raised because there is no
strength that can destroy the union of the workers, because it is a
beautiful and righteous cause.

There’s no alternative: in Buenos Aires, the Maritime
Workers’ Federation has already come to a separate
arrangement. Ships begin to arrive in Rio Gallegos once
more. The first to arrive is the Presidente Mitre, carrying
326 third class passengers. La Union, the mouthpiece of the
ranchers, triumphantly reports that the ship has brought in
“a full staff for the meatpacking plants.” The arrival of the
Mitre ends a period of seventy days’ rest at the ports of
Santa Cruz, which the newspaper notes is “equivalent to
the time that Columbus took to discover America four
centuries ago.”

The ship’s arrival in Rio Gallegos has a tremendous
psychological impact on the town’s residents, especially its
merchants and landowners. Two delegates from the
syndicalist FORA also arrive from Buenos Aires on the
Presidente Mitre: Santiago Lazaro and Francisco Somoza,
who will wage a war to the death against Antonio Soto and
the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society.

Besides the Mitre, the Presidente Quintana, and the
Asturiano are also on their way to the coasts of Patagonia.

Antonio Soto decides to travel to Buenos Aires and clarify
the situation to the syndicalists. He emerges from hiding
and is smuggled aboard the steamship Asturiano by the
ship’s mechanics. During a stopover at Puerto Deseado, the



town’s sub-prefect learns of Soto’s presence aboard the
ship and orders the maritime police to bring him ashore.
But the ship’s entire crew goes on strike and the police,
outdone, are forced to retreat. Upon docking in Buenos
Aires, the police try to search the ship, but a group of three
hundred stevedores get in the way.® La Organizacion
Obrera, the mouthpiece of the syndicalist FORA, reports
Soto’s arrival on January 29th. Soto will participate in the
union’s national congress as the delegate of the Rio
Gallegos Workers’ Society. But Soto has also come to
encourage the unionized workers of Buenos Aires to help
their fellows in the countryside, then facing the toughest
moments of the strike. The labor congress, bringing
together delegates from every corner of the country, is held
from January 29th to February 5th, 1921. There, Soto will
insult the national union leadership. He will criticize the
decision of the Maritime Workers’ Federation to allow ships
filled with strikebreakers to disembark and sail to Rio
Gallegos. The entire congress will listen with astonishment
to the Patagonian delegate’s scathing criticism of the
national leadership’s lack of solidarity and their
abandonment of the labor movement in the south during so
difficult a year for the workers as 1920.

Soto will never be forgiven for this speech. Criticizing the
bureaucracy of the country’s most powerful labor
federation is a capital sin. And the bureaucracy immediately
hits back. The union’s national newspaper, La Organizacion
Obrera, publishes the following report on the labor
congress on February 12th:

The delegate from Santa Cruz used the labor disputes on the southern
coast as an opportunity to bring up matters that took two hours to
address. He made unjustified criticisms of the Maritime Workers’
Federation and the national leadership, which drew a vehement
response from Alegria, Cisneros, and others, as well as from the
national leadership council. In the end, the decisions of the national
leadership were endorsed by a vote of 99 to 3, and it was agreed by a



vote of 111 delegates that all matters not scheduled on the agenda
should be addressed in committee.

As we can see, the Chamber of Deputies isn’t alone in
referring sensitive matters to committee—unions can do it
as well.

But the rural strike will last until the bitter end. E1 68 and
El Toscano move shrewdly. They’'re constantly shifting camp
and don’t seek out confrontation, but when they need to
fight, they fight. And they will prove this in their tragicomic
clash with Commissioner Francisco Nicolia Jameson and the
officers under his command.!°

As we have seen, the strikers have been camping out in a
canyon nine leagues away from El Cerrito. From there, they
set out for Juan Clark’s El Tero ranch. Their ranks have
been swollen by around 450 peons. Keeping with their
tactic of staying on the move and disorienting the police,
they push forward and set up camp in a quarry, which will
later be known as Canadoén de los Huelguistas (Strikers’
Canyon). There they remain for several days while El 68
heads to Rio Gallegos to meet with Soto. The former
prisoner of Ushuaia manages to slip past the police
checkpoints and then leaves the capital accompanied by
thirty men, a truly daring feat. They attack the ranches they
come across on their way back to camp, taking hostages,
capturing gendarmes, and requisitioning weapons and
horses. Their ranks swell by 150 men, making a total of six
hundred strikers in the canyon. They immediately break
camp and march towards Lago Argentino, where they carry
out an occupation of La Anita ranch. There they capture
four gendarmes and thirty shearers.

Unaware of these developments, Commissioner Nicolia
Jameson has received orders from Correa Falcon to
reinforce the guard at La Anita. Assisted by Officer Novas,
he gathers together fifteen well-armed men and they drive



off in a car and a truck. They feel safe because they know
that Laprida is stationed at La Vanguardia with fifty
soldiers, and they're confident they won’t see a trace of El
68’s men. Upon reaching Calafate, the commissioner lets
his men stop at Echeverria’s tavern and generously buys
them a few rounds. They're a bit tipsy when they resume
their journey to La Anita. But when they reach the Rio
Centinela, they see three cars approach. Sixty riders
emerge from the side of the road. Commissioner Jameson
orders his men to halt and take up positions.

As the cars approach, a gendarme named Artaza, drunk
and unsteady on his feet, begins firing left and right. Facing
such a welcome, the strikers stop and fire on the police.
Commissioner Nicolia Jameson and his men flee as best
they can, piling into their vehicles, turning around and
taking off at top speed, leaving behind Artaza, who is too
drunk to run, and another two gendarmes named Giménez
and Paez. Realizing that they have been left to the mercy of
the strikers, Giménez and Pdez scream for their lives.
Officer Nova, riding in the truck, draws his revolver and
forces the driver to stop and pick them up. Artaza is left on
his own and keeps firing until he is cut down by El1 68’s
men.

Officer Nova will later tell his superiors that Nicolia
Jameson beat a hasty retreat; that when he saw the
strikers, he shouted, “Everybody aboard, let’s go!”; that
Artaza had left the police station drunk, “having consumed
a large amount of alcohol, purchased from La Anénima by
Commissioner Jameson.”

The car leaves the truck far behind. When Nova finally
reaches Echeverria’s tavern, he finds “Commissioner
Jameson and Officer Garay totally intoxicated, embracing
each other and saying farewell.” Jameson had bought three
bottles and got drunk, as had most of his men,
strengthening their spirits while they waited for the
strikers. But the latter had given up the chase, as the area



was under surveillance by Captain Laprida and his cavalry
troops. The police officer’s testimony will state that, as he
left the tavern, Jameson shouted, “Long live the fatherland!
Down with the red flag and long live the flag of Argentina!”
He then ordered those present to give a cheer for each
officer who had fought that day.

When they arrive at the police station, they find
Subcommissioner Douglas ordering Jameson to give a
cheer for him and his men. He then orders Nova to fetch
three bottles of whiskey from Dickie’s ranch “to share
among the men who conducted themselves so bravely at
the Rio Centinela.” And then something occurs that clearly
shows these men’s brutality and total lack of respect for
humanity. Two riders were being held at the station on
suspicion of being strikers. Jameson has them taken from
their cells, orders his men to strip them naked and beats
them with the flat of his saber in front of the troops. He
then orders them to be left naked all night, though this
order is later overridden by Captain Laprida, who arrives
half an hour later. But Nicolia Jameson hasn’t finished with
the day’s great deeds. Nobody at the police station feels
safe. They all fear an attack by El 68 and El Toscano. And so
they decide to head to Lenzner’s ranch, where most of the
cavalry troops are stationed. There, Captain Laprida turns a
German striker over to the police. Nicolia Jameson
immediately orders the German to be taken out back. He
handcuffs the prisoner, lowers him halfway into a well and
then uses Officer Nova’s handcuffs to shackle him to a
nearby fence. A true Chinese torture: spending the
Patagonian night out in the open, with one’s feet in the
water. (An investigation will conclude with Jameson’s
dismissal on March 23rd, 1921 for “misconduct and moral
weakness.”)

But the “Battle” of the Rio Centinela will naturally be
seized upon by the press as yet another opportunity for
outrage at the savagery of the strikers. Rio Gallegos’ La



Union will refer to the death of Artaza as an
“unprecedented and premeditated murder” and a
“repulsive crime.”

But Correa Falcén has only a few days left in power. After
six months of indecision, Governor Yza is finally leaving for
Rio Gallegos. The ranchers prepare to give him a warm
welcome. They distrust him as a Radical, but trust him as a
military officer. One editorial in La Union proclaims:

It takes the authority of a disciplined spirit—such as the we see in
Captain Yza, forged in the purest patriotic traditions and strengthened
by military life in the bosom of these legendary institutions and by daily
contact with the symbols of our nation, which inspire the most fervent
and austere feelings of appreciation for the values they represent—to
take on the task at hand, which demands not only governmental
expertise and the application of time-honored measures, but also the
virtue of a civic conscience and the serene, magnanimous
understanding of lofty souls.

The news that the new governor is on his way arrives
even as Correa Falcén and Malerba carry on with the
repression. In Rio Gallegos, every democratic right has
been revoked. Meanwhile, the Rural Society is extremely
active in preparing its defenses. Its members resolve to
unite with similar organizations in San Julian and Puerto
Santa Cruz. The unification committee is made up of sixteen
members (eight from Rio Gallegos, four from Puerto Santa
Cruz and four from San Julidn) and chaired by Ibén Noya.
Governor Correa Falcon is ratified as its managing
secretary. But the most important decision the committee
takes is to collect 100,000 pesos for expenses and for “the
campaign to uphold law and order.” These funds are raised
by requiring each landowner to pay the Rural Society two
centavos per head of livestock. One document that clearly
shows the connivance between the police, the army, and the
White Guard—the self-defense organization of the ranchers
—is the report addressed to the interior minister by



Engineer Cobos, sent to Buenos Aires as a delegate of the
Santa Cruz Rural Society:

The White Guard has taken responsibility for supplying meat,
automobiles, and gasoline to the local police station and has agreed to
pay for repairs. And let me also mention that, for some time, each of the
town’s five primary retail outlets has been providing them with goods
equivalent to 50 pesos per month, free of charge. This arrangement has
been in place for years. The White Guard has covered the expenses of a
car trip taken by four officers stationed at Tamel Aike who were needed
as reinforcements at the police station in San Julidn. During the strike,
when it was decided to send eleven soldiers to San Julian, their journey
was underwritten by merchants and landowners, as was their return
trip to Rio Gallegos. And, during their mission, they had to be provided
with lodging and saddles, along with other supplies and living
expenses. We merchants and landowners have paid a total of 8,615
pesos on maintaining and transporting these troops, which does not
include the 4,000 pesos provided by the White Guard.

There is little hope left for the workers. Who are the
police and army going to defend if they depended on the
landowners for food and transportation?

Yrigoyen is slow but neither deaf nor blind. The federal
government mobilizes the 10th Cavalry Regiment with
orders to pacify the south. The regiment is under the
command of Lieutenant Colonel Héctor Benigno Varela.
Varela visits the Casa Rosada to meet with the president
and clarify the details of his mission. On a torrid January
day, Varela and his young assistant, First Lieutenant Anaya,
both of them in dress uniform, enter the cool shade of the
president’s office. Before them stands an enormous man,
twice their own height, who barely seems to be moving. He
speaks slowly, taking his time. Anaya is awestruck. Varela
listens with a religious silence. The president talks in
generalities and the officer listens with growing interest,
anticipating the moment in which his commander-in-chief
will issue the “secret instructions,” the precise orders that



must never be repeated outside that mysterious office. But
the president takes his time. He speaks of party politics, the
struggles of years past, and the republic in general.

Suddenly, the audience is over. The president rises to his
feet. Taken aback, Varela ventures one polite and
deferential query: “Mr. President, I should like to know
what I am to do in Santa Cruz.”

Hipdlito Yrigoyen, his warm voice inflected with trust and
intimacy—as if he were addressing a brother or a son—tells
him, “Go, Lieutenant Colonel. Go and study what is
happening and do your duty.”

And that is it. Varela is at a loss. But the giant offers him
his hand. There’s no more to say.

“Stop by Dr. Gémez'’s office and he will give you your
instructions.”

But Anaya will later state, “Dr. Gbmez was waiting for us
in his office but didn’t add a single word. He merely passed
on some telegrams he had received and wished us a safe
journey.”!!

Varela is not the type of man who spends his time
worrying about if he’s being set up. His thoughts are on his
soldiers, his plans, his preparations and logistics. Having
been ordered, he will act. The 10th Cavalry Regiment
shakes to life. Varela has a military soul. He loves action,
discipline, duty, and the manliness of command. He is a
great admirer of German military discipline and has been
diligently studying the German language for years.

The 10th Cavalry Regiment did not exist when it was
ordered to move south. The 1889 class had graduated in
December and the new class was still being recruited. The
soldiers would need to be tracked down. One by one, the
former conscripts are taken from their homes and sent to
the barracks. We can only imagine the “delight” felt by
these young men, their military service completed, who are
now ordered back to active duty to crush a strike in
Patagonia. Anaya describes this forced recruitment as “a



difficult task.” He only manages to muster up 150 men and
will have to reinforce the regiment with another twenty
additional soldiers from the 2nd Cavalry Regiment.

They embark on the Guardia Nacional on the night of
January 28th, 1921.

The strikers continue their occupation of La Anita. A car
passes by, carrying the ranchers Geronimo and José
Stipicich, along with their brother-in-law Duimo
Martinovich and Gerénimo’s son, only twelve years old. The
strikers take them prisoner. El 68 suggests that Stipicich go
to Rio Gallegos and encourage the other ranchers to sign
the labor agreement. His brother and son will be held at the
ranch until he returns.

Trembling, Stipicich drives towards Rio Gallegos,
accompanied by Guillermo Payne, another rancher who was
being held hostage. In the meantime, El Toscano heads to
the Rio Coyle to stir up the workers and bring back food
and weapons.

The first thing Stipicich does upon reaching Rio Gallegos
is send a telegram to the representative of La Andnima in
Puerto Santa Cruz. We have reproduced it below as it
describes the situation well:

Mr. Menotti Bianchi: I have just arrived from Lago Argentino. I had set
out on the 21st, along with my brother, my son, and several other
people. When we arrived at La Anita, we were greeted by the over five
hundred strikers who were occupying the ranch. They held me for six
hours, and my brother and son remain in their power. I received
permission to leave and seek out some sort of settlement. You can
understand my plight. I would recommend settling because the
situation is dire—they didn’t kill me only because they didn’t want to,
they told me that I arrived at just the right time, as they were about to
burn down La Anita, as well as all of my ranches. They agreed to grant
me four days’ reprieve. The authorities are powerless. Over fifteen
police officers have also been taken prisoner, including Commissioner
Micheri, who has been wounded. Many of the strikers are blameless.
We must do whatever is in our power to avoid confrontations. As I am in
danger, I beg you to inform me of your decision at once, as I must leave



tomorrow. Speaking for myself, I am in favor of settling. —Gerénimo
Stipicich.

In Rio Gallegos, Stipicich will meet with Mauricio Braun,
Alejandro Menéndez Behety, José Montes, Ibon Noya,
Ernesto von Heinz, and other landowners. The ranchers
propose that the workers elect a negotiating committee and
that, if no agreement can be reached, a neutral arbitrator
be designated. Stipicich returns to La Anita on January
26th.

The strikers agree, appointing a delegate to meet with
the ranchers in Rio Gallegos.

On Saturday, January 29th, 1921—months after being
appointed—the new governor of Santa Cruz finally arrived
in Rio Gallegos. Yza’s first actions disappoint the hardliners.
He dismisses Correa Falcon’s friends, retaining only those
with no reputation for brutality. The curfew is the next to
go.

That same day, he meets with the members of the Rural
Society to look for a solution to the rural conflict. Stipicich
returns, accompanied by the workers’ delegate. On Sunday,
the ranchers hold a meeting in the presence of the
governor. They approve a new list of conditions and
unanimously elect Governor Yza as their arbitrator.

In their new offer, the ranchers accept nearly all of the
workers’ demands. The article on the ranch delegates is
worded as follows:

The employers agree to recognize labor associations as lawful
organizations on the condition that they have been granted legal status.
Workers are free to join said associations at their own discretion, as
only the good conduct and competence of each individual will be taken
into account by employers.

This offer was signed by all of the powerful landowners of
Santa Cruz, including Mauricio Braun and Alejandro
Menéndez Behety. A close reading of the ranchers’ offer



shows the extent of the strike’s success—this agreement
was without precedent in Argentina as a whole.

The governor immediately speaks with the workers’
delegate and proposes that he travel alongside two
government representatives who will have the power to
open formal negotiations with the strikers.

In the meantime, Varela receives orders for his troops to
disembark from the Guardia Nacional in Puerto Santa Cruz
rather than Rio Gallegos. Yza continues to make decisions
that don’t favor the landowners: he releases all of the
workers who been arrested during the strike, including the
controversial José Maria Borrero, who—despite the
destruction of his printing press—immediately resumes his
offensive against Correa Falcén and the men of the Rural
Society.

The government commission that has gone to Lago
Argentino in search of the strikers, and give them word of
the ranchers’ offer fails to find them. This gives Varela the
opportunity to propose his own solution, one that will later
prove to be extremely controversial. The strikers have also
drafted a new offer to bring to the discussion table:

Full recognition of the demands presented by the workers.

The workers will not be held responsible, either morally or materially,
for any of the events that occurred during the strike.

The label of “bandits” that has been given to the workers must be
formally retracted.

Any and all authorities who unjustly targeted workers must be
dismissed.

The governor must guarantee that no reprisals of any kind will be
taken against those workers who participated in the strike or no
agreement will be possible.

But the absence of contact makes direct negotiations
impossible. Varela and his troops reach Puerto Santa Cruz
on February 2nd, 1921. Years later, Anaya will write about
this moment:



The decision to disembark there was dictated by the possibility of the
insurrection spreading north, as was expected, thus putting us in
position to intercept them. Once the troops had been welcomed by the
local authorities, the regiment’s commander easily gauged popular
expectations, as well as the prevailing disorder and the lack of
coordination between local authorities. These observations prompted
him to press on towards Rio Gallegos, accompanied by his aide-de-camp
and one police officer.

Anaya has also told us that, during his trip to Rio
Gallegos, Varela does not meet with Yza but instead with
Correa Falcon, who apparently painted an exaggerated
portrait of the crimes of the strikers and the destruction
caused by the conflict. Anaya adds that Varela, wishing to
corroborate these claims, embarks on “a personal
reconnaissance of the nearby ranches that were said to be
looted and destroyed (but) those who abandoned their land
were the first to provide information contradicting the
official reports.”

Anaya’s writings are very important and must be
remembered, as he will later contradict himself when
justifying the executions to come. But if exaggerations were
made regarding the behavior of the strikers during the first
strike, who’s to say that the same thing won’t happen
during the second strike as well?

It is only then that Varela meets with Yza, who has
received “instructions from the federal government.” Anaya
describes them as follows:

The instructions received by Governor Yza added little or nothing to
what we already knew. But they did include a desire to avoid bloodshed
at any cost and to peacefully resolve the conflict that was so damaging
to the territory’s economy. It was a matter of some urgency for the
business community in general and the governor in particular to ensure
that the shearing go smoothly and for the governor to show himself to
be a faithful servant of the president, whose pro-labor policies were
well known.



The ranchers, who had been dreaming of a military
solution that would solve the problem with saber blows,
now realize that they had fallen into the Radical trap. On
February 10th, they react with a furious telegram to the
interior minister:

In the wake of the vandalism committed by the rebels, the territory’s
residents feel obligated to remind Your Excellency of the rights
guaranteed by the Constitution. The ranchers have authorized the Rural
Society’s president to appoint Governor Yza as arbitrator on the
understanding that he would reach a satisfactory arrangement with the
good elements among the workers. Given the failure of his efforts and
the continuing criminal attacks, we have called off our overtures to the
strikers and have instead requested that Governor Yza strictly enforce
the nation’s laws. We have been greatly dissatisfied with his decision to
free the instigators and intellectual authors of this conflict, as it is
public knowledge that the leaders of the revolt in the countryside are
based in the capital. —Ib6n Noya.

The ranchers have realized that Yza, as a good Radical,
will give more weight to the opinions of his fellow party
members. They are correct; Yza will principally listen to
Judge Vinas. Besides, the governor—who wants to end the
strike at all costs—has realized that the judge is the only
one who the workers will obey. Yza will use the judge to
contact two of the strike leaders—both friends of Vinas—
who will be the ones to finally accept a settlement. They are
also two of the only Argentines among the peons: Gaucho
Cuello and El Paisano Bartolo Diaz.

They reach a temporary arrangement. No one will be
taken prisoner and each worker will be given a safe
conduct pass allowing them to return to work. Yza will be
the arbitrator and will agree in principle to the workers’
offer. In exchange, to prevent the army and the governor
from losing face, the workers will appear to unconditionally
surrender their hostages, weapons, and horses to Varela.

Gaucho Cuello and El Paisano Diaz take this offer to E1 68
and El Toscano, who angrily reject it, declaring that they



will never surrender their weapons. So the decision goes to
the assembly. El 68 and the Spaniard Grana speak against
the offer. Cuello, Bartolo Diaz, the Paraguayan Jara and
another Argentine by the name of Lara speak in favor. The
chilotes vote to end the strike: there are 427 votes in favor
of returning to work against 200 votes in favor of
continuing the resistance. When Florentino Cuello and
Bartolo Diaz hand over their wounded hostages
(Commissioner Micheri and Pérez Millan), E1 68 and El
Toscano, along with two hundred of their followers, make
off with most of the weapons. Later on, Florentino Cuello
gives himself up to Governor Yza at the El Tero ranch, along
with the remaining weapons—which are very few—and
1,913 horses. There, the police confirm the identity of the
strikers who have turned themselves in and issue them safe
conduct passes. Florentino Cuello receives Pass No. 1 and is
allowed to leave, followed by El Paisano Diaz and the other
ranch delegates. To keep up appearances, Yza sends a
telegraph to the interior minister stating that “the
ringleaders have been arrested and, after being disarmed,
have been released by the police, as ordered.” But he was
merely honoring his word to release all those who turned
themselves in.

Everything has ended well: the strikers remain free and
Yza will come down on the side of the workers. But nobody
suspects that this happy ending is only a prelude to death.



CHAPTER FIVE: THE LONG MARCH
TOWARDS DEATH

“The same was done to the Indians in that
bloodbath they call the Conquest of the Desert.”
“The Massacre in Santa Cruz,”

La Protesta, January 6th, 1922

“Like the Indian before him, the pariah—without
family, home, religion or fatherland—becomes a
murderer and a vandal, burning crops and
attacking ranches...”

El Soldato Argentino,* Vol. II No. 13
January 2nd, 1922

The first strike was nothing more than an overture to the
massacre that would follow. It was a rosy chapter in the
history of Patagonia when compared to the horror that
events will acquire nine months later. Let’s see how General
Anaya, who participated in the repression of the second
strike as a captain, describes the difference:

We have just heard the most objective account possible of the events
that shook the far south in 1921. To differentiate it from the events that
followed, allow us to refer to it as the “peaceful military campaign,” in
contrast to what I shall call the “bloody military campaign.”?

Work resumes and the much-delayed shearing is rushed
to completion. But this gives a false impression of what'’s
really going on: the workers have triumphed, plain and
simple. This is how the Workers’ Society sees it, how the
Rural Society sees it, and how the Commerce and Industry
League sees it.



Two police officers have been murdered. Landowners,
gendarmes and ranch administrators have been taken
hostage. Fences have been cut, animals have been
slaughtered, buildings have been destroyed.

But that didn’t stop Captain Yza and Commander Varela
from coming to Patagonia and settling with the strikers,
giving them safe conduct passes that allowed them to freely
move around the region and work wherever they pleased.
And don’t forget that they didn’t hand over their weapons,
as most of them remain in the possession of El1 68, El
Toscano, and the group that followed them. Aside from a
few old rifles and rusty revolvers, Varela turned up nothing.
Such is the panorama seen by the landowners and
despondent merchants of Santa Cruz.

When Varela returns to Rio Gallegos, they even say so to
his face. Edelmiro Correa Falcon recounts the story in his
pamphlet The Events in Santa Cruz, 1919-1921:

Once the 10th Cavalry Regiment’s peacemaking mission had concluded,
a few individuals happened to encounter Lieutenant Colonel Varela in
Rio Gallegos. While they drank their tea, one of those present said that
it set a dangerous precedent to allow so many weapons to remain in the
hands of the rebels, who had nevertheless been issued with a sort of
act of indemnity. The lieutenant colonel rejected this view of the
situation, adding that his mission had been satisfactorily completed in
accordance with the personal instructions of the president—a claim that
was later borne out by those who heard these instructions issued.
During this same conversation, another one of those present said that
the news arriving from the countryside left him convinced that there
would soon be a general uprising throughout the territory. The
lieutenant colonel ignored this prediction, repeating that he believed
his pacification efforts to have been definitive.

But the mighty aren’t Varela’s only critics. The
commander’s pacifist stance is even being openly censured
within his own regiment. Captain Anaya enumerates these
criticisms:



The regiment, which had remained in the barracks in Santa Cruz, was
utterly oblivious to what was going on and felt unsatisfied with the
peaceful outcome. These feelings were encouraged by the landowners
who had abandoned their ranches and wanted to see brutal,
indiscriminate repression. The coastal business interests also
disapproved of the solution, wishing that the strike had instead been
drowned in blood. They mounted a campaign of defamation against the
military officer and the governor, whom they claimed had blindly made
a pact with insurgents out of ignorance and short-term political gain.
Some officers were not unsympathetic to these criticisms, feeling that a
humanitarian rather than military solution to the conflict had robbed
them of their laurels.

Even before he leaves for Buenos Aires, Varela hesitates.
He seems to be under a lot of pressure. Enrique Noya—
brother of Rural Society President Ibén Noya—will tell us
the following:

When the first strike ended, my brother Ibon told Varela, “When you
leave, it will all start again.” Varela replied, “If it starts up again, I'll
come back and shoot the lot.”

In Rio Gallegos, La Union mercilessly attacks the
settlement reached by Varela and Governor Yza:

The settlement deals exclusively with the economic aspects of the
conflict, constituting a resounding victory for the impositions of the
workers that has been facilitated by the authorities themselves. Lacking
understanding, and with a total absence of impartiality, they have
delivered a Solomonic judgment and indirectly forced capital to accept
it.?> Nothing has been done to address the crimes, thefts, arsons, etc.
that were committed during the strike—the perpetrators and their
accomplices have not been taken in, not even for questioning.

The bosses had insisted on a hard line, glorifying Correa
Falcén and brutish police officers like Ritchie and Nicolia
Jameson. They had seen violence as the only possible
solution. They could not understand the accommodating
policies of the Radical president, as implemented by
Governor Yza and Lieutenant Colonel Varela.



So, as we can see, nothing has been settled. There are
still three antagonistic forces in a sparsely populated
region. There are the bosses, with Correa Falcon as their
most visible figure, along with the administrators of British-
owned ranches and, perhaps most importantly, Mauricio
Braun and Alejandro Menéndez Behety, who are the most
intelligent of the lot, the ones with the most influence in
Buenos Aires and the ones who have slowly begun to
arrange a definitive settlement of the crisis. The second
faction revolves around Borrero and Judge Vinas and
includes all the members of the Radical Civic Union. It is
this group whose support Governor Yza will seek. The third
conflicting force is, of course, the labor movement,
strengthened by its recent success.

In his role as the mediator between the bosses and the
workers, Yza asks the Workers’ Society to lift its boycott of
certain stores. But Antonio Soto refuses to simply do
whatever the governor tells him to do. Yes, the boycotts will
be lifted, but only when three conditions are met:

o All of the strikers who have been fired will be rehired and given
back pay for all workdays lost to the strike.

¢ All non-unionized workers will be dismissed.

e The bosses will reimburse the Workers’ Society for all costs
incurred in printing their manifestos.

In short, Soto demands unconditional surrender. When
the bosses learn of his demands, they are truly outraged. La
Union, scandalized, can’t help but attack the governor once
more:

The government’s passivity in the face of such extortion essentially
authorizes the subversion of law and order and the abdication of
authority to the labor associations, which now represent a new power
running parallel to the constitutional authorities. Outside agitators, the
aftertaste of unrestricted immigration, profess doctrines in which those
who were once slaves will take the place of their oppressors. An



undisciplined horde, incapable of the honest struggle to earn a living,
offers us the sad spectacle of tyranny lurking behind the veneer of
economic concessions and forces us to confront the problem of
nationality by slandering native-born citizens and supplanting the
principles of the law with the imperative of their bastard aspirations.
Foreigners, who have formed trade unions for no other purpose than
the subversion of order and rebellion against the law and who have
found easy living in revolt and social imbalance, proclaim destructive
theories in the form of supposed concessions. They must therefore
destroy any trace of the national spirit that could oppose their aims.
War has been declared against the country’s sons, against the criollos
who have more right than anyone to live in our society, as it is their
home, on the simple ground that they rightly rebel against the
imposition of these utopias.

This patriotic nonsense is but a sample of the arguments
that were rehashed day after day, in every corner of the
country, by the Argentine Patriotic League. According to
them, Argentine workers weren’t the victims of capitalists
or landowners, be they foreign or domestic, but instead of
immigrant workers who “brought with them ideas that are
incompatible with national sentiments.”

Syndicalism, liberty, equality, socialism, and universality
were all foreign notions. The authentic Argentine, by
contrast, was that worker who refused to succumb to this
siren song, who was satisfied with his lot and was always
respectful to his betters. He had a deep-seated love for his
fatherland, always wearing his best on Independence Day,
always flying the blue and white high, and always opposing
those Spaniards and Italians who wished to swap the
nation’s symbols for the “red rag.”

This argument about “foreign ideas,” used to combat
socialist and libertarian ideas, was an undeniable success. It
has taken root in the Argentine working class. It hasn’t just
been repeated by every government from 1930 onwards,
without exception—no matter if they derived their
legitimacy from military coups or from elections—but also
within the General Confederation of Labor (CGT) itself,



from the mouths of Peronist labor leaders such as José
Espejo, Augusto Vandor, José Alonso, José Rucci, Lorenzo
Miguel, etc.

All of the philosophical, social, and political ideas that
belong to no country in particular, but are instead the
heritage of the entire human race, could be silenced with a
single word: Argentina!

This argument would nevertheless cast its spell over the
entire country and has continued to prove lucrative for the
Argentine bourgeoisie up to the present day.

But what’s even odder is that, in the Rio Gallegos of 1921,
every single member of the Argentine Patriotic League—-
without exception—was a foreigner. The nonsense printed
above was written by Rodriguez Algarra, the editor of La
Union, a purebred Spaniard with close ties to the Braun
and Menéndez Behety interests.

But the secretary of the Workers’ Society cared little for
these patriotic arguments. Instead, he was preparing a new
blow against the frightened supporters of capitalism: a
strike at the Swift meatpacking plant in Rio Gallegos.

If there was one place in Patagonia that deserved a strike,
this was it. Perhaps not because of its wages or working
conditions—which were comparable to the rest of the
country—but because of the medievalism of its employment
contracts. We have in our hands an example of one of these
contracts.* It speaks for itself. This contract, which workers
were required to sign before shipping out from Buenos
Aires to Rio Gallegos, is pompously titled Service Leasing
Contract and reads as follows:

Swift & Company of La Plata, Rio Gallegos, and San Julidn (hereinafter
referred to as “The Company”), through its agent in this city, Swift &
Company of La Plata, Ltd, with its address at Calle 25 de Mayo 195,
and Manuel Pérez (hereinafter referred to as “The Contractor”), have
agreed to the following:

The Contractor will provide his services as a manual laborer for the
aforementioned Company at its plants in either Rio Gallegos or San



Julian, for which he will receive an hourly wage of 0.65 pesos, plus an
extra 50 pesos per month for room and board. The Contractor commits
to do all work required of him.

The Company will advance the Contractor the price of a third-class
ticket from Buenos Aires to either Rio Gallegos or San Julian, which will
be deducted from his first month’s wages. The Company commits to pay
the Contractor the equivalent of the wages for four hours of work for
each day during the period between his departure from Buenos Aires
until the first day of the slaughter, as well as during the period from the
last day of the slaughter until his arrival in Buenos Aires in his return
trip, with the exception of Sundays, holidays, and delays beyond the
control of the Company.

Should the Contractor remain employed until the end of the season’s
labors, or so long as the Company requires their services in any
capacity, he will be reimbursed for his travel expenses between Buenos
Aires and either Rio Gallegos or San Julian. If the Contractor resigns or
is dismissed prior to the end of the season for poor performance or
incompetence, at the discretion of the Company’s administrators in Rio
Gallegos and San Julian, he will not be reimbursed for his travel
expenses, neither from Buenos Aires to either Rio Gallegos or San
Julidn nor in his return trip. To guarantee compliance with this
contract, the Company will withhold 30 pesos per month from the
Contractor’s wages, which will be returned to him upon completion of
his contractual obligations. If the Contractor does not strictly fulfill his
contractual obligations, or if he directly or indirectly contributes to
labor disturbances or otherwise interferes with the Company’s business
interests, he will forfeit his right to the amount withheld. The
Contractor commits to work for the wage established above for the
amount of hours required by the Company. If required to work a half
day on Sundays, he will do so. The Company commits to provide the
Contractor with a minimum of eight hours of work each day for the
duration of the slaughter. If the steamship bringing workers from
Buenos Aires to either Rio Gallegos or San Julidn is delayed or unable
to depart for reasons beyond the control of the Company, such as
strikes, fires, or cases of force majeure, this contract may be suspended
or canceled at the Company’s discretion.

Any claims made against the Company prior to the Contractor’s return
to Buenos Aires must be presented to the Company’s superintendent in
Rio Gallegos or they will be considered as null and void.

In accordance with the above, the parties have duly signed this
contract in Buenos Aires on January 9th, 1921 on the understanding



that, in the event of any disagreements between the parties regarding
the above clauses, the Contractor agrees to accept the jurisdiction of
the competent authorities in Buenos Aires and commits to accept their
resolutions.

This, then, was the “contract.” If we analyze this
condemnation to slavery on the part of a North American
company, we can see that a worker who behaved himself—
according to the company’s criteria—could earn a few
pesos—very few, to be sure—while in the process destroying
his health in the hellish meatpacking plants of those days.
But the worker who protested or “directly or indirectly
contribute(d) to labor disturbances or otherwise
interfere(d) with the Company’s business” would forfeit
everything he had earned.

Borrero was not exaggerating when he wrote in Tragic
Patagonia that a Swift meatpacker, working shifts of up to
fifteen and a half hours (in the most unhygienic conditions
imaginable, of course), would receive only 28.50 pesos for
an entire month of work—332 hours. And that is to say
nothing of the worker who dared to speak up: he would be
fired and abandoned there in Rio Gallegos or San Julian,
with no grounds for complaint. He had signed the contract.

But there was one person in Rio Gallegos who was not
afraid of Swift: Antonio Soto, secretary general of the
Workers’ Society.

After two or three workers at the plant get the nerve to
meet with him and explain their situation, Soto gets things
moving. Something happens on March 25th, 1921 that
takes the directors of the powerful North American
company by surprise: a strike at their meatpacking plant in
Rio Gallegos.

It’s the only thing that was missing: the Swift strike comes
hot on the heels of the rural strike and right at the height of
the slaughter.

But the men of the Rural Society and Swift & Company



aren’t going to take it lying down. They call for a hardline
approach in the pages of La Union, blaming Soto and the
men of the Workers’ Society instead of the plant’s wretched
working conditions. According to La Union, the workers,
“by presenting a list of demands contrary to the spirit of the
contract, and by refusing to load ships and undertaking
other actions that amount to preemptive retaliations, such
as demanding to be paid for days squandered in working
out a settlement, have shown that outside agitators have
intervened in this dispute, distorting the intentions of the
true workers.”

This time, the employers have the upper hand. The
Workers’ Society will be defeated. After a week, the
meatpackers will meekly return to work. This time,
Governor Yza allows the police chief, Captain Schweizer, to
settle the conflict however he sees fit. Led by Ibén Noya,
the Rural Society meets with Schweizer and tells him that
the problem will be easy to resolve if only Soto and
company are removed from the picture. The captain
gathers the strikers together and tells them that everything
can be straightened out if only they distance themselves
from the Workers’ Society and elect their own strike
committee. He also offers to have the Rural Society
intervene on their behalf.

The workers, brought in from Buenos Aires, are easily
tamed. Penniless and homeless—despite Soto’s best efforts
—they know they can find no other jobs in town, nor can
they return to Buenos Aires. They accept, almost without a
second thought. And so a solution is found. La Union is
euphoric: “The workers have decided to return to work on
the same terms as when they left, with no modifications to
their employment contracts one way or another... Those
who prepared the demands driving the strike have failed.”

Rural Society president Ibén Noya publicly congratulates
the police chief, the first step towards reconciling the
bosses with Yza’s Radical government.



During the strike, Soto had been unable to give his full
attention to the meatpackers’ struggle because he was
facing one of the most dangerous offensives against the
labor organization: internal division. Between the victorious
conclusion of the first strike and the coming tragedy, Soto
must wage a relentless struggle against the union leaders
sent from Buenos Aires by the syndicalist FORA and against
a faction of workers that have broken away from the
Workers’ Society to organize non-aligned unions.

The mighty are delighted by this split in the Rio Gallegos
labor movement and they encourage this sectarianism as
best they can. At the beginning of April 1921, La Union
prints an exultant article titled nothing less than “Signs of
Backlash”:

Some unionized workers in Rio Gallegos have decided to form an
independent organization, allowing them to more spontaneously make
decisions that serve their own interests in the trade union struggles in
which they are engaged.

The first group to leave the Workers’ Society is the
printers’ union, led by Amador Gonzalez, whose
disagreements with Soto we have already seen. To raise
funds for their union they organize a festival, which is
promoted in the conservative newspaper. This same
newspaper will later run a story on the event, describing it
as:

An enjoyable party that has proven to be a great success, judging by
attendance, and whose eminently humanitarian purpose is a faithful
reflection of the societal ideal that this union is pursuing through its
honorable independence from the systematized tyranny currently
observed in many other unions. This attitude can be seen in their
statement of principles, which speaks with measured eloquence on the
standards that must be met by the new organization, which has already
won some concessions and which subscribes to the principle of
harmony and concord between workers and bosses.



The good workers, in other words. The launch of a “free”
trade union triggered the first split from the anarchists of
the Workers’ Society. The bosses have high hopes: they see
the free trade unions as a way to put the rebels in check. As
La Union writes, “the attitude of the printers will soon
spread to many other unions once we can objectively
appreciate the results of their efforts.”

The rich don’t waste their time. With an admirable
persistence, the press hammers away daily at Governor Yza
and President Yrigoyen. On the other side of the trenches,
Soto is increasingly isolated. He is surrounded by a group of
Spaniards who talk much but accomplish little, by strange
foreigners with revolutionary nicknames and by silent,
smiling chilotes, who could be blown away by a strong wind.
In the wake of the first strike, the labor front has split into
three factions: the “free workers,” who are actually quite
scarce, made up of a few shop girls and the habitual, vulgar
confidants of management; the emissaries of the syndicalist
FORA, sympathetic to the Yrigoyen administration and close
friends with Captain Yza; and the proletariat proper,
unionized but lacking union experience, led by ideologically
confused men who can barely read or write but who are
nevertheless driven by a sui generis anarchism, close to
that of Bakunin and Proudhon and impelled by an
undeniable dose of individual rebelliousness, a cry of
protest against abuse, and a thirst for trouble, as only
surfaces in certain historical circumstances. But in the
Patagonia of 1921 it will become an irresistible force—so
irresistible that Hipdlito Yrigoyen himself will have to once
more send in the army.

And so Antonio Soto begins to make his moves. This time
he doesn’t stay in Rio Gallegos. He sets off for Santa Cruz,
San Julidn, Puerto Deseado, and Lago Argentino. He
occasionally travels in a car on loan from the Workers’
Society, but also manages to find his calling as a horseman.
He organizes every ranch he visits, appointing delegates



and launching a campaign to unionize all the peons. In
Puerto Santa Cruz, the workers elect a Spanish hotel
employee named Ramoén Outerelo as their delegate. In San
Julian they elect Albino Argtlielles, an Argentine belonging
to the Socialist Party. But things are more difficult in Puerto
Deseado: there the railway workers, led by Portales, are
affiliated with the syndicalist FORA.

But while Soto is busy organizing, the Rural Society has
the irreplaceable Edelmiro A. Correa Falcon on their side.
He is also on the move, setting up affiliates in every town
along the coast. He asks only one thing: refuse to comply
with the agreement. Reject the power of the union, once
and for all. He tells the bosses to prepare for a fight in
September. Soto also mentions this same month; continue
to struggle, and if the bosses don’t comply, paralyze the
entire territory when the shearing season begins in
September.

Correa Falcén recommends taking up arms, joining the
Patriotic League and promoting the Free Labor Association
in order to draw in the “good workers.” Soto, for his part,
recommends discussing political and labor issues in the
assemblies in order to create class consciousness. But his
rationalism gets in the way: he always says that the violence
and brutality of the bosses should be opposed by reason
and logic. This is his only failing, as will be proven when the
Mausers begin to spit fire and the lungs of the workers are
torn apart by lead.

Soto suffers another setback in May 1921. The telegraph
workers go on strike in Rio Gallegos. Soto immediately
offers them the support of the Workers’ Society, but the
strike has uneven support among the workers. Though
there are sixteen strikers who hold out for several days,
they are outvoted in assembly and the strike committee is
replaced by another that breaks with the Rio Gallegos
Workers’ Society. This defeat—writes La Union—“will force
the Postal Federation to reflect on the negative



consequences of their relationship with the Workers’
Federation.” Soto and his men will have a lot of difficult,
thorny work ahead of them.

General C. J. Martinez also arrives in Rio Gallegos at this
time. He has been sent by the Army to scout out locations
for a new barracks. During his travels across Santa Cruz,
the general is accompanied by none other than Correa
Falcén. They are treated like princes on every ranch they
visit. His subsequent report will have an enormous
influence on the army’s actions that summer.

In the meantime, Judge Vinas has decided to spend some
time in Buenos Aires. The workers lose a valuable ally. The
only friend they have left is José Maria Borrero, who
continues to support them by campaigning against the
landowners in the pages of La Verdad.

When winter paralyzes the movement, Antonio Soto
works on perfecting the boycott system. As we have seen,
Yza has failed in his attempts to have him lift the boycott
against the businesses owned by Varela and Fernandez,
Elbourne and Slater, and Ibon Noya. It continues to be
strictly enforced. None of the workers purchase anything
from them. Nobody supplies them with merchandise, no
stevedores unload their cargo. And if the bosses want a
settlement, they need to make the first move—they must go
to the union offices themselves and fly the white flag.

The boycott is an effective tool because it reveals the
contradictions within the business sector. It doesn’t favor
the workers so much as it does the other, non-boycotted
businesses. Soto knows this. The Commerce and Industry
League splits between those suffering from the boycott and
those benefiting from it. Arguments follow and each
merchant tries to resolve things on their own. The first to
undertake their “walk to Canossa” are Elbourne and Slater,
representatives of British landowners and importers of a
wide range of goods. They ask to speak with Soto and agree
to rehire the strikers, repaying them their lost wages down



to the last centavo. They also agree to fire all scab workers
and open negotiations on the last point, which would
require them to reimburse the union for all expenses
incurred in printing pro-boycott propaganda. The bosses
regard this last point as even more degrading than
unconditional surrender. They finally work out a solution:
Soto suggests that Elbourne and Slater donate an amount
equivalent to the union’s printing costs to an impoverished
family in Rio Gallegos. The British merchants, red in the
face, comply.

When Soto announces the agreement in an assembly, the
Spaniards are euphoric and the chilotes shriek with delight.
But the agreement provokes boundless rage among the

men of the Rural Society. Their unofficial mouthpiece, La
Union, writes with ill-disguised resentment that the
Commerce and Industry League is “a parasitic
organization.” The article has a tone of desperation, which
is a testimony to Antonio Soto’s influence:

There’s evidently little spirit of cooperation in our business sector. The
solidarity explicitly mentioned in the League’s charter is nonexistent, as
is its stated intention of joint efforts promoting the common interest.
The prevailing view is that individuals should look after their interests
as best they can. In the meantime, more ground is ceded to the union
each day. The most far-fetched demands are accepted without much
resistance because this has been found to be the easiest and perhaps
most profitable way of avoiding even greater losses—after all, prices
can always be increased.

The boycott seems to have been very effective against
Varela and Fernandez, because they publicly agree to the
same conditions as Elbourne and Slater—that is, all of the
conditions demanded of them except for the last. They also
suggest giving 300 pesos to a needy family instead of
reimbursing the Workers’ Society.

But at an assembly chaired by Soto, the workers say no,
absolutely not. While it may have represented a way out for



Elbourne and Slater, it won’t be so for Varela and
Fernandez. The fight continues to the death.

“What’s happening in the south?” asks La Prensa of
Buenos Aires in a contemporary editorial. They paint an
apocalyptic picture:

Information provided by the government would have us believe that the
crimes committed in the south are nothing more than common, trivial
offenses with no greater meaning. They attribute reports of assault,
murder, theft, and arson to alarmism. But the statements made by both
locals and travelers to the region back up these reports of organized
banditry and even suggest that the news we have received in Buenos
Aires fails to reflect the situation in all its severity.

But all this will be refuted by the statements made by
Lieutenant Colonel Varela upon his return to Buenos Aires,
which will be published in the very same La Prensa:

Lieutenant Colonel Varela, who returned from Rio Gallegos yesterday,
says that his troops have completed their mission and will soon return
home. We spoke with Varela upon his arrival and he told us that the
attacks on ranches and commercial establishments, along with all other
disorders, ceased just days after his troops disembarked in Santa Cruz
and advanced towards the Cordillera. He added that four hundred
strikers gave themselves up around seventy leagues from the coast and
that they offered no resistance, even though many of them were armed.
Lieutenant Colonel Varela denies that these people were insurgents,
arguing that they were simply striking workers who had not committed
the outrages of which they have been accused. He said that while they
did requisition supplies, they also issued vouchers to the victims of
these thefts so that they could be reimbursed by the Resistance Society
to which the strikers belong. (...) To the extent that they were armed,
their arsenal was quite minimal. There were about one hundred men
armed with shotguns and Winchester rifles, all of which were turned
over to the soldiers. After considering all aspects of the situation, these
individuals were released.

These statements are essential in interpreting these
events. Later, with the massacre underway, Varela will make
very different statements regarding a similar situation.



Lieutenant Colonel Varela’s claims provoke a backlash
from the entrepreneurs and landowners of Santa Cruz. La
Union writes:

We are astounded by the news we received by telegraph regarding
Lieutenant Colonel Varela’s statements on the events that have been
occurring in our territory. It is possible that, out of goodwill, he believes
the declarations made by the armed strikers. But what Varela cannot
deny, as this is an irrefutable fact, is that we have seen countless
assaults, all manner of thievery and the most repugnant murders. We
cannot understand how a military man, whose high rank should place
him above all suspicion, can make such enormous mistakes when the
most glaring proof of what had occurred could be seen throughout the
territory he patrolled.

At the end of April, El Toscano’s group (El 68 and his men
had crossed the border into Chile and nothing more was
ever heard of them) attacks Carlos Henstock’s ranch at
Paso del Medio and then Luciano Carreras’s Las
Horquestas ranch. The ranchers are outraged. They feel
these attacks are a logical consequence of the indulgence
displayed by Lieutenant Colonel Varela and Governor Yza.
But they also outrage the Workers’ Society, which distances
itself from EI Toscano and declares that it has nothing to do
with El Toscano’s depredations. Soto will have to act with
an iron hand if he doesn’t want to be imprisoned.

As the winter of 1921 sets in, the Rio Gallegos Workers’
Federation—comprised of sailors and stevedores, cooks,
retail workers, agricultural workers, and various other
trades—becomes a territorial federation, thanks to Soto’s
trips to the interior. He also invites Chile’s Magallanes
Workers’ Federation, which is based in Puerto Natales and
Punta Arenas, to a Patagonian labor congress. For Soto, a
fanatical internationalist, there are neither borders nor
flags nor countries nor nationalities, only regions.

For Somoza and Lazaro, the two envoys of the syndicalist
FORA, Soto’s initiatives conflict with the interests of the



union bureaucracy in Buenos Aires, then planning to absorb
the anarchist FORA. Besides, the powerful syndicalist FORA
had established productive dialogue with Yrigoyen through
Francisco Javier Garcia of the Maritime Workers’
Federation.

Ever since their arrival in Rio Gallegos, Somoza and
Lazaro have been hoping that Soto would slip. They're
unable to see eye-to-eye. Soto insists on total war against
the bosses. The Buenos Aires group advocates moderation
at any price. They have too much at stake to get bogged
down in such a distant and dangerous movement as the one
in Patagonia.

Besides backing the printers who broke away from the
Rio Gallegos Workers’ Federation, the delegates of the
syndicalist FORA also encourage the creation of the Drivers
and Mechanics Union, which entails another division in the
Workers’ Federation.

The dismemberment of the labor federation is welcomed
by the conservative press. La Union, satisfied that Soto has
suffered another setback, writes:

The Drivers and Mechanics Union, a recently organized independent
union, has issued a press release explaining their reasons for
separating themselves from the Workers’ Federation, accompanied by a
statement of principles. Their reasoning needs no commentary, as
should be obvious to the public. Their press release analyzes, with a
certain elevation, the rational methods that should be used by the
workers. While explaining the reasons behind their attitude, they
moderately present the facts without stooping to sectarian insults,
instead correctly emphasizing what is clear to us all—that workers are
the victims of those who, despite not being workers themselves,
nevertheless rise through the ranks of the union and exploit them in
the most malicious and shameless fashion conceivable. This brutality
and exploitation is worse than in the days of legalized slavery, but
fortunately it seems that experience has taught the working man to
defend himself.

By simply reading this editorial, we can draw our own



conclusions as to the identity of the union’s leaders. We can
also conclude that, rightly or wrongly, Antonio Soto was
carrying out a relentless struggle against the mighty, who
have turned to their most dangerous weapon: sectarianism.
Labor activists in Buenos Aires were quite familiar with this
problem. The statement made by the national leaders of the
anarchist FORA regarding the creation of the new union is
transcribed below:

In Rio Gallegos, the Drivers and Mechanics Union was founded in the
winter of 1921. It is composed of nine individuals: Rogelio El Tuerto
Lorenzo, owner of the La Chocolateria brothel; José Moreno, owner of
the brothel bearing his name; Roberto del Pozo, who is guilty of
embezzling money from the Natales Workers’ Federation in Chile;
Ildefonso Martinez, Bernabé Ruiz, and Antonio Freyres, three well-
known pimps and eternal vagabonds; and Leopoldo Tronsch, an agent
of none other than Ibén Noya, president of the Patriotic League. And
this group of rogues is completed by the habitual strikebreaker José
Veloso. From the moment this shameful group was formed, they have
been insistently making insidious attacks on the local Federation,
spreading the vilest rumors about the authentic proletarian
organization.

Antonio Soto rode out every storm, but now he’s on his
own. Judge Vinas has gone, Borrero now sides with the
Radicals—although he does still come to the defense of the
Workers’ Federation from time to time—and Governor Yza,
not wanting any more trouble, has come to an
understanding with the syndicalist FORA. And that’s to say
nothing of the merchants and landowners: for them, Soto is
the source of all evil.

On April 18th, 1921, Soto calls an assembly and puts
everything on the line. He publicly offers to resign.

The assembly has a number of issues to address. It opens
with the reading of a letter from the Puerto Deseado
Workers’ Federation, which states that, “Despite the best
efforts of Governor Yza to find a solution to the labor
conflict, the intransigence of the bosses has made a



settlement impossible.” In this same letter, the union
leaders in Puerto Deseado ask their counterparts in Rio
Gallegos to send bread, meat, and other basic necessities,
which they say the town’s workers cannot currently
purchase due to high prices.

Despite the poverty of nearly all those present—a
remarkable three hundred of them, according to police
reports—they pass the hat amongst themselves and vote to
allow their leaders to use union funds for the same purpose.

Next up is the matter of the boycott against Varela and
Fernandez. They vote to “strengthen the boycott until they
accept the Federation’s conditions.” Lastly, the assembly
addresses Antonio Soto’s resignation as secretary general.
According to Aguilar, a police officer sent from Buenos Aires
to play the sad role of infiltrator, Soto’s resignation is
unanimously rejected. Soto’s triumph is absolute: not a
single vote is cast against him.

In this warlike atmosphere, another important assembly
is held at Rio Gallegos’s Select Cinema on May 10th. It’s
interesting to examine the details of this meeting because
they faithfully reflect how these inexperienced labor leaders
resolve their problems in such a thoroughly hostile
environment. The first item of business is the request of
former prison guard Tomas Villalustre to join the union. His
application is rejected by majority vote and the union
resolves “to remind Elbourne and Slater of the conditions
for lifting the boycott, as they have employed Villalustre as
an assistant bookkeeper.”

The second issue under debate is the request for
assistance made by the striking workers at the Buenos
Aires fruit market. The workers unanimously vote to
provide them with 100 pesos. They are always generous
with their fellow workers. But when it’s their turn to suffer
persecution, their comrades in Buenos Aires will take their
time in returning the favor.

As for the boycott of Varela and Ferndndez’s business, the



workers vote to “keep the boycott in place until they
completely surrender.” There will be no transactions with
them at all. Ibén Noya, however, is given a glimmer of hope.
They resolve to “keep the boycott in place until Mr. Noya
personally approaches the Workers’ Society and a
settlement is reached.”

The assembly is still underway when Antonio Soto is
advised that the supporters of the syndicalist FORA, Rogelio
Lorenzo and the Drivers and Mechanics Union, have
occupied the headquarters of the Workers’ Society. Furious,
Soto leaves the Select Cinema, still full of workers, and
heads back to the union headquarters by himself. He
throws the nine squatters out onto the street with his bare
hands and then locks the door behind him. This incident is
the talk of the town for weeks, adding to Soto’s reputation
among the workers of Rio Gallegos. But Rogelio Lorenzo
and his followers won't forget the blows they received.

Once formed, the Drivers and Mechanics Union embarks
on a campaign of daily written attacks against the Workers’
Society and, in particular, Antonio Soto.

But Soto takes the bull by the horns and invites all of the
town’s drivers and mechanics to an assembly, asking them
to pick sides. The assembly, held on May 18th, is another
triumph for the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society. It turns out
that the other union has a membership of only nine.

One fact is enough to show the increasingly unbridgeable
gulf between the workers and their bosses: the
disinterment of the bodies of the police officers who died at
El Cerrito.

Three cars and a truck head to the hotel in mid-June. The
bodies are dug up and sent to Rio Gallegos. A candlelight
wake is held in the main parlor of the governor’s mansion. A
crucifix dominates the scene.

The Rural Society wants the ceremony to be a display of
the region’s grief. Government officials, merchants,



industrialists, landowners, and high-ranking employees all
turn out to pay their respects.

The church lends its weight to the silent spectacle and the
parish priest presides over the ceremony. La Union
describes the candlelight funeral procession:

The four coffins were carried by hand. The police marching band added
a somber accent to the march, which was led by Police Chief Schweizer,
the commissioner, and representatives of high society. A considerable
number of automobiles brought up the rear. Downtown businesses
closed their doors as a sign of mourning as the procession passed and
many passers-by stopped to watch, while the melancholy tolling of the
church bells interrupted the solemnity of the march. Shops in all the
towns along the coast closed their doors at the same time.

Governor Yza isn’t present because he has already left for
Buenos Aires, where he’s scheduled to arrive on June 21st.
He is replaced during his absence by Major Cefaly Pandolfi,
who will be in charge during the time leading up to the
second strike and the repression that follows. Yza will take
months to return. His absence can be interpreted in a
number of ways.

The Workers’ Society didn’t sit idly by during the
propaganda onslaught unleashed during the reburial of the
police officers. At Soto’s suggestion, they voted to exhume
the remains of their comrade Zacarias Gracian, who also
died at El Cerrito, and bring his body back to Rio Gallegos.

Hermégenes Pisabarro was put in charge of making a
coffin for Gracian, and Constantino Garcia’s carting
company handled the transportation, free of charge. The
funeral procession through the streets of Rio Gallegos was
an extraordinary event. It lacked the automobiles that were
present during the funeral of the police officers, but instead
the people showed up. No church bells tolled, but there
were voices singing the anarchist anthem “Hijos del
Pueblo.” No priests or government officials, but the entire
leadership of the Workers’ Society was present, led by the



young Antonio Soto.

The funeral procession saw the workers close ranks
behind the Workers’ Society. It was a lesson for the
government and the bosses, and even the Radicals
understood that, unless something unexpected happens,
the workers will do away with everything in September, the
fateful month that everyone is anxiously anticipating.

There’s also a new newspaper in Rio Gallegos: EI
Nacional, run by Arturo Brisighelli, a former employee of
the police department and a fervent supporter of the
Radical governor. His newspaper directly responds to the
increasingly open criticisms of La Union, which will soon be
directly edited by Correa Falcdén himself. For his part, José
Maria Borrero stops publishing La Verdad, which he had
used to firmly support the workers. He replaces it with EI
Espanol, a newspaper focusing on the Spanish community
in Patagonia.

The final break between the bosses and the workers
occurs in July 1921. Despite temperatures of 21 degrees
below zero, the situation has become increasingly heated.
The bosses have refused to implement the conditions they
had accepted in January. The Workers’ Society has openly
accused Correa Falcon, the secretary general of the Rural
Society, of advising landowners to refuse to implement the
Yza settlement during his recent tour through the territory.
Complaints by ranch delegates have piled up at the
headquarters of the Workers’ Society, which finds itself
powerless in the face of this offensive. The only thing it can
do is to wait for the shearing season to arrive. Besides,
protests to the state government have no effect: Major
Cefaly Pandolfi simply responds that it would be best to wait
for the governor to return.

This tension boils to the surface in a series of four
incidents. Someone fires ten shots through the windows of
the Puerto Deseado home of Eloy del Val, an accountant for
the Patagonia Trading Company. The motive: he has fired



several workers. Although nobody is injured, it will cause a
big stir and the protests will even reach Buenos Aires,
where the bosses asked for more protection. Dr. Alejandro
Sicardi, president of the Santa Cruz Patriotic League, is
disarmed in the middle of the street by members of the
Workers’ Society, an incident we will discuss in greater
detail later. Seven ranches are attacked by gangs of
workers, stealing horses as if they’re preparing for another
strike. The fourth incident, which succeeds in finally
enraging the populace, comes on the night of July 9th—
Independence Day.

Rio Gallegos bleeds nationalism that day. There’s one
ceremony after another, all day long. At 1:30 p.m., there’s a
parade that leaves from the governor’s mansion and passes
by the church on Calle Roca before heading towards Maip.
All of the important government officials are there, as are
the judges and the police. There’s a detachment of prison
guards and a brass band in the plaza. The church is full of
the city’s most prominent families, members of the Spanish
Society and the Cosmopolitan Society and there are people
from the Mary Help of Christians Catholic School and the
public schools. Father Crema says mass. Following the pious
ceremony, everyone heads towards the statue of General
San Martin and, after singing the national anthem, they
listen to the inevitably patriotic speech delivered by the
young Radical lawyer Bartolomé Pérez. And here it can be
noted that the Radicals have gone over to the sunny side of
the street. Pérez indirectly distances the government from
the workers:

Gentlemen, on days such as today, every Argentine should breathe the
spirit of patriotism, contemplate the purity of our past and fix their eyes
on the future, lifting their gaze from the earth to the sky where our flag
proudly waves, as if knowing that it will forever be distinct from those
wretched banners born in the heat of utopian ideals, which will be
unable to supplant it so long as there is a single Argentine left alive, or
even an echo of the spirit of our nationality and race.



After they finish bathing in the Jordan of outspoken
patriotism, these respectable people attend a reception at
the Social Club, where they sit through another patriotic
diatribe from the mouth of Prefect Milciades Virasoro Gaun
before enjoying what the reporter from La Union describes
as “an exquisite sangria.” Meanwhile, the poor and the
wretched enjoy the gaucho sport of carreras de sortija on
Calle Zapiola, in front of the plaza.

But that exquisite sangria must have gone down wrong.
The highlight of the day’s festivities is a grand banquet at
the Hotel Espanol, attended by “one hundred luminaries of
high society, including the naval officers whose vessels were
in port, a lively gathering at what promised to be a friendly
feast,” as La Union will later report.

But this ceremony—where high-ranking officials rub
elbows with businessmen, ranchers, lawyers, naval officers,
and policemen—will be a failure because of just one
Spaniard.

Just when the hors d’oeuvres are about to be served, as
the guests are unfolding their napkins, one of the waiters
tells the cook, Antonio Paris, that one of the diners is none
other than Manuel Fernandez of Varela & Fernandez,
boycotted by the Workers’ Society. And so Antonio Paris, as
stubborn a Spaniard as they come, calls all the waiters
together and forbids them from serving the table—adorned
with little Argentine flags—at which the cream of Rio
Gallegos society sits. The desperate pleas of the hotel
owner are met with the most absolute intransigence. When
Paris says no, it means no, definitively: either Fernandez
goes, or the entire banquet is off.

There’s a great deal of back and forth but the answer is
always no. And so the terrified hotel owner must inform his
crestfallen guests.

It’s an outrage, a real outrage. Everyone, unanimously,
takes it as an affront to the fatherland. As an offense to the
country’s most sacred symbols, committed by a filthy



Spaniard. This is evidently anti-Argentine behavior because
the nation’s colors are right there on the table, naval
officers are there in dress uniform, and the whole point of
the banquet is to celebrate Argentina.

But it only takes a few words from Nava, the director of
the Public Assistance Agency, to defuse the tension. He is so
witty and he takes everything so lightly that the guests
erupt into nervous laughter and—note the unanimity here—
go to the kitchen to serve themselves, under the hostile
gaze of the waiters, who had been having the time of their
lives.

The guests, very pleased with themselves, behave like
gentlemen and serve each other. These great men treat
each other chivalrously, as if to show those wretched
anarchists that there’s something more important than
convenience: the fatherland. And the fatherland unites the
mighty more than ever that day.

But things won’t end there. The offense is too great.
Above all, it is an affront to Argentina; the guests make it a
point of honor. And it is on that day when the idea emerges
to eradicate the cancer that has been eating away at Santa
Cruz.

“Face to Face” is the title of the editorial in La Union
addressing the incident:

On Saturday evening, something occurred that was nothing more than
yet another in a long series of similar incidents that have plagued our
city. The employees at a local hotel refused to serve at a banquet on the
pretext that they were boycotting one of the guests. It should have been
enough for them to see that this was a patriotic gathering, attended by
the authorities, for them to refrain from using their petty but annoying
tool of proletarian resistance. Refrain they did not, and the slogans of
the Workers’ Federation—which workers will deny if asked to confess
by the authorities, as has occurred on other occasions—outweighed the
cordial and refined nature of the gathering. In this way, the workers are
setting themselves up as a power in opposition to the established order,
showing no reverence for the nation’s symbols. It is nevertheless



thanks to these symbols and the generous freedoms they represent that
organized labor has been allowed such a wide field of action. But it was
a mistake to offend patriotic sentiments. This has reminded us that
whoever is not a friend of the fatherland is its enemy, and that it would
be a prudent measure to pluck out the worm and cauterize the wound
in order to prevent wholesale infection. Self-defense is a just response
to aggression, and self-defense has no limits when it repels an unjust
aggression.

The affair doesn’t end in indignation. The Argentine
Patriotic League, which had unsuccessfully tried to gain a
foothold during the first strike, establishes itself in Rio
Gallegos once and for all. While reporting on this
development, La Union reminds its readers of the behavior
of Antonio Paris and the waiters at the Hotel Espanol,
describing their attitude as that of “the clear, disrespectful
arbitrariness of the local Workers’ Society.”

Then, with arguments that no patriot could reject, La
Union argues in indignant but clear and energetic language
that:

Plain and simple, this incident represents the most serious challenge
we have yet seen to law and order, as well as the most blatant
disrespect for the fatherland and its institutions, whose freedoms have
been unspeakably abused by the more or less authentic labor
organizations that have given free rein to all of their class hatred and
resentment. The need to contain such intolerance has given rise to the
organization of a self-defense force, and Saturday’s incident was
necessary to effectively end the indifference to these serious questions
of social order.

On Sunday afternoon, La Union reports that:

[Following] a brief exchange of ideas, and as the consummation of a
common desire, forces aligned to constitute the local brigade of the
Argentine Patriotic League, a distinguished organization that responds
to a pressing need that affects every corner of our country. The same
problems we face are those that have unsettled the League’s untiring
president, Dr. Manuel Carlés, a healthy example of selfless, noble
dedication.



And the mouthpiece of the landowners concludes:

The local brigade of the Patriotic League will receive the spontaneous
support of all Argentines and foreigners who wish to cooperate with
the organization’s patriotic, civilizing work.

Paris and his fellow Spaniards had done well! Now they
have to put up with this alliance of the mighty, which will
soon be dealing out beatings in the name of patriotism and
the fatherland. The Rio Gallegos Patriotic League even
includes Radicals on its steering committee. Need has
brought them together. Ibon Noya presides over this
alliance, with the great brute Diego Ritchie at his right
hand. Arturo Brisighelli, a man with close connections to
the governor and the Radical Civic Union, is elected as the
organization’s secretary. Santiago Stoppani (the prison’s
warden), Max Loewenthal, Manuel Fernandez (under
boycott), Dr. Bartolomé Pérez (Yrigoyen'’s first supporter in
Santa Cruz), Edelmiro Correa Falcén, Nicolas Feller, and
Luis Klappenbach are all members as well.

These are people who are ready for anything. The
Patriotic League has shown that they are a force to be
reckoned with. The bosses grow closer together as they
await September. Soto, in turn, decides to purge the labor
organization of all the sectarians backed by the syndicalist
FORA. To clarify things once and for all, he calls for an
assembly to be held at the Select Cinema on July 19th.
According to the police infiltrator, over 230 workers attend.
Soto takes the floor to personally demand the expulsion of
Rogelio Lorenzo for being “undeserving of membership in
the Federation.” There’s an uproar and the vast majority
vote to expel Lorenzo, physically ejecting him from the
premises. From this moment on, Rogelio Lorenzo and his
followers will be granted complete impunity by the police
and will receive support from the Radical Civic Union, even
being treated with indulgence by Braun, Menéndez Behety,



and the Rural Society.

And while all this is occurring, acting governor Cefaly
Pandolfi has yet to make a decision. He closely follows Yza’'s
instructions: negotiate and negotiate some more, deciding
on nothing that could exacerbate the situation, and do
everything possible to avoid a new strike. He talks at length
with Soto in an attempt to convince him to lift the boycott,
but to no avail. The situation deteriorates. Even the barbers
refuse to serve Manuel Ferndndez—a fierce, energetic
Spaniard with a reputation for eating workers alive—who
now must ask his employees to cut his hair.

That July, Puerto Santa Cruz is on fire. The situation is
worse than in Rio Gallegos. The leader of the local labor
movement is Manuel Outerelo—all that need be said is that
he’s a Spanish anarchist. The orders of the Workers’
Federation are strictly enforced.

But Outerelo and the unionized workers have to face
none other than Dr. Miguel Sicardi, an unmarried, forty-
year-old lawyer who serves as the president of the
Fatherland Defense Association and who is the most
conspicuous representative of Puerto Santa Cruz’s
landowners and big businessmen. Sicardi is not a man who
shirks his responsibilities. There’s nothing more important
to him than to tear the labor movement out by its roots.

On June 12th, 1921, the hostility between Dr. Sicardi and
the Workers’ Society leads to a serious confrontation. The
workers hold a protest that day at 2 p.m. A column
advances down the street to cries of “Death to the Patriotic
League!” As they pass the Hotel Londres, Dr. Sicadri
himself shows up, scattering the crowd with gunshots. But a
Russian meatpacker named Miguel Gesenko tackles him,
twisting his arm and forcing him to drop his gun. Sicardi
then complains to the police that the workers had been
shouting “Death to the Argentines!” and so he stepped in to
defend the nation’s honor with a cry of “Long live the
fatherland!” The Puerto Santa Cruz Workers’ Federation



responds to Sicardi’s acrimony with a boycott, “with all of
the workers at all of the town’s businesses refusing to sell
him goods or make deliveries to his house,” as La Union
indignantly reports, adding heroically that “the local
representative of La Anénima, Carlos Borgiali, has
committed to personally deliver food to Dr. Sicardi and his
family.” But the workers solemnly dismiss Borgiali as an
intermediary. His truck is met with a picket line of
stevedores, construction workers, and Chileans who
prevent him from unloading.

“A tougher line will have to be taken,” argues an editorial
in La Union. And so it goes. Now all of the workers will have
to find another shoulder to cry on: they’ve all been fired. All
of the clerks and deliverymen who refused to sell provisions
to the family of Dr. Sicardi have been dismissed from the
Patagonia Import and Export Company, the Trading
Company Limited, and the Southern Argentina Company, as
well as from the firms of Sapunar & Co., Jordan Domic and
Watson, Godomiz & Co. etc.

We shall now see how the workers will feed their families
—in the middle of the Patagonian winter—when the end of
the month comes.

The situation is critical. Outerelo travels to Rio Gallegos to
ask Antonio Soto for advice. Soto’s hand remains steady: he
orders every union in Santa Cruz to go on strike. “We may
die of hunger,” he says, “but so will they.”> And the interim
governor responds by continuing to wait nervously. He
orders the police not to act, but to wait and wait. This is
Yrigoyen'’s theory of politics: most problems resolve
themselves on their own and the rest are never resolved by
anyone. Great tragedies can occur in the meantime, of
course; his administration has already been stained by the
Tragic Week and the massacre of the woodcutters in La
Forestal.

The bosses cope as best they can. They open their shops
in the morning, serving their customers themselves, and



then head to the docks in the afternoon to personally
unload the ships. They wait for Joaquin de Anchorena and
Manuel Carlés to send “free workers” from Buenos Aires.
And the first strikebreakers are on their way aboard the
steamship Camarones.

Towards the end of July, Correa Falcon will travel to Buenos
Aires on a mission from the Santa Cruz Rural Society. He
will meet with the landowners living in the capital, bringing
them around to the views of Menéndez Behety, Braun, and
their colleagues. They agree to support General Martinez
and openly criticize Lieutenant Colonel Varela.

As we have already seen, Correa Falcon took General
Martinez around Santa Cruz to look for a location for a new
barracks. Upon his return to Buenos Aires, Martinez speaks
of the sacrifices made by the landowners, denounces the
subversive attitude of the working class, and calls attention
to the large number of Chileans living in the region.

Preparations are underway for September. Large
corporations and business associations bombard the
government with demands for troops. Deputy Albarracin
proposes that three cavalry regiments be permanently
deployed to Patagonia. He requests 1.2 million pesos to
recruit one thousand volunteers and another million to
build movable barracks. The president of the San Julian
Rural Society, Engineer Cobos, presents the interior
minister with a memorandum on July 18th; this same
memorandum also manages to be surprisingly well
distributed among the general population. It calls for the
urgent and permanent deployment of infantry troops to all
of the region’s ports and the larger towns in the interior to
“guarantee” the life, interests, and freedom to work of
Patagonia’s residents, which it argues are seriously
threatened by labor disputes of an anarchist nature. At this
same time, Correa Falcén meets directly with the federal
government and it becomes clear that the balance is tipping



in favor of the landowners. The interior minister himself, Dr.
Isidro Ruiz Moreno, suddenly responds to Cobos’s request
for troops by saying that it might be better to “send one
regiment” until Congress has the opportunity to vote on the
president’s proposal (made on January 16th) to create a
regional gendarmerie.

The fate of Santa Cruz will be decided in Buenos Aires
that August. The mighty have been busy and have acted
wisely. They have made use of every tool at their disposal:
the government, the army, the Argentine Rural Society, the
Patriotic League, the Free Labor Association. They make
coordinated moves on three fronts. Alejandro Menéndez
Behety and Mauricio Braun take care of the capital;
Edelmiro Correa Falcon represents the ranchers, the
Patriotic League, and the Rio Gallegos Free Labor
Association; Cobos works with another group of landowners
through the Fatherland Defense Association and the Rural
Society in San Julidn and Puerto Santa Cruz.

Meanwhile, La Nacion and La Razon report that the
situation in Santa Cruz is already catastrophic. Telegrams
and memoranda flood the Casa Rosada, the Interior
Ministry, and the Chamber of Deputies.

But the bite of poverty is already being felt in the south.
There’s no work to do, and many peons are let go. Only
where the peons have ranch delegates representing them
can the bosses be slowed down a little. The stablehands go
on strike at La Anita, demanding that the settlement be
respected. La Union sounds the alarm, reporting that
“anarchy reigns among the workers, who freely commit all
types of reprehensible actions.” Ibén Noya addresses the
Chamber of Deputies, asking for an urgent military
intervention. He says that things have gotten to the point
that, “if the support of the authorities arrives after
September, it may well be too late to avoid a repetition of
the unfortunate events seen last year.” And he doesn’t miss
the chance to mention that “what occurred here and what



may well occur again is the result of the social
decomposition caused by the agitation of undesirable
immigrants.” (Ibon Noya is a Spaniard and his wife is
Chilean.)

They think of nothing but repression. Their only hope is
that the army will come and put everything back in place. In
the meantime, the price of a kilo of flour has gone up by
1.20 pesos and wholesalers have either stopped supplying
essential goods altogether, or only do so at exorbitant
prices. It seems as if everything has been disrupted and
that someone is moving behind the scenes, setting a trap
for the workers, who will walk into it with their eyes closed.
But what other options do they have?

A report in La Nacion by someone identified only as “a
resident of Santa Cruz”—but who is none other than Correa
Falcén, then in Buenos Aires—foresees dark days ahead for
Patagonia. If the military doesn’t intervene, “there will be
nothing but ruins and desolation.”

In Puerto Santa Cruz, a strike has been dragging on for
weeks. The workers have nothing left, but their families are
receiving aid from the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society. The
Commerce and Industry League tries to register “free
workers” but then complains when nobody signs up. They
blame the police—particularly Commissioner Baylon—for
not taking action against the strikers. The Rio Gallegos
Workers’ Society opens their own hiring hall and their
counterparts in San Julidn soon follow suit. The Rio Gallegos
Patriotic League runs the following advertisement in La
Union:

FREE LABOR: Those workers who wish to join the free labor program

can register on workdays from 11:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m. at the offices of
the Patriotic League.

In San Julian, the Patriotic League holds a meeting.
There’s excitement in the air. Its members resolve to



“support the maintenance of law and order, no matter the
cost.” La Razon insists that the Radical government has
completely abandoned Patagonia to labor subversion. La
Prensa speaks of “vandalism in the south,” giving the
impression that looting and murder are everyday
occurrences.

In reality, it’s what’s happening in Buenos Aires that
matters. Forty southern landowners make their rounds in
the capital, knocking on doors and visiting newspapers.
They hold a meeting on August 16th, electing Mauricio
Braun, Carlos Menéndez Behety, Piedra Buena, Volkhauser,
Pedemonte, and D’'Hunval to represent them in a meeting
with Yrigoyen. This time around, the individual landowners
who live and suffer in Santa Cruz, and who have no agents
to speak for them, are content. This time around, Mauricio
Braun and Menéndez Behety will show their faces instead
of acting through their representatives.

Two days later, a meeting held at the commodity
exchange lays the groundwork for the unification of
Patagonia’s business community. Mauricio Braun, Alejandro
Menéndez Behety, Cobos, Watson, Piedra Buena, Berrando,
Lépez, and Amaya are appointed to draft the new
organization’s charter. This new employers’ association will
have enormous importance, because there will be an “all
for one, one for all” in Tierra del Fuego, Santa Cruz, and
Chubut. There will be unity in the face of danger. This time,
they won’t be caught divided and alone. The blow will be
well aimed and final. The only solution is a purge that will
clean up the region for the next fifty years, at least.

And an editorial in La Nacion identifies a new type of
striker, “the wicked striker”—which is the exact title of the
editorial, in fact. And the wicked striker is none other than
the working man who goes on strike in Santa Cruz. The
learned columnist studies this type from a sociological
perspective in what is evidently a groundbreaking study.

The columnist takes the reader on a journey through



history, from the Indian raids of the previous century
through the epoch of banditry and gaucho rebellions to this
new, unexpected villain that has appeared in the south,
waving the red flag: the wicked striker. And this is how they
describe him:

The telegrams we receive from Santa Cruz—which are more unsettling
than those from analogous situations, such as in Misiones—seems to
indicate the arrival of a new danger: the wicked striker. Will he replace
the bandit? The news tells of looting carried out by peons who have had
enough of their labors, of groups of individuals who show up at ranches
and demand room and board throughout the winter while offering
nothing in exchange, of other gangs that attack the ranches, destroying
their fences and committing serious crimes. And men sharing a criminal
background, all of them well armed, are coming together to spread
banditry throughout the territory.

Here we have the reappearance of banditry, which was nearly extinct,
in a new form: the wicked striker.

There’s finally some good news on August 27th. Correa
Falcon meets with Manuel Carlés and Don Joaquin de
Anchorena. They discuss sending “free workers” to Santa
Cruz, which will “provide this territory with labor and allow
us to expel untrustworthy elements, stopping the advance
of socially destructive theories,” as La Nacion will put it the
following day. Carlés and Anchorena guarantee Correa
Falcén that both the Rural Society and the Patriotic League
have the resources to meet the region’s needs.

That same day, the nationalist Anchorena finds the time to
write a furious condemnation of a bill drafted by Deputy
Guido, a Radical, that would establish a moratorium on the
debts owed by small farmers.

On August, 29th, “free labor” scores its first victory in
Patagonia. In Puerto Santa Cruz, twenty workers disembark
from the steamship Asturiano. They will try to get the
paralyzed town running again. All hope rides on the Free
Labor Association—that is, on the opposition to anything
that smells like a union. Argentina’s capitalist and



landowning class have such faith that they pompously
announce the formation of a committee to erect a
monument to free labor in the port of Buenos Aires, “a
monument that will enshrine the place of free labor in
Argentine culture and commemorate its first martyr, the
worker José Elias.” (According to the FORA, Elias—Kkilled in
a shootout at the port—was the bodyguard of Joaquin de
Anchorena, who had attacked the strike committee.)

Here is where Argentina’s upper class made its mistake:
they didn’t have the right methods to win over the working
class. It would have been much easier to win over a faction
within the labor movement: the “good” union leaders.
Yrigoyen outflanked them by favoring those union leaders
who were able to keep the labor movement within certain
bounds and who refused to introduce any demands beyond
wages and working conditions. This was a very practical
method, one that will be imitated by every government
following the 1943 revolution, leading to the disappearance
of the classical unionism, combative and aggressive, of the
anarchist FORA.

These were tough times and each class took up arms in
self-defense. And Yrigoyen was caught in the middle, trying
to smooth things over and ride out the storm that had been
unleashed on the world with the triumph of the October
Revolution in Russia.

And Argentina’s courts were full of conservative judges
who strictly enforced repressive laws—laws that Yrigoyen
hadn’t dared to repeal—as a way of crushing the labor
movement. The champions of free labor praised, for
example, a September 21st decision by Judge Ramos Mejia
to apply the Social Defense Law against two Spanish
workers who insulted two strikebreakers by calling them
sheep and bleating at them. The judge sentenced them to
two years in prison because, even though the incident
didn’t go beyond insult and ridicule, it was nevertheless “an
attempt to obstruct the freedom to work.”



The situation in Rio Gallegos is complicated by something
that has nothing to do with local tensions. The U.S.
steamship Beacon Grange, on its way to supply the Swift
meatpacking plant, runs aground at Punta Loyola on
September 6th. The ship is a total loss. The Mauricio Braun-
Blanchard company, based in Punta Arenas, is contracted to
salvage its cargo. But as the Magallanes Workers’
Federation had declared a strike in that Chilean city,
Mauricio Braun is forced to recruit workers from small
coastal towns with no union presence. So the Chilean union
asks the workers of Rio Gallegos for support. And so
Antonio Soto boycotts the salvage operation. Mauricio
Braun puts his workers aboard the steamship Lovart and
brings them to Rio Gallegos. The men of the Workers’
Society are waiting for them. At this first encounter, they
are very persuasive. They explain that no work should be
done because Mauricio Braun needs to come to an
understanding with the Magallanes Workers’ Federation
first.

The Workers’ Society distributes flyers in every port in
Santa Cruz. This is the first joint action between the labor
organizations in Punta Arenas and Rio Gallegos, the first
and last act of unity between the workers of both countries.
The flyers are distributed on September 20th. At 8 p.m. that
day, the police escort Braun’s workers back to the Lovart.
They board at 9 p.m. but are told that, due to a technical
problem, the ship will be unable to sail until the next
morning. The “free workers” head back to town along Calle
Buenos Aires. They don’t get very far. Close to fifteen union
members surround them, firing into the air. The victims run
to whatever shelter they can find. And then something
unexpected occurs. The police intervene with their usual
vigor, as they did in the times of Correa Falcén and Ritchie.
The headquarters of the Workers’ Federation is ransacked
and all those inside are arrested. Interim governor Cefaly
Pandolfi wires Yza, who remains in Buenos Aires:



“Unionized workers have fired upon free workers. The
police have taken several prisoners, among them two
Russians.”

In those days, naturally, the word “Russian” made this
incident doubly threatening.

This isn’t the only telegram Yza receives from the
frightened Cefaly Pandolfi. In one cable, he reports that a
“free worker” in Puerto Santa Cruz, who had recently
arrived from Buenos Aires, was shot twice and remained in
critical condition. And another reports that “many people
are gathered at Lago Argentino. This is symptomatic
because there is no apparent reason for the gathering.”

Yza himself sends a message to the interior minister on
September 26th, asking him to “immediately send the
battleship Almirante Brown to Santa Cruz; the urgent need
for troops can be seen in the telegrams sent from Rio
Gallegos.” Of these telegrams, the most important was the
last, the one reporting “the presence of persons unknown
at Lago Argentino.” And that gathering was attended by
none other than Antonio Soto, on horseback.

There had been important developments in the Rio
Gallegos labor movement.

Soto had come to understand that all of the attacks were
directed at him, and that it wasn’t just the ranchers,
merchants, police, and government officials who pinned
everything on him and who argued that his elimination
would end the conflict, but that the delegates of the
syndicalist FORA had joined in as well. And so he steps
down as secretary general and proposes that he be
replaced with a man whose brave actions had won him
fame among the workers of Rio Gallegos: Antonio Paris, the
cook from the Hotel Espanol who sabotaged the official
Independence Day banquet.

Soto knows that the fight that summer will be a tough one
and that careful preparations will have to be made to
ensure that the strike ends in a definitive victory and an



agreement that would be respected and enforced. He
knows that the struggle will play out in the countryside
because there would be no freedom of action in the city. So
he decides to travel across the vast expanses of Patagonia,
ranch by ranch, and personally explain the situation to the
peons. And he’s even more sure of his decision after the
syndicalist FORA, led by Rogelio Lorenzo and José Veloso,
floods the territory’s ports and ranches with flyers inviting
the peons in the Lago Argentino region—where Menéndez
Behety’s most important possessions are located—to leave
the Workers’ Federation and create their own union.

But the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society responds directly
and straightforwardly on September 16th by issuing its
Manifesto No. 1, signed by Antonio B. Paris:

TO ALL OF THE URBAN AND RURAL WORKERS

We have a manifesto in our hands, purportedly issued by the Lago
Argentino Workers’ Committee, calling for an assembly to be held near
Puerto Irma on October 2nd with the goal of establishing a Lago
Argentino Regional Workers’ Federation.

If we were unaware that our enemies have been trying to incite
discontent within our ranks, we might naively believe that this
manifesto was drafted by the workers, but we have already learned to
unmask our enemies. All of the urban workers and many of the rural
workers already know who they really are: hustlers, gamblers, office
seekers, and phony trade unionists on the payroll of the enemies of
proletarian emancipation.

Comrades, can you not see how the capitalist bourgeoisie, in the
guise of their charitable societies, rural societies, landowners’
associations, trusts, patriotic leagues, and employers’ associations,
always use every tool at their disposal to enslave the workers? And that
we the workers will fight amongst ourselves over questions of form, of
amalgamated trade unions versus local federations, and that we will
lose the bonds of solidarity that we are morally and materially obliged
to uphold? No, comrades: emphatically reject the intervention of this
gang of idle ruffians who would offer you rules that they have never
followed themselves. Let us continue to fight as we have until now, in
an open and determined struggle until victory, like our brave comrades
on the other side of the world who knew how to overcome the villainy of



Tsarism.
LONG LIVE THE WORKERS’ FEDERATION!!!!

Antonio Soto understood that victory would not be won by
flyers alone. In addition to preparing for the rural strike, it
would also be necessary to defeat the sectarians in
assembly after assembly. The movement would have to
simultaneously reach every corner of the territory and that
would be complicated. There were few organizers and
communication would be difficult. The mighty had all the
resources: the telegraph lines, the police, automobiles, and
every newspaper along the coast. It wasn’t like the previous
year, when the workers could count on the friendship of
Judge Vinas, José Maria Borrero (along with his newspaper,
La Verdad), and three or four lawyers.

Now there’s nobody. Even Borrero—the true driving force
behind the first strike but who was now leaning towards the
Radicals—had begun to call for calm. The workers had
sacrificed a great deal to purchase a printing press and
several boxes of type to launch Patagonia’s first labor
newspaper, 1°de Mayo, which they would use to
communicate with the most isolated regions of the territory.

There’s no time to lose; action alone can bring victory.
Spring has begun and people need to get ready.

On September 15th, Antonio Soto and his companions are
issued with the following credentials:

The Rural Committee is hereby composed of Antonio Soto as secretary,
José Grana as treasurer, Domingo Oyola as scribe and Efrain Fuentes as
spokesman. They have been granted broad powers by the union
leadership, whose signatures are affixed below.

They set out that same day, heading on an endless tour of
the ranches of the cordillera, traveling by automobile and
on horseback.® It is the last time Soto will see Rio Gallegos
for a decade.

There is a firsthand account of this tour in the travel diary



of Domingo Oyola, a former telegraph operator who was
fired during the failed strike at the beginning of the year.
He travels in the same car as Soto.

Through this diary, we can glimpse the naivety and
idealism of these men who, without knowing it, are starting
down the path toward their ultimate defeat:

12:30 a.m.: Everything is ready for departure. The cars are filled with
gasoline, suitcases with newspapers and flyers. Someone approaches
us and tells us that the police are combing the area and might prevent
us from leaving. After handshakes of thanks, we say goodbye. Our
comrades in the other car, who were waiting silently for their driver,
beg him to get underway. We leave in two cars and speed off into the
countryside, in the direction of Guer Ayke. I can see that my comrades
are finally at ease. One of them says, “Now we are free. Let them follow
us if they want...”

There’s such strength in these fighting men! When push comes to
shove, they all work together with an iron will, brushing aside the
details to focus on the task at hand as if they were one man. There’s
three of them. We pass through Guer Ayke without being spotted by the
police. We stop our Ford to wait for our other four companions, who
were no longer visible, and they signal at us with their headlights.
They’ve gotten stuck in a stream. “We’re stuck,” they say. “The engine
cut out and it won’t restart.” We have to free the wheels from the mud
and then push hard. We’re three leagues from Guer Ayke, so we can
take our time. Two comrades grab shovels and get to work. Others look
for pieces of wood to use as levers. The moon has already begun to hide
itself behind the mountains. The cold makes the work tougher; the
water at the edge of the stream is frozen. Our comrades work feverishly
to free the car, ignoring the temperature. They’'re up to their knees in
water and it’s hard for them to move. But while performing this task
(unpleasant to be sure), our comrades smile at the thought of freeing
the car from the stream. Even sacrifice can be satisfying when you act
on your convictions.

This is all we have left of the diary of a Patagonian striker.
This was the outbound journey; the return trip will be quite
bitter.

We have the itinerary of the two automobiles, taken from



Antonio Soto’s notes, and through them we can imagine
those two tiny Fords traveling through the desert, carrying
eight madmen drunk on the ideas of social justice and
human redemption. What possessed three Spaniards, one
Pole, one Argentine, and three Chileans to set off through
this wasteland to bring the gospel of Bakunin to those
illiterate, God-forsaken peons? They were crazier than any
characters dreamed of by Roberto Arlt, beyond the
imagination of even Maxim Gorky. A former stagehand, a
stevedore, a mechanic, a former telegraph operator, three
shepherds, a former electrician, and a hotel valet go off to
fight for social justice and human redemption in the
depopulated expanses of Patagonia. A shame that the
conversations between these eight messengers of dynamite
and fury weren’t recorded. If Jesus had happened upon
them in the desert, he would have shook his head sadly and
told them, “Brothers, you are exaggerating the teachings of
the Gospel.”

This is their itinerary until October 5th: Barranca Blanca,
El Tero, Mac Cormack, Tapi Ayke, Fuentes del Coyle,
Cancha Carrera, Primavera, San José, Laurita, Rospentek,
Punta Alta, Glenncross, Rincén de los Morros, Douglas,
Bella Vista, Buitreras, Paso del Medio, Clark, and two other
locations whose names have been erased from the page
with the passage of time. But Soto also finds the time to
visit Rancho Farias, near Puerto Irene, to preside over an
assembly on September 25th. Between 120 and 130
workers attend. The assembly addresses the need for unity
and lays plans to prevent the formation of the Lago
Argentino Regional Workers’ Federation, as desired by the
sectarians. It’s an unmitigated triumph for Antonio Soto.

Despite their massive propaganda offensive, nobody
shows up to the assembly organized by the sectarians on
October 2nd. But their failure only makes them more
determined. The syndicalist FORA begins to shamelessly
collaborate with the police, acting as the pawns of the



Radical government in Rio Gallegos. And we will see later
on how the national leadership in Buenos Aires will wash
their hands of the Workers’ Federation and abandon its
members to their fate when they declare a general strike
and are then massacred by the army.

After having triumphed over the syndicalist FORA,
Antonio Soto will face another problem: El Toscano has
reappeared in the cordillera. After refusing to surrender to
Varela at El Tero, this novelesque character had been living
on abandoned farms and survived by hunting guanacos. He
then went to Calafate to recruit followers, selecting five
men, each more outlandish than the last. True bandits.
There’s Ernesto Francisco Martin Reith, a tall, twenty-six-
year-old German with long blond hair and a cherubic face.
No one knows how he got so far south. He is always
accompanied by his comrade Federico Heerssen Dietrich,
another twenty-six-year-old German with shaggy red hair
and the eyes of a lynx. Frank Cross, twenty-seven-years old,
is a former boxer from the United States who came to
Argentina four years earlier. He is always armed with three
revolvers and a cartridge belt, wears short boots, and drags
his heels like a cowboy. The thirty-two-year-old Argentine
Zacarias Caro is a scoundrel with a special nose for the
police who spent seven and a half years in Ushuaia. The
final member of the gang is the Chilean Santiago Dias,
twenty-two years old, who knows the cordillera well and
can vanish as quickly as a rabbit.

El Toscano calls his gang The Red Council (with himself as
its self-appointed chairman). All six men wear a red
armband “as a symbol of socialism.” When spring comes, El
Toscano unilaterally declares the long-awaited strike and
begins a series of “actions.”

At the beginning of October, El Toscano meets with Soto.
His plan is to launch an immediate revolt on the ranches
and attack all of the police officers stationed in the
cordillera. This would create the conditions needed for the



victory of the strikers. Immediate action should be taken;
the peons would carry out a surprise occupation of the
ranches and take the landowners and administrators
hostage. Soto disagrees. He says that work should only stop
on those ranches whose owners and administrators haven'’t
respected the conditions accepted at the end of the first
strike. That they should wait for the ranchers to make the
first move and then decide on an appropriate response.
That declaring a general strike would play into the hands of
the Rural Society. He strongly disapproves of El Toscano’s
raids, arguing that each action must be approved in
assemblies and that everyone involved in the movement
should abide by the resolutions of the Rio Gallegos Workers’
Society instead of going out on their own.

The break with El Toscano is final. From this moment on,
Soto will spread the word from ranch to ranch that El
Toscano and the sectarians are equally dangerous and that
everyone should respect the resolutions of the Federation.

In the early hours of October 1st, there’s a feeling of
satisfaction in the halls of congress. The federal deputies of
the Radical Civic Union have just abolished the death
penalty. No one in Argentina will ever be executed again.
There’s only one man who could have pushed through such
an important measure: President Yrigoyen. Men should be
punished for their crimes, it’s true, but nobody has the right
to take the life of another. Only God.

(A twist of fate: five weeks later in Santa Cruz, more
workers will be executed than under any conservative
government.)

In the meantime, the situation in Rio Gallegos continued
to deteriorate. For once, the police moved quickly. They
seemed to have abandoned their policy of neutrality. They
sacked the Federation’s headquarters in the wake of the
Beacon Grange incident and fifteen people were arrested.
The Federation wants to seek a writ of habeas corpus but is



unable to find a lawyer to represent them. This is how the
Federation’s newspaper describes the incident:

On September 20th, the police broke into the union headquarters
without warning and without a warrant, only a “Stop!” and a “Hands
Up!” followed by pistol-whippings. They arrested everyone present and
then searched their homes using the same methods. Hours and days
have passed and the reasons for the police operation and arrests
remain official secrets that must be kept from the ignorant public
(without the guidance of lawyers or judges, anyways). What are the
courts doing? Not even the letter of the law provides support for their
actions. Correction is permitted but here they punish; a shootout is
heard on the beach and they sack the union headquarters, which isn’t
even nearby. (...) At least fifteen comrades have spent two days waiting
to be booked, others three or four. Habeas corpus may as well be the
name of an antediluvian animal because the penal code is unclear on
the subject. The lawyers and judges of Rio Gallegos don’t recognize it.
Five comrades remain in jail: Fernado Ulacia, Manuel Rivas, Jacobo
Droisef, Nicofor Borinck, and Francisco Saules! How cold-blooded we
must be if we continue to tolerate this tyranny!

But the police won’t stop there; they’'re ready to arrest
anyone who opposes the arrival of “free workers” in the
ports of Santa Cruz. For every Chilean, Spaniard, or Pole
who stops work, the Patriotic League will send an Argentine
from Corrientes, Catamarca, or Santiago del Estero.

Another shadowy event occurs on October 8th: El Toscano
and his men are apprehended by the police near Lago
Argentino. Or so the official story goes; the truth is
somewhat different. It’s a group of unionized workers who
spot El Toscano in Rio Rico, near the Chilean border. They
inform Commissioner Vera, and a group of policemen and
peons capture him while he’s eating carne asada. The
participation of union members in his arrest is criticized by
the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Federation and by anarchists in
Buenos Aires, who issue a pamphlet titled “Santa Cruz”
arguing that they “cannot support” workers who offer
assistance to the police.



This incident shows the lack of class consciousness among
many of the peons. They had heard Soto tell them that
nobody should follow El Toscano because his raids and
predations played into the hands of the bosses, harming the
labor movement. And so when he’s within range, they turn
him over to the police.

The reality was that, although El Toscano’s actions made
the bosses look like the victims, they were content to see
the famous bandit behind bars. They had known him by one
alias but many names: Alfredo Willrey, Godofredo Fontes,
José Villar, Max Miligan, Juan Trini, Hilario Rolis, José
Ventura, Antonio Mora, José Rosendo (his real name was
Alfredo Fonte). And that was the end of Patagonia’s unique
Red Council.

The law comes down hard. The police have evidently
received orders to act energetically against the workers.
Soto continues the hard work of organizing informative
assemblies on each ranch and unionizing the peons. He
meets with Ramoén Outerelo, who tells him that the workers
in Puerto Santa Cruz have taken the decision to draft a new
list of demands modifying the Yza settlement. Among other
demands, they are organizing for the elimination of
shearing subcontractors, who provided their own workers
and lowered the price of labor. They have presented their
demands to the Puerto Santa Cruz Rural Society, which has
until October 30th to accept. This puts Soto in an
uncomfortable position and he insists that the movement
focus on demanding the implementation of the Yza
settlement because he predicts that the bosses will reject
any new demands, forcing the workers to lose face or
declare a general strike, the success of which he cannot
guarantee. Outerelo tells him that it’s too late to hold
another assembly. He tries to win Soto over by telling him of
his travels through the countryside, which have convinced
him that the workers will unconditionally support a strike.
Time is of the essence and the two leaders reach a



compromise: the Rio Gallegos Workers’ Society will fight for
the implementation of the Yza settlement through strikes
on those ranches that have refused to comply while
following events in Puerto Santa Cruz and offering
solidarity if needed. If a general strike breaks out, Outerelo
will assume responsibility for coordinating actions between
different regions of the state. Soto tells The Colonel—his
nickname for Outerelo—that he would have to take over the
leadership of any strike encompassing the entire territory,
as his geographical position makes him a logical go-
between with Albino Arguelles—the union leader in San
Julidn—and a newcomer from Puerto Deseado: José Font,
better known as Facon Grande (Big Knife), a reliable but
reserved gaucho from Entre Rios and a cart driver by
trade, one of those men who can make eight Percheron
horses obey with nothing more than a whistle.

If a general strike is declared throughout the territory,
Soto foresees that problems will arise in Puerto Santa Cruz,
San Julidn, and Puerto Deseado. These three ports are
under the influence of the syndicalist FORA. In Puerto
Deseado, the railway workers’ union, which boasts the most
experienced men, answers to Portales; in San Julian and
Puerto Santa Cruz, the stevedores side with the Maritime
Workers’ Federation, which doesn’t want any trouble: they
have a good rapport with Yrigoyen. There’s no room for
error. The only ones to mobilize in Puerto Santa Cruz will
be a handful of anarchists. Arglielles in San Julidn is a
socialist, and the socialists want debate, not struggle. And
Puerto Deseado, still licking its wounds from the previous
year, has remained fairly calm. And so, aside from Rio
Gallegos, which is fully under the influence of the Workers’
Federation, only the workers in the countryside can be
counted on. It will be a strike of peons, cut off from the
coast, cut off from any communication with Buenos Aires.

At the beginning of October, a number of ranches have



begun to comply with the settlement. Wherever this doesn’t
occur, the workers go on strike. The Fatherland Defense
Association of Puerto Santa Cruz addresses the president
once more. They point out that the strike will interfere with
the shearing and with all the businesses that rely on the
wool industry.

But it’s no longer necessary for them to protest. The
police launch coordinated operations in Puerto Deseado,
Puerto San Julidn, Puerto Santa Cruz, and Rio Gallegos.
Anyone with union connections is imprisoned. In Rio
Gallegos, the headquarters of the Workers’ Federation is
ransacked and closed down. There the police make their
biggest catch: Antonio Paris, the organization’s secretary
general, the man most hated by the Patriotic League, the
one who had the pleasure of not serving the Independence
Day banquet. They take him away in handcuffs, badly
beaten. All of the Argentines at the police station take
pleasure in his arrival. That night, the Patriotic League and
the Progress Club are full of amused talk of the Spaniard’s
arrest, the clubs that were broken against his head, and the
special treatment he received at the station, where
Sergeant Echazu had some good ideas about how to teach
the anarchist to act properly in this country. After the
laughter dies down, they congratulate the police on their
response to this emergency with a sober gesture of thanks.
And La Union will praise the police force for “having
conducted a partial purge of the unwelcome elements that,
until now, acted with impunity under the cover of apparent
legality.”

The police dragnets in Puerto Santa Cruz, San Julian, and
Puerto Deseado are quite successful as well. It can be
argued that every influential union leader has been
captured. Soto hears the news while visiting the Bella Vista
ranch. They tell him that Paris and his companions were put
aboard a Navy transport vessel and that no one knows
where they have been taken. They also show hi