
She greets you within the grandeur of London Univer sity’s Se nate House: 87 years old, tiny, but
with the power to un set tle one of the most bru tal mil i tary dic ta tor ships the world has ever seen. Nora
Cor tiñas still car ries round her neck the lam i nated photo of her long-lost son, Car los Gus tavo Cor- 
tiñas, printed with the date he dis ap peared – 15 April 1977 – and her boy’s age when he was taken:
24.

She still in sists on wear ing the white head scarf that came to sym bol ise the de fi ance of Ar gentina’s
Madres

de Plaza de Mayo (Moth ers of the Plaza de Mayo), through four long decades of de mand ing “me- 
mory, truth and jus tice” for their chil dren. Ev ery week they stood op po site the pres i den tial palace in
the main square of Buenos Aires, de mand ing to know what the Junta had done to their sons and
daugh ters, an un yield ing re buke to a dic ta tor ship that thought state ter ror would sti fle the mer est
whis per of dis sent.

These moth ers of the dis ap peared be came an in spi ra tion first to the rest of Latin Amer ica, then to
the world.

My son Gus tavo is not here, but he is a path. I am fight ing for him

40 years ago, Ar gen tine moth ers be gan to protest out side the pres i den tial palace
against the Junta dic ta tor ship, de mand ing to know the fate of their ‘dis ap peared
chil dren’. Now Nora Cor tiñas, one of the first, speaks to Adam Lusher
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Nora is about to be in ter viewed by the London cor re spon dent of one of Ar gentina’s lead ing news- 
pa pers. Then she will – as she sees it - in cur the dis plea sure of some in Pres i dent Mauri cio Macri’s
right-lean ing gov ern ment by crit i cis ing him dur ing a talk to the UK’s Ar gentina Sol i dar ity Cam paign.

If to day she is feted as a global hero of the hu man rights move ment, it is a role she never sought; it
was thrust upon her in the most bru tal way imag in able. Forty years ago, Nora was a “tra di tional”
Buenos Aires housewife, work ing from home as a dress maker and teach ing young girls to sew.

Then on a cold morn ing in April 1977, Gus tavo said good bye to his wife Ana and his two-year-old
tod dler Damian, set off for work, and was never seen by friends or fam ily again. “We never knew, we
still don’t know to this day, ex actly what hap pened to Gus tavo,” says Nora. “We don’t know who kid- 
napped him. We don’t know where they took him. We don’t know how or when he was killed, or any- 
thing. Nada.”

Gus tavo had be come one of the de sa pare ci dos: the “dis ap peared.” By the time Ar gentina’s mil i tary
dic ta tor ship ended in 1983, the dis ap peared would num ber some 30,000.

The se nior of fi cers, who came to power in a mil i tary coup on 24 March 1976, had di rected ev ery
branch of the state ap pa ra tus to root out “sub ver sives”. Cruis ing the streets in dark green Ford Fal- 
cons, the death squads of the Ar gen tine Anti-Com mu nist Al liance (the AAA), would seize peo ple and
take them to se cret de ten tion cen tres, never to be seen again.

The forced dis ap pear ance tac tic was likened to the “Night and Fog” De cree is sued by Adolf Hitler,
to en sure that dis si dents were not pub licly ex e cuted, but in stead made to van ish with out trace.

The Nazis thought this would strike the max i mum fear into any one else con tem plat ing dis sent.
The Ar gen tine gen er als seemed to have the same idea. Six months af ter their coup, the dis ap pear- 
ances were by some es ti mates run ning at an av er age rate of 30 a day.

Nora says Gus tavo had never been vi o lent – he was no longer even po lit i cally ac tive by then. In- 
stead, he was half way through his univer sity eco nom ics course and also work ing at the Min istry of
Econ omy. But years ear lier, Gus tavo had tried to im prove the lot of the poor in the Villa 31 shanty
town of Buenos Aires, work ing along side Car los Mug ica, the Ro man Catholic pri est mur dered by the
AAA in May 1974. He had

once also been a sup porter of the left ist Mon ten eros group – al beit with out par tic i pat ing in its
guer rilla ac tiv i ties. For a regime pick ing up peo ple sim ply for be ing listed in an ac tivist’s ad dress
book, this was more than enough.

By the time Ar gentina’s mil i tary dic ta tor ship ended in 1983, the dis ap peared would num ber some
30,000

Gus tavo was seized at the train sta tion on his morn ing com mute, as Nora and her fam ily re alised
when the mil i tary came look ing for Ana. “They in ter ro gated her,” says Nora, “And ev ery time Ana an- 
swered a ques tion, the mil i tary would say ‘Yes, that co in cides’, clearly in di cat ing that Gus tavo had
been ques tioned.” Mer ci fully, per haps, they never took Ana or Damian.

Among the many hor rors of what the Junta liked to call “The Na tional Re or gan i sa tion Process”,
the most shock ing of all was how fe male de tainees were robbed of their young chil dren. Days-old in- 
fants were taken from moth ers. Women ar rested while preg nant could find them selves giv ing birth
blind folded and tied by their hands and feet. Then the baby they were never al lowed to see would be
taken and given to a “po lit i cally ac cept able” cou ple, the bet ter to pre vent the rise of a new gen er a tion
of “sub ver sives”. The birth mother would nearly al ways be killed.



About 500 babies and in fants were stolen by the dic ta tor ship. Some were raised by the very men
who had par tic i pated in the tor ture and mur der of their par ents, of ten never re al is ing what their
much-loved “fa ther” had done, some times dis cov er ing only decades later.

“We never imag ined that the re pres sion could go to the lengths it did,” says Nora. “You can’t be gin
to imag ine that you will never see your son or daugh ter again. So at the time of their kid nap ping and
even years later, we con tin ued to look for our chil dren alive.” Now, though, Nora knows such hope is
im pos si ble.

The pris on ers were kept “hooded or blind folded, for bid den to talk to one an other, liv ing in filth,”
ac cord ing to one ac count. “They were tor tured, al most with out ex cep tion, me thod i cally, sadis ti cally,

sex u ally, with elec tric shocks and near-drown ings and con stant beat ings, in the most hu mil i at ing
pos si ble way, not to dis cover in for ma tion – very few had any in for ma tion to give – but just to break
them spir i tu ally as well as phys i cally, and to give plea sure to their tor tur ers.”

The elec tric shocks would burn the pris oner’s flesh. As the trial of one Ar gen tine of fi cer pros e- 
cuted for crimes against hu man ity re vealed in 2005, the tor tur ers liked to call these ses sions “bar be- 
cues”. Some de tainees were even tu ally put in front of fir ing squads. Oth ers, though, were taken on
“death flights”, drugged, stripped naked and flung out of air craft at 4,000m (13,000ft) into the freez- 
ing wa ters of the South At lantic.

About 500 babies and in fants were stolen by the dic ta tor ship. Some were raised by the very men
who had par tic i pated in the tor ture and mur der of their par ents

Per haps the worst se cret de ten tion cen tre was set up at the Naval Me chan i cal School in Buenos
Aires. And yet, as Nora dis cov ered while search ing ev ery where for news of her son, “there was even
an of fice set up by the Navy sup pos edly to ‘pro vide in for ma tion’ on the where abouts of ‘miss ing peo- 
ple’, staffed by a Naval pri est”.

She heard about the Moth ers al most im me di ately af ter they first demon strated out side the pres i-
den tial palace on 30 April 1977. Within days she had joined them, when they were still only 20-
strong.

As they gath ered ev ery week in the Plaza de Mayo, com ing to be iden ti fied by their white head- 
scarves, the moth ers’ ev ery move was fol lowed by the ma chine guns of sol diers posted on the rooftops
around the square. In time, Nora and oth ers would be called at home, threat ened with jail, de- 
nounced as “ter ror ist moth ers”. A half-smile briefly passes across her lips: “We knew they were geno- 
ci dal, but in a sense we weren’t afraid. The thought of find ing our chil dren was more im por tant. It
was vis ceral – the love of our chil dren, the de sire to find them – you just had to do some thing”

As word about the moth ers spread na tion ally and then in ter na tion ally, the mil i tary men, with
their guns and the full ap pa ra tus of state ter ror at their dis posal, were made to feel very un com fort- 
able by these awk ward women. “They did ev ery thing they pos si bly could,” says Nora. But when a po- 
lice of fi cer told them they couldn’t stay where they were be cause gath er ings of three or more peo ple
were for bid den, the moth ers sim ply be gan walk ing round the square in pairs.

When the Junta tried to ridicule them as las lo cas (the crazy women), they re fused to be shamed
into si lence. Af ter all, as one of them later re called: “Of course we were mad – mad with grief. They
took a wo man’s most pre cious gift: her child.”

Even tu ally, the dic ta tor ship de cided that the moth ers of the dis ap peared must them selves dis ap- 
pear. In De cem ber 1977, they seized three of the group’s found ing mem bers – Azu cena Vil laflor,
Esther Careaga and María Eu ge nia Bianco – along with two French nuns and seven other helpers.



Early in 1978, uniden ti fied bod ies be gan to wash up on the beaches south of Buenos Aires, be fore
be ing hastily re moved to mass graves by agents of the dic ta tor ship. The three moth ers had been
among the dead. Their in juries were con sis tent with be ing thrown into the sea from an air craft. And
yet Nora and the oth ers car ried on. And no, she still wasn’t afraid.

“The love for our chil dren was the only thing that was im por tant,” says Nora. “It wasn’t an act of
courage, like we were stand ing up to the re pres sion or the fear around it. It was just … We had to find
our chil dren, and we had to find them alive.”

She adds: “That kind of suf fer ing didn’t make us fear ful, didn’t make us afraid, even when the
moth ers them selves were dis ap peared. In a sense it be came the source of our courage and our ca pac- 
ity to con tinue to look for our chil dren.”

You ask her to de scribe the pain of los ing Gus tavo. Even now, 40 years on, she has to bite her lip
to stop the tears flow ing. She chops at her arm with her hand. “It’s like part of you has been am pu- 
tated. There is no way to fully de scribe that pain, and it never goes away. The only way that pain could
be brought to an end, the only way you could be made whole again, would be to find that loved one.”

And so even now, 34 years af ter democ racy was re stored in 1983, the moth ers con tinue to meet in
the

Plaza de Mayo ev ery Thurs day at 3.30pm. They do so partly be cause al though democ racy was re- 
stored and some se crets of the de ten tion cen tres emerged, their vic tory was never com plete. In 1989,
for ex am ple, as part of his “rec on cil i a tion” pol icy, Car los Menem granted pres i den tial par dons that …
fec tively re leased hun dreds of of fi cers who had been in jail for hu man rights abuses.

Not only does Nora still not know what hap pened to Gus tavo, she fears some of those re spon si ble
will es cape jus tice. And in the case of San ti ago Mal don ado, an ac tivist al legedly last seen alive be ing
ar rested at a protest for in dige nous peo ples’ rights in Au gust, she sees the wor ry ing, if much-dis puted
pos si bil ity that forced dis ap pear ances might not be a thing of Ar gentina’s past. “Forced dis ap pear- 
ance,” she warns, “Is the crime of all crimes. It can not be left un pun ished.”

Our pain made it pos si ble for us to lift up the ban ners of the causes that our chil dren strug gled for,
to take on their fight for so cial jus tice

Forty years af ter she started, her white head scarf is ac tu ally the lat est in a suc ces sion of head- 
scarves, worn out one by one. Un der the Junta, peo ple were ter ri fied of talk ing to the moth ers, fear- 
ing they too would dis ap pear. Now their Thurs day af ter noon gath er ings are of ten greeted with shouts
from passersby: “Moth ers of the square, we em brace you.”

The world em braces them too, as Nora knows. For those fur ther north, fac ing a new kind of pol i- 
tics in the form of Don ald Trump, she ad vises: “You mustn’t be afraid to stand up for your ideals, to
have prin ci ples, to stand in sol i dar ity with oth ers.” Had he lived, Gus tavo would be a 64-year-old
grand fa ther. His tod dler son Damian is now a 42-year-old fa ther of two chil dren.

For Nora, the gath er ings of the Moth ers of the Plaza de Mayo have grad u ally ac quired a new sig- 
nif i cance. “Our pain,” she ex plains, “made it pos si ble for us to lift up the ban ners of the causes that
our chil dren strug gled for, to take on their fight for so cial jus tice, for ba sic re spect, and most im por- 
tantly, the strug gle that there should never again be forced dis ap pear ances.”

“My son Gus tavo is not here,” she says, “but he is a path. I am fight ing for him. I re ally want the
seed that young peo ple planted in this coun try to grow.”

Now a great-grand mother, her face lined by age, she stares di rectly at you.



“My name is Nora Irma Mo rales de Cor tiñas, and I form part of the Moth ers of the Plazo de Mayo
found ing line, and I am very proud of my chil dren, and of all chil dren who con tinue to strug gle for
their ideals.”

When you sug gest her son Gus tavo would be very proud of her, she cov ers her eyes. She doesn’t
want to show her tears.


