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Argentine Embassy officials apparently had a different opinion of the
young man. The Argentines included him in their list of “Communist
Party activists” who had sought asylum in their embassy.65

Another worried parent honestly explained to the ambassador her
son’s real motive for requesting asylum:

I am the mother of . . . , sheltered in your embassy, for reasons unknown.
He has never had political connections that I know of. The only thing that 
I imagine is that he wants to gain the opportunity to see another country.
He believes that he will get the same attentions and favors in another
country as he has received in the embassy.66

For three hot and humid months, the refugees became increasingly
bored and desperate as they waited within the embassy grounds for safe
passage to Argentina. They began to fight among themselves as tensions
increased, and after the first month passed under these conditions, Julia
Urrutia became concerned about her parents’ health.

Julia had decided not to seek asylum. She was relatively apolitical, and
she had a husband and three children of her own to care for. Naively,
she decided to seek assistance from Adan Serrano, the interior minister
for the new military regime. Julia pleaded with the minister not to arrest
her parents if they left the embassy and quietly returned home, forsak-
ing all further political activity.

“Forget it,” responded Serrano, “if your family leaves the embassy,
we’ll arrest them and send them to El Petén.”67

Thus admonished, Julia knew that her parents’ only option was to re-
main inside the Argentine Embassy and hope for safe conduct out of the
country. Adan Serrano had a son named Jorge who would be president
of Guatemala in 1992, when Maritza disappeared in Guatemala City.

In a list of suspected Communists, written in English and most prob-
ably circulated by the U.S. Embassy to the diplomatic missions where
the Arbencistas had taken refuge, Ester de Urrutia was described as “Sec-
retary for Peasant Affairs AFG (Communist-front women’s organiza-
tion).”68 CIA Director Allen Dulles wanted the embassies to turn the
refugees over to the junta since their crimes allegedly included “murder,
torture and thievery while in power.” The Guatemalan courts should
prosecute these criminals. Dulles recommended that the junta limit its
arrests to “hard core commies and sympathizers against whom criminal
charges can be legally and clearly drawn. Incidentally,” Dulles noted,
“such charges should be quickly formulated in [the] most important cases
to provide [a] legal basis.”69
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Colonel Castillo Armas was no stranger to exile, and he once benefited
from the Latin American custom that embassy asylum and safe conduct
passes were fair resolutions to political conflicts. So he resisted the pres-
sures from the U.S. government. Castillo Armas eventually granted safe
conduct passes to several hundred Arbencistas, and after three months
of waiting, the Argentines finally flew nearly two hundred Guatemalan
refugees, including Ester de Urrutia, her husband, and five of their seven
children, as well as spouses and grandchildren, twenty-two Urrutias in
all, to Buenos Aires.70 Che Guevara never went to Argentina. Instead he
made his way to Mexico, where he befriended a Cuban exile named Fidel
Castro.71

In their first months in Buenos Aires, the Urrutia family was well
treated by Juan Perón’s right-wing government. General Perón was
fiercely nationalistic and adamantly opposed to the U.S. government’s
interventions in Latin America. So in spite of the leftist politics of many
of the refugees, Perón welcomed the Guatemalans as victims of U.S. im-
perialism. Adjustment to life in exile, however, wasn’t easy. “My very
dear daughter,” wrote Ester to Julia on November 11, 1954:

I hope that when you receive this, you’ll be in good health and in union
with your husband, little daughters, and your brother. . . . Until now, 
we haven’t suffered anything, thanks to the government of Mr. President
Perón, which for the past four months has given us everything in its 
power. We’re still in the Immigrants’ Hotel. We knew that the time limit 
in the hotel was one month, but since they’ve seen that we haven’t found 
a place to lodge us, they haven’t told us to move out. What saved us are 
the children; Argentina is for children and for them they find everything
and we’ve been able to obtain everything.

Nevertheless, Ester noted that not all of the Guatemalan refugees
acknowledged their debt to the Argentines:

But as always, some people are ingrates and unappreciative. Many of 
those who arrived on the first flight behaved very badly. They got drunk
and committed abuses and censurable acts in order to spoil things for 
those of us who came with the intent of working in Argentina. Who knows
if the government will throw them out of the country and we hope it does
since without these people maybe we can regain the confidence of the
authorities. Thus, we are suffering the consequences of their behavior 
(all members of PGT). You know that the just pay for the sinners.

In spite of the generosity of the Argentine government, money was
tight for the Urrutia family. But they never lost their faith:

1 8 / T H E  D I S A P P E A R A N C E



Everything is a question of money, which the working class like us has 
the least of. In the end, God is everywhere and He’s closest to those who
suffer, and that’s why we’re calm. You know that we’ll never deny any-
thing, nor will we regret what we do. Thanks to our parents, who formed
our characters, we’re determined, and that’s how we want you to be in the
struggle for life.

For the men of the family, there was an interminable search for regu-
lar employment:

With respect to work, the only one who’s working is [your brother] 
Héctor. Maybe your father, Miguel, and Edmundo will work next week 
in a publishing house where the three of them have been promised work.
But if not, they’ll find something on their own; they’ll work somewhere
else. There’s a lot of work, yes there is, as laborers, but they earn more
than office workers. Almost all of the big shots who came with pretensions
of being intellectuals are factory helpers, or hod carriers. Here you work;
you don’t make money easily. Before five in the morning the streets are 
full of people running to work, like an anthill. The trains, the underground,
the trolley buses, the microbuses, the collectives (all big trucks) go loaded
with people rushing to work. The truth is when you see this activity, it
makes you want to work. . . . There’s all kinds of work here for everyone.
Only the depraved and the idle don’t work.

Of course, when work was over for the day, the exiles thought of their
family back home in Guatemala:

At night when your father takes me out for a walk, to window-shop, we
think of you a lot. There are some shoes and handbags that are so pretty
that you’d go crazy if you saw them. And there’s fabrics, blouses and so
much that I can’t describe it to you. . . .

We never stop thinking of you, not for a moment, and we’d like to 
have you by our side in order to be complete. You’re all part of our lives
and we don’t lose the hope of telling you [someday] that we have a place 
to welcome you. But if you have secure work and you’re calm, protect it
and defend it and economize as much as you can. Because the more you
have, the more you’re worth.72

In time the Urrutias found a more permanent place to live. All the rel-
atives rented a large house together in Buenos Aires. On Sundays the fam-
ily socialized with other Guatemalan exiles, cooked Guatemalan dishes,
and tried to maintain some sense of community. The leaders of PGT were
less fortunate. They were detained in Villa de Voto, an Argentine prison,
and treated “a little worse than dogs.”73 Fairly soon, Ester began delivering
bags of food, clothing, cigarettes, and sweets to her imprisoned compatriots.
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But Guatemalans at home were being imprisoned as well. While her
husband, Humberto, was in Argentina, Laura Aldana was arrested and
jailed three times for allegedly being a Communist. On the third occa-
sion, Laura was held for nearly a month in the women’s penitentiary.
The conditions in the jail were bad and Laura saw the poor self-esteem
of many of the prisoners. The women were not taking care of themselves
and their clothes were always dirty. So Laura, true to the spirit of the
Women’s Alliance, began to organize the other prisoners, encouraging
the women to wash their clothes more often, to keep themselves cleaner,
and maintain their self-respect. “Revolutionary politics is humanitarian,”
Laura later explained. Eventually her captors told Laura that “it’s bet-
ter that you go,” and she was released.74

After Jacobo Árbenz resigned and Colonel Castillo Armas took power,
the new dictator convoked a special assembly to “reform” the Guate-
malan Constitution. Castillo Armas appointed the most important anti-
Communist leaders as delegates to the assembly, including Manuel Orel-
lana and Oscar Conde. Orellana’s daughters, Sonia and Sara, attended
the inauguration of the assembly, and from a balcony they perused the
delegates below them. Sonia had always been an admirer of Conde, but
she didn’t know what he looked like. “Which one is Oscar Conde?” she
asked her sister.

“That skinny black one!” said Sara, pointing to the dark-skinned
Conde, as usual in conversation with a number of people. After the in-
auguration, there was an elegant reception at the National Palace, and
Orellana escorted his two daughters and introduced them to Oscar
Conde. “How are you?” Conde asked the excited young women. “How
do you feel?” Eventually Conde began coming to the house to court Sonia.

Archbishop Mariano Rossell married the couple in Guatemala City’s
cathedral in August 1955. In December 1956 their first son, Manuel
Conde Orellana, was born. When Maritza disappeared in 1992, Manuel
Conde led the Guatemalan government’s negotiating team engaged in
peace talks with Maritza’s revolutionary Organización.

Buenos Aires, 1956 Ester de Urrutia and her family had become obsessed
by the possibility of returning to Guatemala.75 Finally, after two years
in exile, President Castillo Armas announced that the refugees could re-
turn home.

By that time, Guatemala’s wealthy elite had reclaimed most of the land
provided by the Árbenz government to five hundred thousand beneficia-
ries during the agrarian reform program. Ester and Manuel had to sell

2 0 / T H E  D I S A P P E A R A N C E



their house in order to pay their debts, so they bought a machine for mak-
ing shoes. For a while they made and sold shoes, but that business failed.
Then they sold fish, also without much success. And in the early 1960s
they would start a brewery. But that business failed too.

In spite of the financial problems, or perhaps because of them, Ester
never strayed from her love of politics and social causes. During the late
1950s Ester organized Guatemala City’s market women into small co-
operatives, promoting her revolutionary belief that women had to par-
ticipate in Guatemala’s development.76 On November 24, 1958, another
daughter was born to Ester’s son Edmundo and his wife, Pilar. They
named her Maritza. It was an auspicious moment to be born in Latin
America. The next month, in late December 1958, Fidel Castro led his
guerrilla army down from the Sierra Maestra, overthrew the corrupt
Batista regime, and launched the Cuban revolution.
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