The Federacion Anarquista Uruguaya (PAD):
Crisis, Armed Struggle and Dictatorship, 1967-1985

Texts by Juan Carlos Mechoso, Jaime Prieto, Hugo Cores and others

translated and edited by Paul Sharkey

The FAU (Federacion Anarquista Uruguaya), founded in 1956, was one on the strongest
anarchist movements in Latin America. In the 1960s, it faced a rising tide of repression
which would culminate in the military dictatorship of 1973-85. As legal avenues of strug-
gle were closed down, through the Worker-Student Resistance (ROE) and OPR-33
(People’s Revolutionary Organisation) it expanded its tactics to include armed struggle in
defence of the workers movement. Banks were raided for funds, and factory bosses were
kidnapped in support of workers’ demands.

After Argentina became a military dictatorship in 1976, many FAU militants there
were ‘disappeared’ in joint repression by the Uruguayan and Argentine armed forces.
Elements of the FAU were fundamental in the creation of the People’s Victory Party (PVP).
The FAU is still active today.
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What is Anarchism?

Anarchism is a political theory which opposes the State and capitalism. It says that people
with economic power (capitalists) and those with political power (politicians of all stripes
left, right or centre) use that power for their own benefit, and not (like they claim) for the
benefit of society. Anarchism says that neither exploitation nor government is natural or
necessary, and that a society based on freedom, mutual aid and equal shares of the good
things in life would work better than this one.

Anarchism is also a political movement. Anarchists take part in day-to-day struggles
(against poverty, oppression of any kind, war etc) and also promote the idea of compre-
hensive social change. Based on bitter experience, they warn that new ‘revolutionary’

bosses are no improvement: ‘ends’ and ‘means’ (what you want and how you get it) are
closely connected.

Uruguay — Background

The republic of Uruguay — originally referred to as the Banda Oriental (Eastern Strip) on
the eastern bank of the River Plate, with Argentina on the western bank — had its first ever
labour congress in 1896. But 1900 there were 28 unions active in Montevideo and another
11 in the provinces. Immigration from Europe after 1880 brought a range of ideas about
social change and the anarchist FORU (Uruguayan Regional Workers’ Federation) was
launched in 1905. Under President Batlle y Ordoiiez, a system of social security and
labour legislation was introduced. In 1915 Uruguay legislated the 8-hour day into
existence. In the 1940 there was a huge upsurge in unionisation, chiefly among the textile
workers, railwaymen, dockers, construction workers and meat-packers. The period 1940-
1955 was referred to in Uruguayan history as the “fatted calf” years: between 1948 and
1954, the cost of living rose by 58% but the wages of workers across 31 trade unions grew
by 110%. Uruguay has a relatively liberal ruling class and the country was often referred
to as the ‘Switzerland of Latin America’.

By the 1950s the economic situation had taken a turn for the worse. The agricultural
sector began to stagnate, adding to pressure on the welfare state funded by the earnings of
Uruguay’s wool and meat exports. Between 1955 and 1959 the cost of living doubled and
wages could not keep pace. This led to a flurry of strikes and 1964 saw the formation of
the CNT (National Workers’ Convention). By 1965 inflation was running at 100% by
1967 at 140%. President Pacheco Areco proposed in 1967 to impose a wage freeze and
devalued the currency. Workers’ living standards began to fall sharply. Troops broke
strikes by meat-packers, electricians and bank employees. Emergency laws were intro-
duced, officially to counter the activities of the Tupamaro guerrillas (MLN) but actually
used to stifle shop floor unrest. The 1971 elections produced a fraudulent victory for
Bordaberry who maintained Pacheco’s policies. The fight against the Tupamaros brought
the military a growing role in politics. In June 1973 Bordaberry and the military agreed to
outlaw political parties, shut down congress, ban public meetings and suspend constitu-
tional rights. The CNT called a general strike, only to be banned itself. Employers capital-
ised upon the muscular repression by the army to break the power of the unions. Between
1971 and 1976 there was a 35% fall in real wages and by 1979 inflation was running at
80% with wages limping behind at 45%.

In the fight against the collapse of the Uruguayan economy, the austerity regime, the
‘security state’ legislation and the deployment of the military to use the breaking of the
Tupamaros as a pretext for breaking the working class, the FAU and its offshoots, the
ROE and the OPR-33 played a disproportionately significant role.



The FAU

The FAU was set up in 1956 by workers, students and trade unionists. It is a platformist
organisation (it really is, even though it does not seem to make much of a song and dance
about it) whose operational rules, activities, core concerns and methods of struggle and the
demands that must then be collectively pursued are laid down at congresses.

[t enjoys a measure of social purchase in certain working class districts in the capital and
in certain trade unions. It claims a good hundred members and can mobilise several
hundred people at its public rally in the lead-up to May Day.

It 1s a class-based organisation which struck me as being marked by a degree of
economicism. Ideological and counter-cultural issues seem to be little dealt with, in public
at any rate.

However, it is notable that its practice at neighbourhood level (sometimes relying on
the existence of libertarian ateneos [social and educational clubs]) does not rule out
concerns relating to culture and popular education, neighbourhood solidarity and the
maintenance of social connections. Its core theoretical yardsticks are Bakunin and
especially Malatesta. The Spanish FAI (up to and including its action groups) are an
important historical reference. That said, the FAU struck me as being characterised
primarily by a certain pragmatism and a degree of empiricism that leads it to be constantly
on the look-out for the best ways of gaining a foothold among the masses of the population
in the special national context of Uruguay. They are right in thinking that the ‘solutions’ to
their problems cannot just be imported from abroad and then ‘grafted’ on to Uruguayan
conditions.

Again politically speaking, it is noticeable that the FAU displays a rabid anti-
imperialism (especially obvious with regard to US foreign policy) and a strong sense of
solidarity with the whole spectrum (here I would stress this point) of revolutionary
movements in Latin America (by the way, note that they do a lot of work in concert with
Brazilian anarchists from the Gaucha Anarchist Federation (FAG) and seem to have
regular dealings with the AUCA in Argentina). What I mean is that movements like the
communist FARC in Colombia or the Peruvian guevarists of the MRTA, say, seem to
inspire a degree of sympathy from the FAU.

The anti-imperialism and the internationalism and the fact that these are armed
movements (and the FAU has given rise to a couple of its own in the past and still
acknowledges the necessarily violent character of any revolutionary process), respect for
risky forms of commitment and for sacrifices made ‘for the cause’ (ideas very deeply
rooted in Latin American revolutionary culture) seem to underpin this relative sympathy
which is very probably bound up with lack of critical information about such authoritarian
movements.

Take another example: Cuba. The FAU was one of the first Uruguayan organisations
to set up committees in solidarity with the Cuban revolution. At a time (late 1950s and
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early 1960s) when the majority of Latin American leftist organisations were calling for
power to be taken by means of elections, the Cuban revolution thrown up by an armed
popular uprising opened up fresh political prospects and possibilities for revolutionary
groups. It put direct, self-organised and violent mass action back on the agenda. The FAU,
like a number of other organisations, fell headlong into the political cracks opened up by
the Cuban revolution and backed it for years, even after it had become plain that that
revolution was turning into a bureaucratic dictatorship and even after Cuban anarchists
had been rounded up and executed. Moreover, it eventually triggered a split in its ranks.
The FAU eventually distanced itself from that betrayed revolution and withdrew its
support from it, though does not appear to mean that it is prepared to risk blunt criticism of
the current Cuban regime. The guevarist and Cuban myth is a really strong factor in Latin
America and once again the FAU does not seem to want to run the risk of finding itself
‘cut off from the masses’ by being too open in its criticisms of Cuba. If I have dwelt upon
these ‘peculiarities’ of the FAU, it is in part because they are also to be found to a greater
or lesser extent in other Uruguayan anarchists.

The FAU does not operate an open-door policy. Like a number of other platformist
organisations, one must first graduate through ‘stages’ of political education (readings and
discussions about organisation, its operating style, its aims, activities and methodology)
before acceptance. There is then a one year delay before one can become a full member
with all the associated entitlements.

Besides the references to a highly organised anarchism, a plainly militant understand-
ing of organisation and the need for a degree of political homogeneity within it, the experi-
ence of repression (and of direct action by its clandestine organisation, the OPR-33) in the
1960s and 1970s have certainly had something to do with the emphasis on all these gradu-
ated entry conditions.

Once inside the organisation, the member has to opt for his preferred theatre of ‘activ-
ity’ (neighbourhood, firm, union, university).

The FAU is active within the PIT-CNT. This Uruguayan labour federation (90% of
union members in the country belong to it) is a reformist federation wherein the main
influence is the Communist Party, but in certain unions there are also more radical
elements (egged on by FAU activists, often in concert with politically non-aligned leftist
militants taking a self-managerial, rank-and-file approach.)

This opposition presence (which seems to be quite pugnacious) within the big national
reformist federation surprised me but it looks as if the majority of workers are very
attached to there being a unifying federation that appears to be almost unique. The FAU,
preoccupied as ever by its ‘foothold’ in the populace, thus has it seems, to choose whether
to risk getting cut off from the trade union organisation where ‘the masses’ are. It looks as
if the Printing Trades union is under their influence and FAU activists are on its
leadership. i



In the popular and working class areas (some, like E1 Cerro were real anarchist strong-
holds for several decades and this has left its mark), the FAU participates in or has plain
and simply set up several community radio projects, sort of non-commercial free radio
stations, focusing on local social issues; these may not be legal but they are pretty much
tolerated by the authorities (which did try, in vain, to shut them down). The FAU relies on
these radio stations, among other things, to gain a foothold in these neighbourhoods where
it can make contact with the huge numbers unemployed or under-employed. Its activists
take part in swap-shop and mutual aid networks, sponsor ateneos or social clubs with
canteen facilities, clothing banks for the poor and which host educational or cultural
support activities. Involved in the everyday lives of the locals, the members of the FAU are
not out to make recruits hand over fist but aim rather to gain a slow, discrete foothold.

Their headquarters (which houses the little printing co-operative they have set up and
where they print up reviews, handbills, stickers and posters) is not very big but seems to
suit their requirements. Two small rooms are being rehabilitated for use as a small library
and for some archival material (the apparently huge library collection and massive
archives the FAU once owned were destroyed by the dictatorship) — donations of books
and pamphlets in Spanish are welcomed.

From time to time the FAU publishes a review entitled Lucha Libertaria, well
presented in A4 format. Occasionally there is a more theoretical review produced called
Rojo y Negro. Recently they published (in Spanish of course) a weighty history book (with
a wealth of detail about FAU struggles from the mid-1960s to the start of the dictatorship
in 1973; its title is Anarchist Direct Action: a History of the FAU (about 500 pages in
length, Ediciones Recortes, 2002). It was written by Juan Carlos Mechoso, one of the
FAU’s veteran militants who was also a member of its armed wing.

From a profile of anarchism in Uruguay by the Syndicat Intercorporatif anarcho-
syndicaliste de Caen, France (SIA Caen, BP 257, 14013, Caen Cedex).

“ Anarchists had more of a stomach for the fight”:

Interview With Juan Carlos Mechoso [2001]
Juan Carlos Mechoso does not need much coaxing to turn to his subject — the El Cerro
district [Montevideo] — a subject that loosens his tongue and stirs him more than any other.
Before the start of the interview, when the photographs were being taken, he mentioned
that E1 Cerro had a population of some 80,000 and greater E1 Cerro 150,000. That, at best,
youngsters could only find casual jobs. That those who managed to find work for five, six
or eight months were few in number and scarcely anybody has a steady job, he says and
then he smiles because he is asked about the glory days in the past when there was no
unemployment and when each family had somebody working in the refrigeration plants —
Swift, Nacional or Artigas...

“Somebody bringing home a wage and two kilos of beef a day” — he says, enjoying
our surprise. “there were families with three or four workers working in refrigeration and
bringing home so much beef that it was even given away for free. Barbecues were held in
the district and in the clubs. In those days it was also the case that the workers built their
own little houses and this required masses of equipment, carpentry and glazing materials
and there was a store on every block and the pawn shop was part of the local culture. A
dim view was taken of anybody who did not cough up. Come the lay-offs, the shops were
filled with blue uniforms and clothing.”

Supplied by the firm?

“Yes, two uniforms a year and a pair of boots. That was one of many gains made.”

And do the youngsters in El Cerro these days know about this?

“Sure. You often hear them talking about such gains which were made in the 1930s as
if they happened yesterday. They are engraved in the collective memory in El Cerro and
people still refer to incidents and things and ways of life that are now gone.”

You arrived in El Cerro with your family, then?

“We came from Flores in the interior of the country [he was born in 1935] and we
came to Montevideo, like many another family in the 1940s and settled into a modest home
in La Teja. And any of us that could work went out to work. I myself went to school and
worked. Then they offered me double pay to put in more hours.”

So you had to quit school?

“Yes, in my fourth year. In those days in those barrios most lads used to work and, get
this, it was a rare shop that didn’t display a card saying ‘Boy needed here’” (Mechoso
erupts into uncontainable laughter).

If only! It must have been paradise.

“Yes, it was. Nearly all of us lads from the barrio worked. As did the grown-ups and
youngsters, virtually all of them. It was hard to carry on with one’s studies.”

You worked in a warehouse which, I think, was facing the glass factory where your
father worked.




“Yes. There were frequent disputes at that factory because it had a very pugnacious
trade union with an anarchist trade union leadership. ‘Bigote’ was the nickname given to
one of the leaders. The vast majority of my contemporaries from La Cachimba del Piojo
near where we lived became anarchist sympathisers.”

You say the union members were very militant. How did that show itself?

“I can remember the factory cordoned off by the police because the workers had taken

it over and were holding the bosses inside as hostages. I was very aware of this because
my father and brother were inside.”

And what age were you at the time?

“Eleven or twelve.”

And when did you begin to flirt with anarchism?

“All my brothers became anarchists before me. I followed soon after, aged 14.”

And what did anarchism mean to you at that point, what was its attraction for you?

“I saw it as the workers defending themselves. I heard the matter being talked about all
day at home. In addition, though, there was effective, well-organised propaganda. Lots of
anarchist workers were employed in the refrigeration forms and a group was up and
running in the barrio. My 16 year old brother was active in it and I became active in it at
the age of 14.”

You mean your brother who was murdered? [ Alberto Mechoso]

“No, the one they killed was younger than me. There were four of us, one of whom was
a runaway from a home and he lived with us.”

Not a full brother, then?

“No, a brother from the streets. When he ran away he ended up in our house and
stayed and became another brother. He became an anarchist too, just as we did. In fact he
may well have led the way for he was a couple of years older than the eldest of us.”

What did that propaganda you mentioned consist of?

“Conversation. Lots of conversations explaining ideas and what socialism was. There
were two or three places we used to go for a chat.”

And what was the situation between socialists and communists in El Cerro back
then?

“There were hardly any socialists. There were anarchists and, later, communists. The
CP was slowly growing and had worker groups in El Cerro as well as in La Teja.”

What do you remember of the trade union arguments between anarchists and
communists back then? What were the most ticklish issues?

“I reckon the anarchists had more of a stomach for a fight over demands and claims
and confrontation with the class enemy.”

Really? More so than the communists?

“Yes. At that point, yes. The communists were more moderate.”
Maybe the war was a factor.

“Of course. Even though the communists never gave up on their class approach, there
was a live-and-let-live arrangement in place at that point in time. Then again there was
sharp controversy from the anarchists in that they had severed any connections with the
Russian revolution.

But they had backed the revolution in trade union terms.

“To start with. But by that point any hope that the revolution might, as was claimed,
bring about a new civilisation, had long since evaporated.”

More than 25 years had gone by.

“Yes. There was increasing friction within the unions as the first communist groups
spread across the country, when they affiliated to the Third International and when the
CGT was set up. What was left of the anarchists were very critical.”

What were the main points of difference? Did they perhaps have something to do
with rejection or acceptance of the Soviet Union?

“In a sense, yes, because the main controversy surrounded the issue ‘socialism plus
freedom or authoritarian socialism’. And that argument had been raging from the very
beginning, when the union was being organised. These days, union membership is taken
for granted. But in those days it was a badge of the libertarian school of thought. A way of
organising along federal lines.”

And what did the communists want?

“A centralist form of organising, with more permanent leaders, little involvement by
the people.”

They reckoned that was the only efficient way of prosecuting the social struggle.
Goes to show how much distrust there can be of everybody getting involved. Bordering
on what is often referred to these days as ‘anarchy’. Anarchy meaning ‘disorder’,
‘chaos’ and ‘confusion’. Or as we say down here on the River Plate ‘looseness’.

“Anarchism stated, and historically has argued, that we have to rely upon the populace
getting involved and try to make that involvement greater and more intense as time goes
on. People grow through participation. That’s what we believe. The greater the participa-
tion, the greater the growth and the learning process.”

Which is one of the major arguments that feminism puts for participation.

“Precisely. In the National Library I was reading a newspaper, £/ Obrero, dating from
1884 which contains a spectacular feminist outlook as up to date as if it were yesterday.
The earliest feminist arguments in this country emanated from anarchist quarters.”

They wouldn’t agree that women should wait for the revolution in order to be liber-
ated and take up the position they are born to occupy. I remember it being said that the
feminist struggle per se is meaningless. What did that newspaper from the 19th century
have to say?

“It said that besides the class struggle and moving beyond capitalism, women had a
two-pronged war to fight sirice they had to break free of the patriarchy they had to endure
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at home. And that the latter was a struggle to be carried forward since performance in
those professing left-wing ideas very often falls short of their ideas. And another issue
raised was nature conservation.”

Odd that these topics should have been raised over a hundred years ago.

“Yes. Within the group there was a greater concern with the human being. I’d say that
the revolution encompassed a much broader front. You were asking me what the points at
issue were. They mostly had to do with forms of relationship and organisation, including
modes of relationship between militants. Insofar as there were no leaders, everything was
up for discussion by everybody. The views of those most respected carried some clout but
this did not of course mean that their views were not well queried.”

[ imagine that in discussions of concrete problems differences derived from the
differing stances within anarchists would have carried some weight.

“That’s a fact. Among the anarchists there were nuances corresponding to differing
strategic approaches. I mean the politically organised ones.”

Yourself, for instance, were you a believer in political organisation as a priority?

“Yes, | was a in favour of a specifically anarchist organisation, a given scheme of
political work different from that of the anarcho-syndicalists who held that trade union
work was enough to bring about emancipation of the workers and subsequently reorganise
social life. Inside these currents we ran into Spaniards who had come over after the civil
war and stated here, whereas others moved on to Argentina. From the word go these
people used to visit El Cerro and La Teja to give us talks.”

You left school after four years of primary schooling, but you have an education that
many an academic might envy. A while ago you were talking about Foucault, who is no

easy read. I was changing tapes and you were saying something. What was it you were
saying about forms of repression?

Juan Carlos Mechoso laughs.

“I don’t know. Some nonsense.”

No, no. It was no nonsense.

“I said that there are forms of repression in matters economic, political and social going
right back to the ideological roots and as they permeate the body of society at every level
they allow the system to avoid resorting to direct repression. It being the citizens
themselves who uphold and reproduce the ideology that serves the system.”

Interesting. The question is how did you get where you are now?

“Like a lot of anarchists, I got here through reading and conversations. Near here we
had the Ateneo Cerro where lectures and talks and debates would take place.”

What sort of reading? |

“All sorts. For instance, the comrades used to urge us to read history from Greece
through to the First International, and Bakunin’s polemics with Marx, the birth of the
workers’ movement, and good quality literature. Kropotkin of course, a theoretician of
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anarchy who wrote, say, a book on prisons adopting viewpoints akin to Foucault’s Surveil-
lance and Punishment *

But Kropotkin lived a century ago.

“True, he was a Russian prince. When the anarchists parted company from the First
International in 1872, he carried on being active within what came afterwards.”

I got off the bus recently and walked as far as your house looking at the run-down
little houses and the bay yonder. 1'd like you to draw us a picture of what El Cerro was
like once upon a time. Prosperous, lively, militant. Tell us a little of what El Cerro was
like when you were 1.

“We lived in El Cerro and sought our entertainment in El Cerro. People didn’t go into
the city proper very often. There was a joke in those days. Whenever anybody bought a
new suit, they would be asked: ‘Off to the centre then?” On Sundays and holidays we
would stroll down Grecia Street as if in the countryside. There were some cinemas, dance
halls, a theatre (the Selecto) near the bend in Grecia Street. And lots of cafe life, where
one could sit all night over two or three cups of coffee. Left-wing cafes where left-wingers
would stop off.”

The enemy wasn't the Blancos nor the Colorados. Because the right as such was
non-existent. [Blancos and Colorados (whites and Reds) the two party system in Uruguay]

“There were no right-wing parties, although there were right-wing individuals inside
the parties ... Echegoyen, for instance, was a right-winger.” [Echegoyen: Martin Recaredo
Echegoyen, Blanco party leader]

Nardone was a right-winger too. And Pacheco later. [Nardone: Benito Nardone,
radio broadcaster elected president in 1958: he proved a sore disappointment to his conser-
vative voters. Pacheco: Jorge Pacheco Areco, president and Colorado Party leader. ]

“Sure. To get back to your question: we used to meet up in those cafes where we talked
about everything, politics included. One of the cafes was the Mirambell and the other one,
down yonder, was the Viacaba.”

Tell me about demonstrations when there was a dispute on.

“The demonstrations by the Meatworkers’ Federation were massive, really massive
turn-outs. With gauchos [cowboys] leading them.”

Even the gauchos were involved?

“Yes, the guys who worked on the refrigeration ships would turn out. On horseback
they would follow behind the Meat Federation’s loudspeaker truck as it played the
Marseillaise at full volume.”

No singing?

“No, just the music. When folk heard the strains of the Marseillaise they knew right
away that federation propaganda or a street demonstration was on the way. Heading up the
procession there also a machine firing rockets skywards. The cowboys — many wearing




their ponchos, white neckerchiefs and grey sombreros — were followed by cyclists and then
by people on foot. Entire families, young and old. Drinking yerba mate as they went.”

All bound for the Palace... [the parliament building in Montevideo]

“The final destination was the Palace where sometimes they camped out. Tents were

erected along the esplanade. And then the police would show up and wind things up. That
was in the early 1950s.”

Just as Uruguay was taking an economic down-turn.

“Yes, the refrigerated meat industry was in crisis and the foreign firms were starting to
pull out. The Meatworkers’ Federation was sorely injured and almost fatally wounded and
had stopped playing its part. The Ateneo Cerro picked up the banner of agitation. There
were experts in various fields who used to come and give talks. About humour, cinema and
history. Some of these courses lasted six months. At the same time positions were being
adopted vis a vis labour mobilisations and liberation movements around Latin America ...
in Guatemala, Santo Domingo and the fighting in Cuba leading up to the revolution. A
number of libertarian performers such as Carlos ‘El Gaucho’ Molina and Zitarrosa
[Alfredo Zitarrosa (1936-1989), very popular singer, composer and writer whose songs
were banned in Uruguay after 1971 and who was forced out of the county.] used to turn up
to play and sing. And at the weekends there were conversations with the Spanish exiles.
The rector of the university even turned out: he was introduced by Gomensoro [Possibly
Jose Gomensoro, lecturer in medicine at the University of Montevideo.] and Gatti and
gave a talk on fascism at a street rally. The Ateneo was always alert and active on issues,
not just nationally but throughout Latin America.”

What is the Ateneo focusing on these days?

“One of the things I feel is important right now is the need to counter the fragmentation
being caused by our new historical circumstances.”

The undermining of the strength of the working class.

“Precisely. Right now the Ateneo means to make as much of an effort as it can to rally
scattered forces so as to rebuild the fabric of social solidarity. We’ve always been in
favour of not making man a prisoner of the collective.”

‘The collective should not wall him in but shore him up’, is one of your principles.

“Correct. We are all for personalisation although naturally that has nothing to do with
bourgeois individualism.”

Which is running very strong right now.

“And which has spawned a number of practices boosting the power of a tiny faction
that can do whatever it pleases, whereas the broad masses, being atomised, have lost much
of their power. What we are looking for through the Ateneo is some way of coming
together and coordinating with every other social institution in El Cerro and then aiming to
create a strong social movement with answers to contemporary issues, bearing in mind
especially that traditional political mechanisms have these days run out of steam.”
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How do you see the performance of the establishment in this context?

“The establishment has become a lot more conciliatory. We have a particularly
ruthless capitalism spearheaded by finance capital and we have states creating openings
for them right around the globe making laws for their protection. What have Menem,
Cavallo [Menem: Carlos Saul Menem, Peronist president of Argentina in the 1990s.
Cavallo; Domenico Cavallo, Argentinean economy minister in the 1990s.] and others in
Argentina done but set in place the legal conditions enabling capital to do as it pleases?
And another important point: no longer is this being described as imperialism. *

It has been re-branded as globalisation.

“And there in that change of terminology lies the snare that disguises what is really
going on, the real machinery at work. Let’s not use the words ‘class’, nor ‘struggle’ nor
‘confrontation’ nor ‘imperialism’ any more. At the same time they have conjured up a
consensus around this lie. As Chomsky puts it: “Never have so many intellectuals of the
first calibre been as compliant and comfortable within the system as they are now. Nor as
productive of its values.”

As you see it, what is the purpose behind these changes in terminology?

“To stop us from thinking about these things. To offer us a representation that does not
match the facts. Preventing a correct analysis of them. Gaston Bachelard has done some
interesting research into this.”

So this belongs in the same category as ‘the end of ideology’, the ‘end of history’
and ‘the impossibility of socialism?

“And as ‘there are no classes any more’ and ‘those days are gone’. As Chomsky says:
‘If there’s one thing that is self-evident, it’s the existence of classes.’.”

There’s an economist, an American like Chomsky, Kenneth Galbraith who states in
his History of Economics that ‘economics is a science greatly cultivated by those who
say what the rich are eager to hear.” And ‘Monetary measures are not politically and
socially neutral.

“True, that’s another thing they would have us swallow. One of the theorists of Thatch-
erite conservatism said that it was a good thing for social democracy to win from time to
time ‘to introduce some ideological oxygen’. Obviously, this raised certain expectations
among the people that made it feasible to put immediate demands on the long finger.”

Let’s look a bit further back into the past. Back to the days of the dictatorship. You
people were hit quite hard in terms of dead and disappeared, You yourself had a brother
who perished in Orletti [concentration camp].

“Yes, my brother [Alberto Mechoso] is one of those who disappeared in Orletti along
with Gerardo Gatti and Leon Duarte. Along with another comrade, Perro Pérez [ Washing-
ton ‘Perro’ Perez, FAU and PVP activist], for instance, they were founders of the FAU.
We were active alongside them on a range of tasks ... the ROE and the OPR (an armed
organisation that carried ouf a number of operations).”
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Such as the kidnapping of the industrialist Molaguero, or the abduction of Costa-
Gavras’s wife, Michele Ray, or the theft of the ‘33 Orientales’ flag and the kidnapping
of Cambon, the representative of a number of paper-making forms. What was behind the
Molaguero kidnapping?

“Molaguero was an industrialist involved in shoe-manufacture, a real feudal lord who
was firing people, harassing the union and even beating people. At the time, Alfaro had an
article printed about the vicious treatment he was doling out to the workers. The guy was a

member of the JUP [Juventud Uruguaya de Pie: Alert Uruguayan Youth] and he was
kidnapped in relation to a dispute.”

It was claimed at the time that you had tortured him.

“Which is a complete lie. Our thinking on such matters was very clear. Torture of a
defenceless person was not on. Not just because of what it did to the victim, but also
because of the way it impacted on the militant. He was the only kidnap victim who claimed
to have been tortured and he was lying. As to the abduction of the reporter Michele Ray,
the object there was to get some publicity for the reasons we had not voted in the elections.
We whiled the night away chatting to her. She was very well informed as to the situation
in Latin America and our chat was very enjoyable.”

Tell us about those of your comrades who were ‘disappeared’ in Orletti.

“Those comrades featured in an episode of what was known as Operation Condor.”

Tell us about the incident when they took Perro Pérez to Orletti to get something the
Uruguayans involved in Operation Condor in Buenos Aires were after.

“Here goes. Our people kidnapped an industrialist inside Argentina and got a ten
million dollar ransom for him. I was in jail at the time. The military — Gavozzo and
Cordero and the rest — got wind of the money and wanted a cut. At the time they were
holding Gerardo Gatti and Duarte in Orletti. Perro Pérez, a well known and very active
anarchist and FUNSA [Uruguayan National Tyre Plant and its trade union] employee, one
of the people most active in the 1972 strike, was in Buenos Aires.”

In hiding.

“No, living openly because there was no warrant for his arrest. He had a street-corner
newsagent’s shop that supported himself and his family. One day one of the Uruguayan
military turned up and offered to free his comrades from Orletti in return for two million
and suggested that they take him to Orletti to iron out the details. They took him out to
Orletti — blindfolded of course. Perro asked to see Gerardo Gatti but was told that he was
not there. He then asked for Duarte and they fetched him. He could scarcely recognise
him. He looked ghastly. Clothing in shreds and his feet bare. Perro looked at his feet and
said: “‘How come you’ve no shoes on?’ At which the soldier, who was listening, piped up
to say: ‘There are shoes in that room’, with a smirk. When Leon later went to the room
there were more than fifty pairs of men’s and women’s shoes there. Perro Pérez had a
word with Duarte. He put the proposition made by the Uruguayan military and agreed to
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come back to hear the response. They fetched him a few days later. What the response was
I do not know, but I know that before they parted they hugged each other and Duarte
whispered into his ear: ‘Get out of here. They’re going to kill you.” That very same day
Perro and his family applied to the Swedish embassy for asylum And survived. Duarte and
Gatti were ‘disappeared’. Duarte knew that, money or no money, they were going to be
killed.

And Perro is dead now.

“Yes, he returned from Sweden in 1986 or 1987 for a tribute we paid to Duarte. He
said his piece and then sat down. And dropped dead ten minutes later. His heart gave out.”

Interview conducted by Maria Esther Gillo from Brecha, Uruguay, July 2001

Juan Carlos Mechoso
The material below was intended for publication in O Diluvio, a review circulating in
Porto Alegre and district in Brazil. In it, a comrade offers us a profile of the veteran
Uruguayan anarchist fighter Juan Carlos Mechoso, a lifelong supporter of the libertarian
project and co-founder of the FAU in 1956. In the interview, Juan Carlos talks about
politics outside the parameters of reproduction of the system and analyses the fresh devel-

opments turning Latin America into a theatre of struggle for social change and the building
of people’s power.

Juan Carlos Mechoso was born in Uruguay, in the town of Trinidade (Flores) on 24 March
1935. His activism started at age 14. Born into a family of workers, he became a labourer
and linotype operator. Along with the now legendary Leon Duarte, Gerardo Gatti, ‘Perro’
Pérez and others, he co-founded the Uruguayan CNT (National Workers’ Convention) in
1964. Self-educated, he was one of the founders of the FAU (Uruguayan Anarchist
Federation) in October 1956. Years later he was behind the creation of its politico-military
wing, the OPR-33 [People’s Revolutionary Organisation], an anarchist guerrilla warfare
experiment.

On 26 April 1969, he went to ground for 4 years after a shed used for making home-
made bombs was accidentally blown up while an OPR-33 activist was making an
ammonia-based device. There was an explosion and his children suffered burns, prompting
Juan Carlos to change safe-houses every week until he was captured in 1973.

His brother Alberto Mechoso, known as ‘El Pocho’, was ‘disappeared’. Alberto too
had been a socialist fighter and guerrilla with great experience in bank robberies and
kidnappings. He was a key figure in the underground Uruguayan resistance.

Alberto served several terms in prison. One very rainy night in 1972, he managed to
escape following horrific torture. His mouth toothless, his body torn, and his feet aching
from long torture sessions, he escaped through a bathroom window. He slipped through
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easily thanks to the serious weight loss from weeks of torture, electric shock treatment and
interrogation. And made it on to the roof of the army barracks. He waited there for the
changing of the guard and then, with whatever strength he could muster, leapt on to a tree,
clung on to branch and fell to earth with a thud. Getting to his feet, he made a run for it.
The troops spotted him and opened fire. Firing dozens of shots. Alberto just kept on
running. He came to a ditch where there was an open sewer. He ran on, the stinking water
up to his knees. He came to a humble dwelling, knocked on the door and asked for help.
The family living in poverty there were afraid but showed solidarity with the fugitive.

Once he had recovered enough, Alberto ventured into the street and made contact with
the FAU-OPR 33 again. The organisation pulled out all the stops to rescue the militant
who refused the accolade of hero and whose modesty was legendary. Later he made a
physical recovery. The enemy was never able to break his spirit. He moved away to
Buenos Aires where he played a key part in setting up a bridgehead and an infra-structure
offering a haven to those on the run. Dozens of militants had been forced underground by
the brutal repression. Alberto featured in and oversaw a number of spectacular operations
... kidnappings, attacks and bank robberies to raise funds for the mammoth task of resist-
ing the military dictatorship.

In 1976, Operation Condor [the cooperative efforts of military dictatorships in the
southern Cone] tracked him down to a bar where he waiting to meet a contact. The
military raided his humble abode. His wife and children were taken back to Montevideo
under false identities. Alberto held his ground and refused to ‘sing’. He has never been
seen since.

Juan Carlos stresses his brother’s story more than his own. Refusing to speak in the
first person is an old anarchist tradition. The cult of the self is regarded as lacking in the
modesty which libertarians prize as a central value. In March 1973, Juan Carlos was
picked up with some comrades from the OPR-33 (the military wing of the FAU). He was
tortured horrifically over weeks. In 1976, when there was a coup mounted in Argentina,
the torture resumed with the usual savagery. An international campaign was mounted to
save the lives of the prisoners. The torture was halted. Juan Carlos stayed in jail for a
further 9 years.

Juan Carlos was released from prison in 1985 under an amnesty. And was welcomed
back to the El Cerro barrio [Montevideo] like the prodigal son. On his first night back,
there was a barbecue with his beloved labourers. By the third day of freedom after 12
years as a political prisoner, he was attending meetings again, especially FAU meetings.
Not one to dwell on the past, he set about grappling with the future. Now in his seventies,

he remains faithful to the libertarian principles that have accompanied him through his life.
He is active every day, just as was as an adolescent.
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Q. Where does the FAU, which you have headed for so many years, stand on capitalism’s
present condition and on the lifestyle that relies upon huge profits going to the big transna-
tional companies thanks to political coercion by the ruling class? Can we expect anything
from politics? Where is the human race headed for?

A. For a start, we need to be clear what we mean by politics. Politics is often spoken about
and linked only to parliament, the cabinet, elections, the political class and the party
leaderships who appear in the media. Such linkage stunts and belittles the idea of politics.

We ought to think of politics as being much more than these. There is a huge number of
struggles that deserve classification as political. In Latin America and in Europe there is
the political battle against globalisation and war. There are populations that refuse to be
disciplined and which manifest great discontent. The masses have their dreams and
ambitions which are still alive and well.

People are fighting back. The United States thought the invasion of Iraq would be a
walkover and today we know it to be a nightmare. They have no idea of how to extricate
themselves from the mess they’ve got themselves into. In Latin America at any rate, it 1s
plain to see that the capitalist model has failed.

In the so-called developed world there are great problems also. The huge numbers of
immigrants who suffer from casual employment, are exploited and their living conditions
are awful and the poverty rate is growing by the day. The hopes of these people are rising
because they have an idea that they are not going to get justice or better their living condi-
tions or change social relationships or begin a process guaranteeing every human being’s
basic needs by following the capitalist road.

The aims of the big multinationals are bigger and bigger profits. Geopolitics rules the
developed world and the costs are ignored.

They invade countries and kill indiscriminately. And millions are starving to death.

A great French thinker (Michel Foucault) said that “where there is oppression, inevita-
bly there is resistance” and history bears that out. Oppression may be growing but so is
resistance. Resistance movements grow and blunder around and look for new methods of
resistance and that search is not going to be completed overnight; it’s a long haul.

These days we are breaking free of one part of domination, tomorrow we break free of
another. Today we take one step forward, tomorrow we may have to retreat. These are not
linear movements: they zigzag.

But we have every reason to think that the resistance fight is making headway.

Q. Should we be hopeful?

A. Yes. The system isn’t about to commit hara-kiri. People are starting to think that unless
we change everything nothing is going to change and if we don’t change social relation-
ships there isn’t going to be any meaningful change and the people are waking up to this.

This is a form of consciousness, an empirical knowledge that history has been impart-
ing to us and which largely finds expression in demonstrations around the world.
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|[Adapted from www.vermelhoenegro.org, website of the FAG (Gaucha Anarchist Federa-
tion ie. Anarchist Federation of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil). No name given for

interviewer, but article is said to have been added to the site in January 2008, thanks to
comrade LD.]

Santa (El Santa Romero)

El Santa Romero was like something out of a poem by Ledn Felipe. He could not brook
this mean reality and its injustices. With its courts that he could see were not worth a dog’s
piss. His was a rebellious temperament that was uncomfortable when surrounded by resig-
nation or taking things in one’s stride and being complicit in them. He suffered and fumed
in the face of arbitrary actions. And loved the people to whom he genuinely belonged. He
sensed that he had to do something and could not resign himself to things as they were and
he found all this inequality unbearable. An order where the few had it all and the many did
not know what the next day held in store for them or whether they could keep a roof over
their heads and food on the table.

This social sensitivity of his was “killing” him and his life as an exploited worker
pointed him in one direction.

Having worked from childhood, his had been an impoverished childhood that even a
fool would not have asked for.

He started working at the age of 7 in a shop in Trinidad (in the Flores department of
Uruguay) where he was born. A village with lots of landowners and little history of social
struggles. Even in short trousers he was wrestling with life and earning the respect of his
contemporaries when the need arose.

After his move to Montevideo he was shunted from job to job. In the end he found
regular work at RAUSA. The job: Stacking up 50 kilo sacks of sugar all day long. A tiny
band of his comrades got together to press some minor demands. He joined forces with
them and they set about doing union business. The leaders of the union, affiliated to the
CSU, were too moderate. Which merely doubled his workload.

He never complained about his work but he was outraged about arbitrary treatment,
abuses and a number of excesses. No, he never complained, being the sort of man “who
speaks not of pain or love”.

What was required was struggle, not whining. And he was being drawn down paths
chosen for him by his sensibilities and rebelliousness. The problem affected everybody and
needed a universal response. His friends, workmates, neighbours and the population at
large lived like that, with scarcely enough to eat in most cases; bringing up children and
educating them and looking after their health was a real worry.

For the poor, education was almost a luxury. They could scarcely afford primary
schooling paid in instalments. It was too much for him. The education he had received
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from his day to day life had nurtured certain beliefs: he was facing an enemy, a system that
worked in favour of a handful of privileged money-grubbers who were swindling the
people. This was “order” stood on its head. He felt that the whole thing needed taking
apart but those at the bottom of the heap had no means of doing so. Of course nothing was
done for the benefit of the working person who might have to approach the bank for a loan
to pay off his rent arrears, only to be asked for so much in return that he concluded that in
order to get anywhere “you have to be well off and then your interest rates turn your
head”. Of course the bank was an oppressive institution, a good symbol of the system.
Even so he would later apply for a number of loans on behalf of the group.

Strikes were on a large scale and lengthy. General gains started to be whittled away at
the top and they were refusing to keep wages in line with the costs of living. Then there
was the police crackdown, with workers from the Meat Industry killed. The students were
battling for university reforms. Society was convulsed.

Libertarian activists had banded together and set up the Uruguayan Anarchist Federa-
tion (FAU). The Ateneo in El Cerro was engaged in intense socio-political work and in the
thick of the struggles locally and across Latin America. Backing the fighters in the Sierra
Maestre whom others were attacking by writing them off as adventurers.

The ‘beardies’ from the Sierra Maestra overran Cuba. Sending the blood pumping
through the veins of much of the Americas.

In 1959 El Santa arrived at the El Cerro Ateneo. Where one of its many ventures was
on at the time. There he met up with other ‘misfits’ angry with injustice who reckoned that
the only solution was to fight back. A fighter was listening to them. From then on El Santa
lost interest in certain, sometimes wearisome tasks such as sticking up posters through to
2.00 or 3.00 am., leaving little time for those who had to be at work by 7.00 am. But he
hardly ever missed out on street activity.

Almost immediately he joined the El Cerro Anarchist Group which was part of the
FAU. And he cut his teeth on local activities, trade union agitations, organisational propa-
ganda and anarchist activities out of the Ateneo.

And got involved in confrontations on the streets with the repression. Up to his neck in
the FUNSA comrades thrust for the government building and the savage clash with the
police. He was a mainstay of the lads from El Cerro who, together with the FUNSA union
and the folks from La Teja formed a powerful team that roved the arterial routes of Monte-
video, chanting, complaining and showing their support almost on a weekly basis.

And he fully embraced the libertarian socialist outlook. Dismissing the authoritarian
approach to socialism. His socialism had nothing in common with the USSR and the dicta-
torship of the proletariat. Much less their strategy for the Americas. He found social
democracy to be too close to the system and that it had nothing to do with the cause of real
emancipation. He thought and felt that in the absence of real involvement by the people,
without solidarity and freedom, socialism would never be possible. He was a firm believer
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in organisation, in an operational and flexible federalism through which his organisation
could operate and manage change without overruling the people; the main aim being a new
order, with improvements to the quality of life for the individual.

Those were stormy days and full of promise. Many were starting to feel that change
was possible. Obviously there was a lot of fighting yet to be done but it was possible for
all that. A number of direct action operations were mounted. Along came the Hunger
Commandos episode. Funds were needed and there was no money available and lots to be
done and there were lots of openings for growth. And then there was Santa running out of
a bank with a bag stuffed with cash. In 1967 the FAU was overhauled, structurally, with
an eye to the new circumstances and focusing on future prospects. Pocho [Alberto
Mechoso] had a word with Santa in accordance with one FAU resolution apropos of
systematically tackling armed activity. Building a specific apparatus within the parameters
of FAU political work. Santa’s response was ““ Let me think it over.”

This armed struggle was different from the “foco” approach that was trying to build a
struggle on a range of planes over a long-term process and it had a well-defined objective
— libertarian socialism.

After joining the armed wing, he took part in bank robberies, jobs related to “kidnap-
pings” and procurement, etc. He happened to walk into one bank with a recently fitted
alarm system directly linked to the police station and this was his undoing. When the alarm
went off he tried to shoot his way out with his comrades. As the leader of the raid he had
issued his instructions when he happened to glance through the window. A huddle of
soldiers with rifles and short arms were aiming at the exit. “I thought we were dealing with
a couple of beat cops who had happened along and that we had a chance of getting away
after a couple of shots fired”, he would later tell us. At no time did it occur to him to take a
hostage: such things were unthinkable to him. He took his chance and made a run for it.
Later, after he was captured, he never confessed to membership of any organisation.
Thereby protecting his “family”, the FAU.

With Pocho, especially in relation to OPR operations: they were like two brothers.
They had a lot in common, one of them not least this feature of his of acting like a local kid
from the working class barrio, something he never lost. The wisecracks, the “sledging”,
the jokes. Vivacious, sound and disrespectful of pretensions.

They also shared this readiness to take a gamble and to take things on seriously and
responsibly, abide by the decisions of the Organisation and not kick over the traces.

The director of the newspaper El Dia, kidnapped by the Organisation said “This
subversive swiped away the flies lest they might bother me”, as if pointing up some great
contradiction by this. No, Santa was a sound, tough guy but at the same time he was very
soft-hearted, brotherly and set high standards for himself. He could not mistreat a defence-
less man; he just felt that that was not right. This was the struggle, nothing more.
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Yes, Santa was blessed with this “people skill” as we used to say of those who are
straight-dealers, with no back doors, no two faces. That’s just the way he was. He was a
battler, no matter what the context. Remember the 15 years he spent behind bars when he
stood firm and stood by the others, his vernacular language keeping up spirits. He dressed
according to his affections, in a red and black shirt sometimes or in the Club Cerro colours
every time he turned out for a game of soccer. After he began to frequent the Ateneo and
read Malatesta, reading became a regular pursuit of his, especially during his time inside.
He always took an active part in the political life of the FAU teams. We stress this
because in his everyday life was not much of a talker. Santa’s life was exemplary for a
person and for a militant. A man of integrity. We have lost, in him, a chunk of the best of
our history. Lost one of those militants from the people who gave their all for a better
tomorrow, for a world of justice and freedom. We were with him when his life was
hanging by a thread and he realised that the game was up but he kept on battling to the
end. Chatting about everyday matters as if nothing was wrong. We told Julia, his partner,
who stood by him with wonderful devotion “It’s as if there wasn’t a thing wrong with
him.”

It was with great grief that a huge number of people bade him farewell: his relations,
libertarian comrades and comrades from the Ateneo, militants from other political organi-
sations he had a great regard for, his beloved friends from the La Grioa gang and from
Club Cerro, neighbours and acquaintances from the district. Those were times of pain and
loss, happy memories and wisecracks. As Santa’s remains were being laid to rest. Grief
overcome those present and drained the colours from the landscape. Darkness in the
daylight.

But there are parts of Santa that shall never die. Cherished memories. His commitment,
his pugnacious approach, his solidarity, his love of liberty, his yearning for a better world.

The FAU feels proud to have numbered a militant of his stature among its members.
Your exemplary life, beloved comrade, will live forever in our memories.

From the FAU’s Lucha Libertaria, May 2001

Jaime Prieto, Rebel

Born in Vergara in Treinta y Tres province, Uruguay in 1932, he married Susana
Varaldi with whom he had three children. As a student, trade union, political and social
activist, within the law or outside it, he followed a political path that encompassed the
anarchists from the Libertarian Youth (JL), the anarcho-syndicalists and the Uruguayan
Anarchist Federation (FAU), before moving on to Worker-Student Resistance (ROE),
the People’s Revolutionary Organisation (OPR-33) and then, less of an anarchist, to the
People’s Victory Party (PVP). [What follows is a series of extracts from an interview
covering his personal experience and evolution]

19




There was a lot of talk about politics in our house. My father was an independent national-
ist, a liberal who believed in plain-dealing. I had an uncle who studied from home, a very
decent doctor with ideas different from my father. And then there was my uncle Ademar
Gomez, a big noise in Treinta y Tres. When they tried to appoint him chief of police he
publicly declined the appointment and joined the Communist Party. So I inherited his
anarchist book collection which 1 devoured. With my father an anti-communist and an
uncle who was in the CP, you can imagine the sort of arguments I was exposed to.

The young Prieto was politicised early on and the left had a variety of options to offer.
However, he and his frends chose the libertarians.

[ was active in the University Reform Group (ARU), the ARU mark one, in a sizeable
group that used to meet at the plumbers’ union in Durazno Street. There were Perico
Scaron, Gerardo Gatti, Raul Carboni, Rama ... I’'m talking about the 1950s. Later I joined
the Libertarian Youth operating out of the bakers’ union on Arequita Street. Which is
where I met another great guy, the doctor Juan Pifieyro Mariscurrena. Together we set up
the worker-student coalition, the first attempt to orchestrate people outside the UGT whose
hold on the workers’ movement was loosening. The first time the university struck over
autonomy, we began to come into contact with the anarchist movement, especially the
anarcho-syndicalists. This marked a resurgence of direct action trade unionism.

We were concerned about building a synthesis that would lend anarchist ideas more
impact and make them more palatable to society and act as a corrective to bolshevik
authoritarianism. Not that we were against organisation or socialism. Within the libertar-
lan movement they used to call us ‘the other anarchists’. In 1954 when the FAU was
launched, we managed to rally lots of people and yet they called us the ‘bolshies’.

When you say ‘they used to call us’, who are you talking about? And how did you get to
be a ‘we’?

We came together out of a fondness for discussions, because we thought of ourselves as
anarchists and as a libertarian collective. We were friends as well as comrades. Gerardo
[Gatti] and I were especially friends and had been since adolescence; then there was my
partner Susana and Marta (Casal), Gerardo’s partner. But there was a fair number of us.
We were about 16 or 17 years old and we used to meet in an attic.[...] There was Scarssi,
for instance, who could multiply a four-digit number by another four-digit number, in his
head. And Lisito Aldao, a tall and highly intelligent guy who tended to say things
backwards and whom there was no correcting. Our treasurer was David Rosemberg who
had a DKW practically made up of cardboard held together with nails. This jalopy had a
hole in the floor but no starter, so David would peddle furiously and off he went ... They
were crazies but a breath of fresh air! On the student scene we were involved in 1951 in
the gremios solidarios strike and in the very first ANCAP dispute. I began to come into
contact with people from La Teja and El Cerro at a farmhouse where we used to go to
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make molotov cocktails... We were in the Uruguayan Student Federation, but we were
active as anarchists.

How much a part of your life was activism, alongside studies, love-life, friends?

They were all one. We used to go to meetings ... and to Don Pablo...

Oh yes, Don Pablo’s on the corner of Agraciado and Marcelino Sosa... beer and snacks
Beer and snacks and a placard that read ‘Nazis not welcome on these premises’. During
the war that placard had been in German. We used to hang out there and chat. Gerardo, for
instance, had a real loud horse-laugh and I never heard him use sarcasm ... But the others.
Raul (Carboni) could demolish you with sarcasm and leave you feeling like an idiot. Hugo
(Cores) could make himself enemies with his sarcasm. But Scaron was very sarcastic too.
Pichon was a one-off and we became great friends; he was a very open, very capable who
taught himself German in a few months while he was living with the barbudos (beardies).
Y ou know who I mean by beardies?

The reader might well think that the reference to ‘beardies’ refers to the Cuban guerril-
las but in fact Machado was referring to a [Hutterite] Christian community.

We were open to a range of influences in those days. The ‘beardies’ were a Christian
community who followed the teachings of Pastor Hutter, a German. They were English
and French and German war-resisters, pacifists. They had no particular rites but supported
themselves by farming and they had toy factories ... no war toys. When their kids grew up
and saw the outside world, the notion of sharing everything began to pall with them and
they blended into society at large. So the community was opening up.

Communitarism and cooperativism would have been some of the other influences you
mentioned.

Yes, partly as a result of the influence from the ‘beardies’ and partly through Luce Fabbri
... We set up a farming commune on Route 7, almost just after the Comunidad del Sur was
founded. There’s a Luce Fabbri pamphlet called £/ camino, published by the JL. It states
that society has to be transformed on the basis of cultural improvement, ideas of solidarity
and sampling of different methodologies ... that was the way (el camino). It was practi-
cally our Bible. We began setting up co-ops in El Cerro and people’s ateneos... and when
the FAU was launched it took the form of a federation. I liked the craziness of it all but
then along came the Cuban revolution and we took the bait: a snappier seizure of power.
Despite our reading of criticisms of that approach, the idea overpowered us. Another influ-
ence on some of us was a brand of literature that might be described as social-pacifist:
John Dos Passos, Sartre, Jules Romain, Albert Camus ... My own nom de guerre was
Camuso because I was a big Camus fan, and especially a fan of 7he Rebel.

And of The Just, I dare say.

Every time we set out to do anything 7he Just would come to mind. As did The Qutsider

. and Camus’s whole philosophical output. Not everyone knows that.
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There’s a big difference between the Libertarian Youth and the PVP with a lot of stops
between where a lot of people got on board or stepped off. Organisational changes,
changes of name, changes of definition. How do you see the whole trip?

When the FAU broke up, with the people from the faculties of Fine Arts and Medicine and
the Errandoneas forming one faction, D’Ottone dropped in on me at the bank to bring me
the news. 1 told him: ‘Look, you are still the anarchists; those guys have nothing to do with
anarchism. And I’m with the others now...’

But a decision had to be made as to which faction would carry on with the name FAU.
Yes, we held on to the name FAU. And that was a mistake by Gerardo and a costly one.
Gerardo was never ready to sever ties with the anarchist tradition because they were
marvellous people and because many on the left would not understand a new choice of
name. But it was a mistake, because we lost the traditionalists and, on the other hand, we
created confusion when we ought to have adopted a new name. In Paris, when we were
discussing the PVP — the discussions may have started off in Buenos Aires, but the contin-
ued in France — I said at one meeting: ‘Count me in, but that’s in spite of the Marxism-

Leninism. This is not just Marxist, it’s Leninist as well. Hugo sneered at this, but it was a
fact.” And that was another mistake.

What exactly was your point?

[ am not anti-communist. I am a follower of Camus. I’'m all for organisation, but let it be a
libertarian organisation, not a party. Parties throw up bureaucracy and chicanery and
social climbers. I was no apparatchik: I had little to do with the FAU apparatus. I joined a
farm commune and dropped out for several years but there was always this proviso: that if
the comrades needed me, I’d be there. Later I finished up as a bank official but even then I
couldn’t stand the apparatus. I did whatever needed doing in Buenos Aires. I survived the
disaster in 1976 by the skin of my teeth, but it left its mark on me, on us all. Even later
when I became active again on my return from exile, I made non-attendance at party
meetings a condition. [ was available though and everybody knew it.

Interview by Ivonne Trias in Brecha, 14 October 2005 [adapted]
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Ruben ‘Pepe’ Prieto
Ruben ‘Pepe’ Prieto was active in the FAU and in the Worker-Student Resistance (ROE)
in the 1960s. He was a co-founder of the People’s Victory Party (PVP).

On the FAU, the ROE and the PVP

Where were you active in the 60s?

[ was active in the FAU and worked within the ROE from late 1967 onwards. The FAU
was set up in 1956 with people such as Gerardo Gatti, Juan Carlos Mechoso, Mauricio
Gatti, Hugo Cores, the Errandoneas from the Faculty of Fine Arts and so on.

By the time you joined the FAU there was another process underway.

Yes, with Gatti as the driving force, the FAU had taken a path that might be described as
Malatestan in the sense that there was an awareness of a need to establish a specific and
centralised organisation. That and the decision to offer critical support to the Cuban
revolution and the adoption of certain Marxist-Leninist methods of analysis triggered a
split in the FAU. A number of groups pulled out and one group — on the basis of the trade
union activity of Gatti himself, Leén Duarte, Hugo Cores and other comrades from the
trade union movement of the day, plus others within the student scene, like Gustavo Inzur-
ralde, Elena Quinteros, Lilian Celiberti and ourselves — sponsored the formation of the

ROE by way of opposition to the readjustments entailed in the growing hegemony of inter-
national finance capital.

What happened come the 1973 coup d’état ?

Come the coup, most organisation were gravely weakened. By 1972 extra-parliamentary
groups trying to mount direct action or armed struggle activity were already being hit hard.
In 1973 many of the FAU’s activists had fallen back across the border to Buenos Aires in
view of the infra-structural difficulties in shielding underground activists, although there
was still a notable presence within Uruguay which enabled many ROE activists (it having

a higher profile than the FAU) to play leading roles in the banking, FUNSA, beverage-
workers’ or healthworkers’ unions.

And how did the formation of the PVP come out of that withdrawal to Buenos Aires?
From Buenos Aires Gerardo Gatti resumed his preparations for a congress that had been
thwarted by the repression. There was also open activity such as support committees and
liaison with Argentinean political groups. Together with a team of comrades, Gatti worked
on drafting the basis for the launch of the PVP.

The PVP also drew in armed groups such as the People’s Revolutionary Organisation
(OPR-33).

OPR-33 never actually had an independent life of its own. It was always an outgrowth of
the FAU. It was not an apparatus with a life of its own, nor did it have any decision-
making powers of its own. Everything OPR-33 did was determined by the leadership of
the FAU which acted as a’political party. It had, as Gatti put it, ‘two feet’. One handling
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mass activity in terms of trade unions, student life and neighbourhood issues, etc., and the
other designed to intervene in popular struggles by means of direct action.

OPR-33 mounted important operations within Uruguay, such as the theft of the 33
Orientales flag in 1969 and a number of kidnappings such as that of the entrepreneur
Mologuero.

Yes, the Molaguera kidnapping had more to do with his being linked to a trade union
dispute then on in the rubber industry. The FAU had mounted that sort of operation before
in connection with the FUNSA or CICCSA disputes.

The militants based in Argentina decided to ‘raise funds’. There was the abortive
attempt to abduct a Pepsi Cola executive and then they plumped for a Dutch entrepre-
neur, Hart.

Yes. Two or three comrades were arrested in the attempted kidnapping of the Pepsi Cola
executive. But the Hart kidnapping was a success. I wasn’t in on it as I wasn’t in Buenos
Aires at the time, but there are accounts of what happened. The operation netted ten
million dollars.

That was some figure for those days, just about the largest ransom paid up to then in
Argentina.

Actually, the biggest was from the Bunge Born kidnapping carried out by the Montoneros
which netted 60 million dollars. Then came an ERP kidnapping that raised a 14 million

ransom paid for Esso executive Samuelson, but the Hart operation brought in 10 million.
A huge sum of money.

What became of the money?

For one thing it enabled planning for the congress to proceed. Comrades set up the requi-
site infrastructure to fund an underground congress in secure circumstances.

That congress in October 1975 saw the launch of the People’s Victory Party (PVP) as a
public and legal set-up.

It was launched as a political party, but as a clandestine one. At the time it was unthink-
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