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We struggled so hard together.
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A NOTE ON PLACE


Peru is divided into twenty-four departments, like American states. Until a major administrative reform in 2006, these departments were governed by nationally appointed prefects. Departments are subdivided into provinces, which were led by subprefects until the 2006 administrative change. Provinces are divided into districts, and districts house numerous communities and towns.

Much of Manuel Llamojha’s life history is situated in the Peruvian department of Ayacucho. Its capital city, located in the province of Huamanga, is also named Ayacucho. For purposes of clarity, I refer to the capital as “the city of Ayacucho” throughout the text. Llamojha was born in the community of Concepción. Until 1954, Concepción belonged to the district of Vischongo in Cangallo province. In 1954, Concepción and the communities surrounding it were reorganized as a district, also named Concepción. In 1984, the province of Cangallo was divided in two, when the province of Vilcashuamán was established. The community and district of Concepción now belong to the province of Vilcashuamán.
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INTRODUCTION


“Now Peru is mine!” So declared an indigenous teenager named Manuel Llamojha Mitma after he entered the Peruvian army in the late 1930s. A Quechua peasant from the impoverished highland department of Ayacucho, Llamojha was determined to bring socioeconomic justice to a country rife with sharp anti-indigenous prejudice and startling inequalities, and he soon grew into one of twentieth-century Peru’s most creative and dedicated political activists. This testimonial biography offers the first extended exploration of Llamojha’s life, ideas, and work, chronicling his struggles against indigenous oppression, territorial dispossession, and sociopolitical exclusion, all problems that he defines as legacies of the Spanish conquest.1 Read together, Llamojha’s recollections about his life offer a means for understanding Peru’s—and, indeed, Latin America’s—troubled twentieth-century history. Fundamental issues like racism, revolutionary politics, agrarian reform, and political violence figure prominently in Llamojha’s narrative, with one man’s extraordinary life reflecting the course of an equally extraordinary century.

Although Llamojha’s stay in the military was short-lived, he dedicated his life to fighting on behalf of Peru’s indigenous peasants (campesinos). He led major mobilizations for indigenous land rights in his home region of Ayacucho during the 1940s and 1950s, and he ran for national political office in 1962. That same year, he became secretary general of Peru’s largest national peasant organization, the Confederación Campesina del Perú (Peruvian Peasant Confederation; CCP). Llamojha’s activism took him to Cuba, China, and the Soviet Union in 1965, and during the 1970s he became embroiled in the bitter, divisive political quarrels that plagued the Peruvian left and fractured the CCP. In the 1980s, Llamojha was falsely accused of membership in the Peruvian Communist Party-Shining Path, a political party whose armed struggle plunged Peru into a twenty-year internal war that left over 69,000 Peruvians dead, the vast majority of whom were of rural, indigenous origins. That devastating conflict forced Llamojha to flee Ayacucho and live as an internal refugee in the city of Lima for nearly twenty years. The war also led to the permanent disappearance of his youngest son.

During many of our interviews, Llamojha wore a baseball cap embroidered with the iconic portrait of Che Guevara. Llamojha in a Che Guevara hat provides a striking image, for part of what makes Llamojha’s recollections so valuable is that they help us see beyond Che, beyond the man who has come to symbolize twentieth-century political activism in Latin America.2 The popular fascination with Che is easy to understand: this handsome young hero dedicated—and ultimately sacrificed—his life to the pursuit of revolutionary change. But Che was far from alone in his efforts, and his embrace of armed struggle represented only one particular form of revolutionary activism. Across Latin America, thousands of men and women likewise devoted their lives to pursuing fundamental political, social, and economic change, and their struggles to bring revolutionary transformations did not always involve the use of violence. Unlike Che Guevara, Llamojha never participated in guerrilla struggles; in our interviews he laughingly recalled that he had never even held a gun. Llamojha’s activism instead involved writing, talking, and extensive efforts to mobilize indigenous peasants to press for socioeconomic justice and radical political transformation. And as an impoverished husband and father based in the Andean countryside, Llamojha did not have the kind of youthful urban virility and highly charged sexuality that—along with the ever-present beard—characterized the revolutionary masculinity of activists like Che.3 Llamojha’s recollections therefore allow us to reflect on both the many different shapes of activism in twentieth-century Latin America and the enduring legacies of those struggles.

Llamojha’s life stories also help us to temper romantic visions of political activism. His recollections push us to look past simple narratives of heroic struggle and triumph as he shares memories of unjust imprisonments, torture, and the severe economic hardships linked to life as a political activist. His life stories also expose heated political disputes between revolutionary activists, fights that left him slandered and marginalized by his former political allies. And unlike those revolutionary fighters who died young in the throes of armed struggle, Llamojha survived, living through the horrifying internal war in his country that brought terrible losses for him and his family. He also had to confront the difficulties of aging, struggling to remain politically active and relevant as an elderly man.
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FIG. I.1 Llamojha, Concepción, 2013. Author photo.

Llamojha’s life history chronicles the realities of anti-Indianism: an ideological system that casts indigenous peoples as inherently inferior to whites and as impediments to national progress and a system of practices that excludes indigenous people from full citizenship while exploiting their land and labor.4 Anti-Indianism has long flourished in Peru, a country that is home to a large and diverse indigenous population; today, well over one-third of the country’s population is indigenous.5 Of the many different indigenous groups or nations living in Peru, peoples of Quechua ethnoracial heritage like Llamojha’s are by far the most numerous, followed by the other main indigenous ethnic group living in the country’s Andean sierra region, the Aymara. In addition, over sixty different indigenous ethnic groups live in Peru’s lowland Amazon region. Despite the large number of indigenous people in Peru, anti-Indian racism has been—and remains—sharp there. The most indigenous regions of Peru’s Andean sierra, the departments of Ancash, Apurímac, Ayacucho, Cuzco, Huancavelica, and Puno, were long known by the pejorative name mancha india (Indian stain), and the word indio (Indian) has long been a highly charged racial slur that simultaneously connotes backwardness, ignorance, and a latent potential for violence. Throughout this book Llamojha describes how such racism operated in his country, his home community, and even his own family. He spent his political career fighting against the consequences of anti-Indianism, leading mobilizations demanding indigenous peasants’ land rights and national inclusion.

At its core, Llamojha’s life history is about indigenous peasants’ struggle for justice, in particular their fight for land. Across twentieth-century Latin America, campesinos from diverse regions and countries pressed for lands that they felt rightly belonged to them. The need for agrarian reform was particularly pressing in twentieth-century Peru, as Peru’s agricultural land was heavily concentrated in the hands of a small landowning minority. In Llamojha’s home department of Ayacucho in 1961, just 0.3 percent of all rural properties held 59.2 percent of the land, meaning that there was a gross disparity between large landed estates known as haciendas or latifundios and indigenous peasants’ plots of land.6 Ayacucho and the neighboring departments of Apurímac and Huancavelica formed the most impoverished area of Peru. The land campesinos owned was not only insufficient in quantity; it was often also quite poor in quality. As a result, indigenous peasants had barely enough land to meet their subsistence needs, and the food they produced was rarely varied enough to provide adequate nutrition.

To Llamojha, the problem of land is not just one of economic injustice; it is instead a problem that originated with the European conquest of Latin America. From the outset of the colonial period in the 1490s, many rural indigenous communities found their lands encroached on and even stolen by Spanish—or Portuguese, in the Brazilian case—colonizers who established large haciendas. The process of indigenous peasants’ dispossession from their lands increased dramatically in scale and speed during the late 1800s, when now-independent Latin American nations became deeply enmeshed in the global market economy. Foreign demand for Latin American agricultural goods like coffee, sugar, tobacco, wool, and many other products led to a sustained assault on indigenous community lands by profit-hungry hacendados, the owners of private estates.7 Countless indigenous peasants saw hacendados claim more and more community lands as their own, and many rural indigenous communities disappeared entirely, leaving community members to labor as landless peasants on haciendas. Although campesinos had long fought to defend their lands, using the courts, protests to government officials, and sometimes violence to protect their communities, the twentieth century witnessed unprecedented peasant mobilization demanding land. Campesinos filed complaints, staged protests, and even launched armed uprisings to demand the return of their lands. As a direct consequence of these efforts, governments in Mexico, Cuba, Guatemala, Bolivia, and Peru, among others, introduced agrarian reforms designed to redistribute land, expropriating hacienda lands for the benefit of campesinos.
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MAP I.1 Peru

Llamojha’s life stories also chronicle one of the most profound shifts in twentieth-century Latin American history: the massive migration of men and women out of the countryside and into cities. Llamojha moved from his rural Andean community to the coastal capital city of Lima in the 1930s, at the beginning of an urbanization process that eventually transformed most Latin American countries. Power, social prestige, and wealth were overwhelmingly concentrated in Lima, a city long racialized as European, and many indigenous migrants faced wrenching discrimination and alienation when they arrived there. Yet those same migrants helped transform the capital city, changing its social, political, and economic dynamics through their labor, organizational efforts, and cultural practices.8 Their arrival in Lima shaped—and was shaped by—the rise of major political parties like the Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana (American Popular Revolutionary Alliance; APRA) and the Communist Party, which offered radical new approaches to the many problems that plagued Peru.

Through Llamojha’s experiences we can also see what it meant to be a political activist across the decades of the Cold War. Although he shares humorous recollections of his exploits against local hacendados and his daring escapes from police, he also reveals that he was routinely branded a communist and jailed on charges of subversion. Those charges were spurious: Llamojha worked closely with members of different branches of the Peruvian Communist Party, but he never formally joined any political party and never self-identified as a communist. Llamojha’s narrative shows that the Cold War was far more than an ideological and diplomatic fight between the United States and the Soviet Union. It was instead a broadly global conflict that had profound consequences in the everyday lives of Latin American citizens. Latin American states, elites, and sometimes even average men and women made accusations of communism to discredit individuals they deemed threatening and to justify their own—often violent—assertions of power. But, as Llamojha’s account shows, the Cold War decades were also a time of enormous political creativity in Latin America, generating tremendous energy and excitement among activists and their sympathizers as they imagined, and fought for, revolutionary change.9

As Llamojha narrates his experiences of political activism in the 1960s and 1970s, he speaks of divisions and betrayals in Peru’s left-wing political parties. Throughout much of twentieth-century Latin America, internecine conflicts between leftists led to heated confrontations, nasty invective, fractured parties, and countless political heartbreaks. In Peru these divides resulted in the bitter 1973 split of the CCP, the country’s most important national campesino organization. In this book Llamojha shares anecdotes and opinions about several of the towering figures of the Peruvian left, and many of these stories are as sharply critical as they are humorous. What emerges is a portrait of Llamojha’s steady political marginalization across the 1970s.

Llamojha’s life stories also help us to understand the most devastating period of Peru’s twentieth century: the 1980–2000 internal war, which began after the Peruvian Communist Party-Shining Path launched an armed struggle in May 1980. The resulting insurgency and state-sponsored counterinsurgency cost the lives of an estimated 69,280 Peruvians, most of them indigenous peasants. Strikingly, the Shining Path was responsible for the majority—54 percent—of these deaths.10 In my book Before the Shining Path, I have argued that we need to understand the Shining Path’s violence in its historical context. In the early days of the war, militants of the Shining Path took brutal and decisive action against abusive local authorities and wealthier peasants who had long exploited their poorer neighbors. Although indigenous peasants had long sought state intervention against these abusive figures—making heated and repeated complaints, often over the course of decades—these individuals remained in positions of power at the district level until Shining Path militants executed them. But the Shining Path did not stop there. Instead, party militants turned the same sort of violence against average indigenous peasants who were unwilling to wholly accept the Shining Path’s mandates. In so doing, Shining Path activists essentially replicated old patterns set by abusive authorities and wealthier campesinos.11

We can see many of these same processes at work in the stories Llamojha narrates, including the Shining Path’s assassination of a much-hated district official. Llamojha’s connections to the years of violence are also intensely personal. From the 1980s—and indeed to this day—many of his enemies and rivals have accused him of belonging to the Shining Path. That false accusation came in part because the Shining Path tried to gain traction in the branch of the CCP that Llamojha led after the confederation’s fracture in 1973. The accusation also came because one of the Shining Path’s earliest armed attacks was directed against a hacienda that Llamojha had long challenged. Tragically for Llamojha and his family, that accusation appeared in one of the first and most influential studies of the Shining Path, Peruvian journalist Gustavo Gorriti’s 1990 book Sendero, in which Gorriti mentioned a “clandestine meeting in the Ayacucho home of Shining Path peasant activist Manuel Llamojha Mitma.”12 Building off of Gorriti’s book and influenced by other accusations I had heard, I too assumed that Llamojha had joined the Shining Path, and I wrote as much in Before the Shining Path. It is now clear that these claims were all mistaken; Llamojha never belonged to the Shining Path.

Peru’s internal war upended Llamojha’s life, forcing him to escape from Ayacucho and live as a displaced person in Lima for almost two decades. The war also generated the greatest tragedy Llamojha ever experienced: the disappearance of his son Herbert. Although Herbert Llamojha denied that he was a member of the Shining Path, he was present during one of the party’s armed attacks and was consequently jailed on charges of assault and armed robbery. In March 1982, Shining Path militants stormed the Ayacucho jail where Herbert was imprisoned, aiming to free all the prisoners and thereby liberate jailed party members. Herbert was one of 304 prisoners who escaped.13 But that is all we know. He might have been killed in the ensuing shootout, or he might have been arrested and then killed extrajudicially. It is also possible that he escaped and then lost his life elsewhere. No one knows. Herbert’s disappearance is the central sorrow of Llamojha’s life and an open wound that remains terribly painful for him, and for his family, to this day. Sadly, the traumas of political violence and the tragedy of disappearances were all too common in Latin America’s twentieth century, as military regimes and nominal democracies conducted brutal dirty wars against ordinary citizens. Llamojha’s devastating experiences of loss echo across the Latin American continent.

The Activist Intellectual

Llamojha is what Marxist thinker Antonio Gramsci termed an “organic intellectual”—someone who gives his or her social group self-awareness and who uses his work to educate, lead, and organize members of his class.14 Llamojha utilized his writings, his ideas, and his words to inspire and mobilize indigenous peasants and to fight for their rights. Writing in particular was central to Llamojha’s political career. In our interviews, he laughingly recalled going from community to community, his typewriter strapped to his back, so that he could compose protest letters on behalf of local indigenous peasants. The fact that he could read and write—and write so beautifully and effectively—allowed him to provide a crucial service to campesinos. Within his home department of Ayacucho during the 1940s, 1950s, and even 1960s, literacy rates in rural communities were startlingly low because of astonishing state neglect, as the Peruvian state failed to provide adequate educational opportunities in the Andean countryside. As late as 1961, 79.5 percent of the population over age fifteen living in rural Ayacucho were illiterate.15 By drafting letters for illiterate indigenous peasants, Llamojha enabled them to participate in a political system expressly designed to exclude them. That exclusion resulted from the fact that until 1980, the right to vote was dependent on literacy, a requirement pointedly intended to disenfranchise rural indigenous people.16

Writing was more than just a functional skill for Llamojha. It was—and remains—central to his identity and close to his heart. Throughout our interviews, he spoke of his typewriter, his papers, and especially his books with tremendous affection. He despaired at the fact that soldiers seized his personal archive and book collection in 1982, and he even anthropomorphized the religious books confiscated by the courts in 1948, lamenting that his books were subject to life imprisonment. He spoke about how much he enjoyed reading, thinking, and writing, recalling that he even used to write poetry. Llamojha is also very much a historian. He fills his narratives with references to colonial times, to the Inka, and even to humanity’s very first emergence on Earth, and he has written an unpublished book about the history of his home community, Concepción.17 He remembers giving talks to university students in Lima, and in recent years many students from Ayacucho’s San Cristóbal de Huamanga University have made the four-hour bus trip to Concepción to visit him and interview him about regional history.

Llamojha’s work as an indigenous intellectual reveals his concerted efforts to decolonize knowledge. He labored to acquire the literacy and writing abilities that Peru’s exclusionary state system tried to reserve for nonindigenous elites, and he flouted the boundaries of the expected life course for an indigenous peasant. In most of the political documents he wrote across the twentieth century, he boldly changed the names of Peruvian communities and districts to better reflect their precolonial Quechua origins. He did the same with his own name, rejecting the Hispanicized spelling of his surname (Llamocca) in favor of a spelling with Quechua orthography (Llamojha). And in many of his writings and speeches, he used historical analysis to expose the colonial origins of problems like indigenous poverty, land loss, and racism.

In Peru, a country rife with racist and classist assumptions equating indigeneity and peasant life with ignorance, many observers were taken aback by Llamojha’s skills as a writer and intellectual. His talents seemed at odds with what many people expected from an indigenous peasant. One Ayacucho schoolteacher whom I met recounted being stunned, at first meeting Llamojha, that the man who had written such a powerful denunciation of the Peruvian government’s proposed education reform was simply a “humble campesino.”18 In a 1962 letter an Ayacucho authority commented that Llamojha could not possibly have written two of the documents in question—documents he did in fact write—asserting that he “does not have that capacity to draw up said communiqués.”19 Llamojha tells similar stories in his narrative, laughingly recalling how officials did not believe he could be the notorious Manuel Llamojha.

The disconnect between people’s assumptions and Llamojha’s appearance partly explains why he was able to escape police so easily and so often. That disconnect can also help us make sense of how Llamojha portrays himself in his life stories. At several points in his account he makes bold statements about his importance, comparing himself to Jesus and casting himself as fundamental to campesinos’ triumphs. But the man who makes such claims seems anything but egotistical or arrogant in person. He is warm and soft-spoken, quick with a joke and a smile, and full of wonder about the world and its past. He is also frequently self-deprecating. As his daughter María explained, “My dad is really humble, down to earth and charismatic. He’s not like other leaders who have a really strong personality and are really loud and effusive. My dad is really quiet, really calm, he doesn’t appear to have all the vitality that he actually has, the great ability to get angry about injustice.”20 One man who worked with him in the 1970s similarly commented that Llamojha was rather quiet and that they had to “pull words from him with a spoon.”21 Llamojha’s grandiose claims thus seem less the words of an egotist than they do expressions of proud amazement at all that he was able to accomplish given his modest background. His assertions are also tinged with nostalgia: he is now an elderly man with failing eyesight and limited mobility, and he is remembering periods of his life when his power and prestige were much greater.

Llamojha’s bold statements about his importance may also be a response to his obscure place in contemporary Peruvian national consciousness. Unlike other Peruvian political activists of the mid-twentieth century—Héctor Béjar, Hugo Blanco, Abimael Guzmán, and Luis de la Puente, among others—Llamojha’s name is not well known in Peru today, and many have forgotten his struggles. Even leading members of the present-day CCP failed to recognize Llamojha’s name when I asked them about him.22 Yet Llamojha was one of Peru’s most creative and esteemed twentieth-century political figures. He was also one of the only major twentieth-century Peruvian political leaders who was both indigenous and a peasant, setting him far apart from the wealthier and whiter Peruvian political activists whose names continue to resonate in Peru.

Campesinos and Indigeneity

Llamojha defines himself and those for whom he has long fought as campesinos, or peasants. In Latin America, campesino does not necessarily mean indigenous, as the racial and ethnic identities of men and women who call themselves peasants vary enormously across the continent. In Peru, there were and are impoverished agricultural laborers of African, Chinese, and mestizo (mixed European and indigenous) descent, as well as of indigenous origin, just as there have been many indigenous men and women whose economic lives were not defined by subsistence agriculture.

To Llamojha, however, to be a campesino is to belong to a rural community that originated with Peru’s Inka. As he phrased it, “We have been here since the time of the Inka. We’re natives [naturales] of America, of the continent.” His understanding of what it means to be a campesino is one that melds ethnic, class, and historical identities, and he is both passionate and explicit about his indigeneity. He remembers angrily challenging his sister when she denied her indigenous origins, he utilized election propaganda that described him as “coming from the core of the Indian race,” and he speaks repeatedly about the beauty and importance of Quechua, calling it “the Peruvian language.”23 Llamojha’s activism is also profoundly anticolonial. In his speeches and writings, he staunchly denounced the genocidal violence of the Spanish conquest and the suffering imposed by centuries of colonialism. In his notebooks he chronicles the Inka history of his home region, and he describes precolonial Andean labor practices.24

To Llamojha, there is nothing “unethnic” about his campesino identity.25 Far from a strictly class-based definition of self, Llamojha’s formulation of campesino is instead a staunchly anticolonial identity that embraces a Quechua ancestry. It is also a term he deems far more fitting than “Indian,” a label he characterizes as a foolish mistake of colonialism. He explained:


Discrimination began when the Spanish took America. They categorized all the natives of the continent as “Indians,” as people of another country, another world. I always felt proud when they called me “Indian.” When Christopher Columbus came to America, he thought that all the inhabitants of America were from India. So I was proud when they said “Indian” to me, because that meant I was from India!



Llamojha’s formulation of an indigenist campesino identity reveals the complexity of indigeneity in Peru’s Andean region.26 Andean community members’ understanding of themselves have varied dramatically across time, between Andean regions, between communities, and even between individuals. And because of the crippling constraints of racism in Peru, most rural Andean community members reject descriptors like indigenous, Indian, native, Aymara, and Quechua, choosing instead to call themselves campesinos.27 Yet many of these community members take much pride in their Andean social, economic, and cultural practices and histories.

The shift to the campesino identifier was a gradual one. Documents from Llamojha’s home region, Ayacucho, show members of rural Andean communities still occasionally self-identifying as indigenous as late as the early 1960s. Llamojha himself described his community’s transition away from the label indigenous:


We used to write “indigenous campesino community” because representatives of the high authorities came and said “you are an indigenous community.” So we accepted that and started to write documents and memos, always writing “indigenous campesino community.” But later, we wanted to suspend use of that word. “Why should we write that?” we asked.28



Llamojha’s comments are key: he talks about leaving a word behind, not about discarding an identity. For Llamojha, there is nothing contradictory about using the term campesino to mean a Quechua speaker living in a community descended from the Inka.29 Today, influenced by shifting continental politics, international funding opportunities, and the elections of presidents of Andean origin, more Peruvian individuals are explicitly self-identifying as indigenous. But that shift is not about Peru “catching up” to neighboring Andean countries where citizens began mobilizing around explicitly indigenous identities during the 1980s.30 As the late anthropologist Carlos Iván Degregori observed, “perhaps it is not a matter of being ahead or behind, but rather of the distinct forms through which ethnicity is expressed in different countries.”31 And in Peru, for much of the twentieth century, Andean people largely chose to express their ethnoracial identity through the term campesino.

Writing a Testimonial Biography

My first encounter with Llamojha occurred in the Ayacucho Regional Archive. As I was researching the region’s 1960s political history, I found several letters and reports from regional authorities warning about a dangerous communist activist in their midst. I also found a public letter that this activist—Manuel Llamojha Mitma—had written, and I was moved by its power and eloquence. A portion of that letter reads as follows:


For more than 400 years, we have been eagerly awaiting the dawn of justice. Enough is enough. For more than four centuries, we have been suffering the flagellation of barbaric injustice. Enough is enough. We are still living the tragic misery of our lives, cheated and deceived by those who represent bastard interests. Enough is enough. The latifundista [estate-owning] gentlemen continue to enrich themselves, exploiting our sweat and the wealth of our territory.32



As I continued my research I found more and more references to Llamojha, and I learned that he had done an interview with Peru’s Comisión de la Verdad y Reconciliación (Truth and Reconciliation Commission; CVR) in 2002. When I finally met Llamojha in May 2011, I proposed that we work together on a book about his life. He readily agreed.

Llamojha and I had different motivations for producing this book.33 I wanted to share his fascinating personal history and exceptionally rich stories with undergraduate students, knowing that his life history would be a powerful tool for exploring key issues in twentieth-century Latin American history. His stories also push us to consider the connections—and departures—between the revolutionary activism of the twentieth century and the “left turn” taken by many Latin American governments in the first decade of the twenty-first century.34 I also wanted to make Llamojha’s experiences and ideas better known to scholars of Peru, as he shares crucial insights into the history of Peru’s left and the CCP. Llamojha had a separate—but complementary—set of motivations. He wanted to ensure that future generations in countries throughout the world understood the injustices faced by Peru’s indigenous peasants. As he phrased it,


campesinos have fought so much and suffered so much, during colonial times and republican times, too. We need the future world to know about this, the suffering of the campesinos.



Llamojha also wanted to record and preserve the history of his beloved community, Concepción. Doing so was especially important to him given the anguish he continues to feel over the seizure and destruction of his immense document archive by Peruvian soldiers in 1982. After I provided a first draft of the book to him, Llamojha insisted that the physical copy remain in Concepción, as it held the community’s history and should be available to community residents for consultation.

Different though they were, our motivations jointly necessitated the production of a highly readable book appropriate for a broad audience.35 The book that resulted blends the conventions of biography and testimonio. Like a testimonio—a first-person narrative that shares a witness’s experiences of a particular atrocity or injustice—this book privileges Llamojha’s voice and life stories.36 The book visually foregrounds his stories, presenting them in his standard typewriter font to give particular emphasis to his words. And like a testimonio, this work serves to denounce injustice and inspire others to action. But this book also departs significantly from the conventions of a testimonio and moves into the realm of biography. Because of the centrality of writing to Llamojha’s political career and its deep personal importance to him, I have included excerpts of numerous documents written by him. In addition, I have provided historical context in each of the chapters, and I have included considerations of what others from the period wrote or said about Llamojha. Drawn from extensive archival research, these additions allow readers unfamiliar with Peruvian history to follow Llamojha’s complex account of political work in the years from 1921 to the present. These additional materials also round out Llamojha’s life history, helping to fill the thematic and temporal spaces that separate his many stories.37 Yet in keeping with our shared desire to create a broadly accessible and highly readable book, I have confined historiographical discussion to the endnotes. This book bridges the methodological boundaries between testimonio and biography, and the result is what I deem a testimonial biography.38 It recognizes Llamojha and me as coauthors, acknowledging the intellectual and creative work both of us performed and the editorial authority we shared.39

This testimonial biography is ultimately about much more than just one (extraordinary) individual’s life. Testimonial biography offers an exceptional tool for analyzing continuities and changes over decades, for showing the complexities and contradictions of the past, and for showcasing the relationship between individuals and the social, cultural, and political contexts in which they operate.40 Consideration of an individual life—with all its hardships, triumphs, and losses—also offers the reader a vivid and intense understanding of what it meant to live in a particular situation, place, and time.

In keeping with Llamojha’s long history of composing formal legal documents, he and I signed an agreement before Concepción’s justice of the peace. The document we signed recognized us as coauthors; granted permission for his life history stories, photographs, and drawings to be used in the book; agreed that any royalties would go to him; and allowed me to sign all paperwork for the book’s publication. We also agreed that the book would be published in both English and Spanish, to best meet our dual goals for the book. In doing so, we answered the crucial questions that historian Florencia Mallon asks about research collaboration between nonindigenous academics and indigenous actors: “Who gets to talk about what, and in which language?”41 This project is not about a North American scholar “giving voice” to a subaltern—Llamojha speaks just fine on his own, with seemingly inexhaustible intellectual energy, to all who want to listen. The book is instead about using the resources I have at my disposal to enable Llamojha to reach an audience well beyond those persons who visit him in Peru. The book is based on the mutual respect we have for each other as intellectuals and on our exchanges of ideas, documents, and knowledge.42

This testimonial biography was also shaped by the pressures and ravages of time. When we spoke about this book, Llamojha’s primary concern was that it be completed as quickly as possible—a desire connected directly to the fact that he is in his nineties and acutely aware of his own mortality. Anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff reflected on a similar issue in her study of elderly Jewish immigrants at a seniors’ center in the United States. Noting these elderly men and women’s determination to share their life stories, Myerhoff commented, “Again and again they attempted to show outsiders, as well as each other, who they were, why they mattered, what the nature of their past and present lives was. . . . Their extreme old age and sense of little time remaining intensified the desire to formulate a presentation of themselves.”43 Llamojha felt a similar sense of urgency about getting his story recorded and published, but our research plans were interrupted by tragedy. Just over a week after my first set of interviews with Llamojha in May 2011, his beloved wife, Esther, died unexpectedly. This was not the right moment to pursue more interviews, and I could not remain in Peru for an extended period, as the demands of family and my academic job meant I had to return to Canada.

The solution Llamojha and I found came through the participation of my longtime friend and research assistant Alicia Carrasco Gutiérrez in this project. Alicia carried out a series of follow-up interviews with Llamojha between October 2011 and July 2012, using lists of questions I emailed her from Canada. Alicia’s participation in the project as a research assistant allowed the interviews with Llamojha to continue while I was in Canada.44 She also interviewed three of his children and all of his surviving siblings, again using questions I sent her.45 Llamojha and I then revisited the main themes of the book in a set of lengthy final interviews in May 2013, when I brought him the manuscript draft.

Llamojha’s sense of urgency for completing this book also grew from his sadness and frustration over the failings of his memory. Although he shared amazingly detailed recollections of key events in his life—all the more astonishing given that he is in his nineties—he lamented the lapses in his memory that occasionally left him unable to answer my questions. He commented that sometimes he could not even remember his own name, and he wondered if someone had used witchcraft against him. His concerns about his decaying memory gave added weight to his desire to finish the book as quickly as possible. To supplement the life stories he shared during our interviews, and to relay his personal history in its richest detail, I have included segments of his 2002 interview with the CVR. For the sake of transparency, I explicitly signal any material that comes from that interview.46

Rather than narrating his life’s course in a straightforward chronology, Llamojha shared dozens of stories about key moments in his life. As so many of us do, he often voiced slightly different versions of the same anecdotes in our interviews.47 In many instances I’ve amalgamated those versions in an attempt to best reflect his gifts for storytelling and share the fullness of his experiences. I have also edited his stories to minimize repetition. This method has drawbacks: it hides the emphasis that repeated stories and frequently reiterated sentences offer, and it imposes chronological order on an account that jumped back and forth in time. But the advantage is a narrative that is both readable and complete.

Llamojha’s recollections allow us to see what happened during his life as an activist. We get access to key events, individuals, and experiences spanning the decades of his political career. Even more important, his stories reveal what mattered during his years of struggle. His words show his ideas, his opinions, and his perspectives, building a much fuller and more complicated portrait of his life than would be accessible from written documents alone. Certainly, we should not read Llamojha’s life stories as strictly literal narrations of the past: he is a man in his nineties, speaking about events that occurred many decades ago, and he routinely recalls long-ago conversations in what surely are not verbatim renderings. It is difficult to specify the exact dates of many of the events he describes, and a handful of his stories seem to border on the apocryphal. His life stories are best read as historical memories shaped by his past and present dreams and desires, sorrows and triumphs, and by the Peruvian realities that he tried so hard to transform. The sharing of these remembrances is at once a social, cultural, and political act that helps Llamojha make sense of all that he accomplished, endured, and witnessed.48 As oral history scholar Alessandro Portelli phrases it, “oral sources tell us not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and what they now think they did.”49

There is no doubt that my status as a white university professor from a wealthy country—and my research assistant Alicia Carrasco’s status as a university-educated urban professional—meant that our interviews with Llamojha were shaped by significant power disparities.50 Moreover, as the author of the first draft of this book, I made the first major decisions about what appears in these pages before taking a translated version of the book back to Llamojha and his family for feedback and revision. But it is also true that Llamojha brought his own priorities and agendas into our interviews, knowing that the interviews would form the basis of a book about his life. He clearly wanted to tell stories about his political life, and when Alicia and I tried to direct the conversation toward a discussion of his family life, asking questions about his wife, siblings, and children, he usually steered the conversation back onto a political track. His narrative decisions had nothing to do with sentiment; his deep love and affection for his family were readily apparent in his daily interactions with them. He also showed a dogged optimism in our interviews, insisting that he had no regrets about his work and minimizing the suffering he endured during his constant imprisonments, years of extreme economic hardships, and major political disappointments. His interview choices reflected his desire to craft a narrative of his struggles as a campesino leader, to inspire others to action, and to cement a legacy of his political work.51 As he noted in one of our interviews, “You always have to be in the struggle. Until the very end.”





ONE

“I’m Going to Be President of the Republic”

THE FORMATION OF AN ACTIVIST, 1921–1948


Seven years old and outraged at the theft of his family’s livestock by a local landlord, a very young Manuel Llamojha Mitma proclaimed, “I’m going to be president of the republic, and I’m going to make the haciendas disappear!” This chapter considers Llamojha’s formation as an activist, exploring how and why he chose to dedicate his life to a struggle for justice. His dreams and ambitions radically transgressed the boundaries of an indigenous peasant’s expected life course. The constraints of anti-Indianism in Peru were so tight that many Peruvians deemed campesinos too backward and too ignorant to do anything other than grinding physical labor on the land.1 Educational opportunities in rural Andean communities were also so grossly lacking that few indigenous peasants could realistically aspire to much more than a life of agricultural labor. The most ambitious and fortunate campesinos were sometimes able to enter positions of local authority—becoming district mayors or justices of the peace—and some were able to migrate to urban centers and find working-class jobs. But the goals Llamojha set for himself, including the priesthood, military leadership, and even the presidency, were ones definitively closed to indigenous peasants, and few Peruvians would have even imagined an Andean campesino having such ambitions. Such were the extreme limitations of life in Peru’s rural indigenous communities during much of the twentieth century.

Llamojha was an exceptional child who became an extraordinary man, but there was much about his early life that would seem familiar to Latin Americans who grew up during the first half of the twentieth century. In the 1920s and 1930s, more Latin Americans lived in the countryside than in cities, and many shared Llamojha’s experiences of grinding rural poverty, pronounced state disregard for the countryside, and hacienda abuses.2 Impoverished Latin Americans often desperately wanted access to better schools and better teachers, longing for education, and in these pages Llamojha explains how he acquired his most important political tool: his literacy. Like Llamojha, tens of thousands of Latin Americans migrated from the countryside to urban centers in the first decades of the twentieth century, searching for better opportunities and better lives. Many faced terrible ethnoracial and class discrimination on their arrival in the city. Some joined burgeoning leftist political parties and organizations that promised to fight for socioeconomic justice and build more equitable nation-states. Llamojha himself turned to what soon became one of Peru’s most important political parties: APRA.

Childhood

Born at the base of a tree on May 3, 1921, Llamojha began his life in the humblest of circumstances.


My parents had gone to harvest wheat, potatoes, and that’s how I was born, at the base of a tree.3 When I was born, there was nothing. Just birds singing in the tree, while I was crying at its base. There weren’t even any angels there to greet me. When Christ was born, angels came! But not for me; they didn’t come for me. Not angels, and not the Three Wise Men either!



Situating the very start of his life on a plot of his family’s farm land, a few kilometers away from the community of Concepción—a small town in what was then Cangallo province in the department of Ayacucho—Llamojha stressed his connection with rural Peru, his poverty, and the unremarkable beginning of his very remarkable life.4

The eldest of six children, he was born to indigenous peasant parents who were themselves from the region.5 Like the overwhelming majority of campesinos in early twentieth-century Ayacucho, Llamojha’s mother, Paulina Mitma Vásquez, spoke only the indigenous language Quechua. His father was different. Although Quechua was his first language, Anselmo Llamojha Martínez spoke some Spanish, and he even knew how to read, something that was exceptional among indigenous peasants of the period. That rarity was a symptom of the Peruvian state’s terrible neglect of rural Andean communities. Many communities, like Concepción, had no schools at all, and those few rural schools that did exist rarely taught past the earliest grades. Such schools also suffered from a lack of resources, and their teachers often had little more than basic literacy and numeracy skills.
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FIG. 1.1 Concepción. Author photo.


My father knew how to read, though not very well. He didn’t have sufficient schooling, because back then, there were no schools in the Peruvian Andes. The hacendados prohibited it. Because there weren’t any schools in rural towns, people would learn to read by paying someone who already knew how. My dad sold a young bull to someone so that he’d teach him everything. And later, to learn about the church and how to sing in church in Latin, he sold another bull to another person who was a cantor [church song leader] and who played the organ.



Anselmo Llamojha’s path to literacy was one followed by other Andean campesinos privileged enough to have the means to privately fund literacy training.6 Such peasants, however, were rare: most were so impoverished that they could not spare animals, crops, or cash to pay for an education. The Peruvian state’s pointed abandon of the Andean countryside meant that it was not until the 1940s that the state initiated significant efforts to expand access to education there.7 It was not until 1969 that education became compulsory for all Peruvian children, forcing the state to ensure access to schooling.8 Some Andean communities were able to cobble together enough resources to establish schools in the 1920s, when Llamojha was a child, but as he notes, many such schools faced concerted opposition from hacendados who felt threatened by indigenous education, no doubt fearing that widespread literacy among campesinos would limit landlords’ abilities to exploit them and gain access to their lands and resources.9

With his literacy and musical training, Llamojha’s father then began assisting local priests with their duties.


My father worked in the fields and he was an assistant in the church; he helped the priests say mass. He was also a cantor and he played the church’s organ. They always called him to other pueblos [towns or communities], too, to get him to go and celebrate the patron saint festivals. As for my mother, people tell me she was just like me. She was really good to me.



Llamojha had much more conflicted memories of his father, a demanding and sometimes violent man.


My dad didn’t have patience for anything. For us, for kids. He wouldn’t let us play at all. Not at all. When we were at home, he’d give us wool to spin. We had to spin wool until we got sleepy. He didn’t let me do anything. We couldn’t play when he was around. It was only when he was away that we could go and play for a while, run around. But when he was at home, not at all. Not for anything! He’d give us homework, or make us help in the kitchen, anything. We couldn’t be lazy.

If I was doing something, everything was fine. But if not, the whip! He wasn’t just this way with me; he was the same with people on the street, kids out on the street. When he went out, no one could be out in the street playing. He’d get out his whip and chase the kids. He’d even whip their parents!

“Why are your kids outside playing?” he’d say. The whole pueblo was afraid of my dad. And they respected him. That’s what my dad was like.
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FIG. 1.2 Paulina Mitma Vásquez, Llamojha’s mother, location and date unknown. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.

Llamojha’s father also provided young Manuel with what would soon become his most important skill: the ability to read and write.


When I was about five years old, my dad taught me to read and write. First, my dad taught me the alphabet. After I learned the alphabet really well, he gave me homework from the Mantilla book; he made me finish it. Back then, Mantilla was the famous book.10 You had to finish that book. Those who did so perfectly, who mastered Spanish, could be authorities. Also, the book Mosaico.11 Mosaico was for learning to write. That’s how it used to be.



Llamojha’s father not only taught him to read and write but also pushed him to study and improve. There were many reasons why Anselmo Llamojha was so determined to educate his young son. Literacy enabled indigenous peasants to gain access to positions of political authority in their home communities and districts, and it allowed them to personally examine the legal documents that were a fixture of rural life—documents that often led to exploitation, as unscrupulous individuals routinely tricked illiterate men and women into signing unjust contracts and bad land deals. For males, literacy meant access to citizenship, as the right to vote was restricted to adult men able to read and write. Literacy also conveyed a tremendous amount of respect and dignity, as it correlated so closely with urbanism, modernity, and power in Peru.12 Many indigenous people also valued literacy in its own right, treasuring the ability to communicate and learn through reading and writing.13

Because of his father’s stern exactions, Llamojha was forced to turn his childhood labor responsibilities for tending the family’s animals into a space for studying and learning.


My father gave me homework, and I’d go out to tend my sheep, but I had to take my book with me.

“You have to study up to this part,” he’d say.

I studied, I wrote, I copied, so that it all entered into my head. I’d go home and he’d give me a test, and then he’d give me more homework for the next day. He taught me to read, little by little. We always lived in the countryside. So, when I would go out to tend to my sheep, I always went with my books. Before, because there wasn’t a school, they didn’t even sell notebooks in our community, or pencils either. So, I wrote on maguey leaves. Hojepajpas [the Quechua term for such leaves], we said. We wrote on the leaves with little sticks. Using little sticks, the writing comes out really clearly.



As Llamojha recalled this period of his life, he drew a clear connection between his education and his political goals. He recalled, “I had a plan: to learn to read, and I wanted to be president of the republic! But first, I knew I must study.” Llamojha’s literacy also propelled him into his very first position of leadership.


Back then, no other boys knew how to read. Of all the adults in the pueblo, only four people knew how to read. Because I was the only boy in the pueblo who knew how to read, no one else, the kids followed me around. They also had their sheep, their cows. Every day, I went out with my sheep to watch them as they grazed, and kids followed me where I went, to the puna [high Andean plateau], so that I could teach them to read and write. Each boy brought a huge number of maguey leaves, and I taught them how to write the alphabet on those leaves. Every day they followed me! Poor little things.

I taught the boys to read, to write. And at night, I made them march in the plaza. I made them march in the plaza, made them do their military exercises!

The people, they liked this. We did these exercises, and later, my dad made me to go to church with these boys. Inside the church, I made them pray, I made them sing.

But, one day, while these boys and I were having fun in the puna, a fox took our sheep! There used to be a lot of foxes—not like now when there aren’t any—and you had to be very careful. But because we were having fun, a fox took my sheep and theirs, too. So when I returned home in the afternoon: a whipping!



When Llamojha shared his life stories, he directly connected his life as an activist to an event that occurred in 1928, when he was just seven years old. This event involved the Ayrabamba hacienda, a large sugar-producing estate that bordered the community of Concepción. As was typical among landowners in the region, Ayrabamba’s owner collected hierbaje, fees levied on indigenous community members for pasturing their animals on hacienda land. Hierbaje fees were often paid with animals rather than cash, and many peasants felt that these fees were highly unjust and that hacendados routinely used them to justify their illegal seizure of peasants’ livestock. Those seizures also imperiled campesinos financially, as families depended on their animals for their very subsistence.14


I would have been seven years old. We lived in Kalabazayoj, about eighteen kilometers down from Concepción. We lived there in winter, in the rainy season, with our cattle. We had some sheep, too, but not many. Thirty sheep, more or less, and I guarded them.

The hacienda Ayrabamba, it’s just down from here [Concepción]. The hacienda took all the cattle from the people, they rounded them up.

“Hierbaje!” they said.

So, when I was tending my sheep, a huge number of police and people from the hacienda appeared, gathering everyone’s cattle, sheep, and hens. They came over to where I was and they took away all of my sheep, every last one of them. They took all of them and I got really upset. I went home to tell my parents, to inform them. My dad wasn’t home, just my mom, and I told her, crying. My dad came home from the fields in the afternoon and he yelled at me.

“Why did you let them take the sheep?”

“What was I going to do? So many people came, and they took them,” I said. But he whipped me anyway.

“You let them escape,” he said.

The next day, my dad went to demand the sheep. The hacendada, her name was María Elodia Parodi, she didn’t want to give them back, not one sheep.15 She kept all of them, and six cows, too. And from there, my idea was born.

I swore, “One day, I’m going to be grown up, and I’m going to study, and I’m going to be an authority!” My plan was to study and become president.

“I’m going to be president of the republic, and I’m going to make the haciendas disappear!” I said.

This idea has stayed with me all my life. That is, once I was grown I would struggle against the hacendados, fight with the hacendados until the haciendas disappeared. And with this idea, I’ve fought, to the point of making the hacendados disappear.



The anger that seven-year-old Manuel Llamojha Mitma felt toward local hacendados was a sentiment shared by campesinos across Peru’s Andes. Many of them felt terribly abused by landowners who unjustly seized their animals, encroached on and stole community lands, and forced them to perform unpaid labor services on haciendas. During the 1920s this anger coalesced into a massive rural movement for dramatic social, economic, and political change. Indigenous peasants sent innumerable petitions and letters, invaded haciendas to reclaim their lands, and in a few instances even staged armed uprisings to protest abuses and demand better treatment in Peru. Much of this mobilization was informed and directed by the Comité Pro-Derecho Indígena Tawantinsuyo (Tawantinsuyo Pro-Indigenous Rights Committee), until it was outlawed by President Leguía in 1927.16

Llamojha’s anger was also shared by many members of his home community. In 1929 a number of indigenous peasants from Concepción filed a complaint before the Bureau of Indian Affairs in Lima, accusing the owner of the Ayrabamba hacienda, María Elodia Vassallo de Parodi, of a wide range of abuses.17 Those abuses included her unjust seizure of community members’ cattle, unfair fines for pasturing animals, and her attempts to claim ownership of a lake that community members used for irrigation.18 The following year, four Concepción campesinos appealed to the foremost authority in the department of Ayacucho, the prefect, requesting urgent protection against this landowner. Their letter charged that she had ordered one hundred of her workers to raid Concepción. Those workers had then seized seventy head of cattle, forty horses, six hundred sheep, and two hundred goats, all on the claim of charging hierbaje. The campesinos wrote that the seizure of animals had been unwarranted and, worse still, had been carried out with violence and intimidation. Vassallo de Parodi’s workers had fired gunshots into the air, flung rocks at community members, and even whipped some women and children. From the perspective of the men writing to the prefect, all of this was done “with the fundamental and premeditated end of appropriating the lands of the community.”19 Yet, as happened so often in rural Peru, these complaints and pleas brought no meaningful action from Peru’s courts, government representatives, or politicians, who showed little interest in defending indigenous peasants.20 Llamojha thus grew up in a community where hacendados’ abuses were angrily discussed and challenged, but to little avail.

As he matured and thought more and more about his future, dreaming about becoming president, he also considered a different path: the priesthood.


I didn’t like working in the fields. Instead, I wanted to be something else when I grew up. My intention was to become a priest. From the time I was little, when I was around five years old, I wanted to be a priest. I liked that. My dad played the organ and he taught me to play, and also how to read Latin, to celebrate mass, to help the priests. I learned all of this. And so, when I was bigger, ten years old, I started to assist with mass. I was really little, but I helped them celebrate mass.

I wanted to become a priest, and so when my father died in 1936, I went to Lima with this intention.



Llamojha’s desire to become a priest reflected the fact that priests ranked among the most powerful and influential residents in rural indigenous communities. Priests were among the few individuals who knew how to read and write, and it was not unusual for them to assume a prominent role in local politics.21 They also presided over the key events in Andean peasants’ lives: baptizing them into the church, conducting marriages, and holding funeral masses. Priests’ proximity to the word and instructions of God also meant that they commanded respect from peasants, most of whom were devoutly Catholic. Llamojha saw the admiration Concepción’s campesinos had for the local priest and for his father, a church assistant, and he probably desired the same sort of admiration for himself. Llamojha is also a very spiritual man, as is shown in his frequent references to Christ in his recollections and writings.

Determined to become a priest, Llamojha left his home community of Concepción in 1936, when he was just fifteen, and made the long journey to Lima. That move to Lima was far from unusual: as many as 65,000 men and women migrated from Andean provinces to Lima between 1919 and 1931. They moved to the nation’s capital because they understood that in their extremely centralized country, wealth, political power, and social opportunities were concentrated there. Prospects for education, employment, and social advancement were far greater there than in their home regions.22 But in Lima, many of these migrants found themselves victims of significant race and class prejudice, scorned and exploited by wealthier and whiter Limeños (Lima residents) who disdainfully regarded them as backward, ignorant Indians. Llamojha experienced that treatment in his own extended family, as his cousin’s Limeña wife believed she and her husband could cheat him, taking advantage of his labor while tricking him out of a salary.


An uncle of mine took me, he brought me to Lima so I could study to become a priest. We arrived in Lima and then he left me, he abandoned me. I worked for two years. First, I went to the home of a relative who had a dairy business, Julio Calderón Llamojha, and I delivered milk in a wagon. I worked for two years, and he didn’t pay me during those years. He told me he was sending my mom the money. Then, because he wasn’t paying me, I spoke with my mom and she told me it was a lie.

“He hasn’t sent me any money at all!” she said to me.

So, I talked to him. His wife was the one who did this, because she was a Limeña. I spoke to them and told them that I wanted to leave. They didn’t want me to go, they wanted me to continue there, and they offered to pay me. But even then, they still didn’t pay me! So I escaped, I escaped. Because I didn’t find work, I had to sleep in cornfields. I looked for work for a month, and I didn’t have anything to eat. Happily, I had a friend from the north, and he gave me 5 soles [Peru’s monetary unit] when I told him about my situation. I used that money to eat until I could find a little bit of work.



Llamojha worked in Lima for a couple of years, until about 1938, when he decided to study for the priesthood. Having been told that the Convento de San Francisco (San Francisco Monastery) took in orphans and educated them, he decided to approach the priests living there.


I went, all by myself, to introduce myself at the Convento de San Francisco. I spoke to a priest who came out to meet me when I knocked on the door.
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FIG. 1.3 Llamojha, Lima, 1939. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.


“What do you want?” he asked.

“I’ve come to see if you’ll take me. I want to be a priest.”

“What level of schooling do you have?”

“I don’t have any. I’ve never been to school,” I said.

“How are you going to become a priest then? Come back here when you’ve finished your education. If you’ve never been to school, how are you going to become a priest?”

But I insisted. “But I want to be a priest! I’m already trained for this. I help celebrate mass, I do everything. I go from town to town, helping priests celebrate mass.”

“Do you know Latin?” He pulled out his Latin book. “All right, read!”

So I read.

“All right, sing!”

So I sang.

“It can’t happen. To be a priest, you need a higher education.”

“But it’s not necessary,” I said. “I know everything. I know how to celebrate mass. I go to the pueblos where there aren’t any priests, and I hold mass,” I said to him.

“How can you conduct mass? You’re committing a crime!” he said to me.

They didn’t want to take me. They gave me three books in Latin and threw me out. With that, I left, and I lost my hope.



The priest’s rejection of Llamojha was about much, much more than his lack of education: it was about his race and his class. In Peru, as throughout most of Latin America, the Catholic priesthood was largely reserved for middle- and upper-class men of European descent.23 The notion that an Andean campesino would think himself a candidate for the priesthood most likely struck the priest as absurd, so he challenged the teenager on the grounds of his education, incorrectly assuming—as so many in Peru did—that to be indigenous was to be illiterate.24

But Llamojha was not discouraged for long. Instead, he came up with another plan: he decided to become a soldier.


“There’s time to study in the barracks, and I’ll have food, everything,” I said.

I wanted to study, because I’d never gone to school. Sure, I knew how to read properly, but I wanted something more. So, I thought I’d join the military and study politics. I wanted to become a soldier so that I could make a revolution, an armed struggle, to make all the haciendas disappear. My intention was to form a government, become president of the republic, and put Peru in its place. There were so many abuses in Peru, so much injustice.

I introduced myself at all the barracks, but none of them would take me. Not for anything!

“You’re just a youngster, and you don’t have your papers,” they’d say. I was so mad!



Llamojha’s ideas about the military reflected the fact that recruits were provided with a rudimentary education—something the Peruvian military regarded as part of its heavily racialized “civilizing mission” for predominantly Quechua- and Aymara-speaking conscripts.25 While some Andean men shared Llamojha’s view that military service was a route toward education and upward socioeconomic mobility, his efforts to enlist were highly unusual. The most common route into the military was conscription, as all Peruvian men were required to do a period of compulsory military service. Only those with enough money to purchase exemptions were spared this obligatory service. But because military officials often fell short of their recruitment goals—due to exemptions and noncompliance—they frequently resorted to a forced recruitment practice known as the leva: seizing young men unable to produce their identity documents and taking them straight to the military barracks.26 The leva overwhelmingly targeted rural indigenous men, and many Andean families angrily opposed the practice, as it wrenched young men away from their families, fields, and communities, where their labor, economic support, and social presence were sorely missed.27 The practice of forced recruitment—this time, operating in the city—was how Llamojha was finally able to enter the military.


I was walking around one day, down Abancay Avenue, and a number of soldiers were rounding up boys as recruits. They used to draft people like this. I stuck myself in among the boys so the soldiers would take me to the barracks, because they wouldn’t take me when I went on my own. So, I put myself in among the group of recruits, without the soldiers realizing. And that’s how they took me to the Santa Ana barracks.

I was there for a month. They checked me out there. After examining me, they took me to Miraflores, to the San Martín cavalry. I was really happy.

“Now Peru is mine!” I said.

I was happy there. They gave me a horse; I had to wash my horse each day. They make you get up early there, when it’s still dark out. They get the soldiers up, so that they can do exercises. I was always the very first one ready in the morning.



At the barracks, Llamojha once again began leading his peers. This time his followers were not school-age children but young men drafted into the military from departments in Peru’s Andean sierra region. Those departments were overwhelmingly rural and indigenous, and the recruits were monolingual Quechua speakers. As Llamojha explained,


When I had been there a month, they brought in some recruits from the sierra. There were about one hundred of them, and they didn’t speak Spanish. So I was put in charge of them. I was named to lead the exercises, to get them to do their exercises, speaking in Quechua. They were from haciendas and I spoke to them.

I said to them, “We have to make a revolution! We have to stay here to make a revolution. Once and for all, we have to save our campesino brothers who are like slaves on the haciendas!”



In his interview with the CVR, Llamojha further fleshed out this story:


The campesinos said, “Yes, yes. When we are on the haciendas, they make us suffer. They tie us up, they whip us.”

We thought and we talked about this. “How are we going to save ourselves? We’re suffering.” So, this was my approach: take the presidential palace!



But Llamojha’s plans to use his army career as a launching point for revolution fell apart, betrayed by the very skill that would later prove so central to his activist career: his writing. As he explained in one of our interviews,


Because I always walked around with my folder, I had all my writings, my plans in my folder. I wrote while I was in the barracks, but I really shouldn’t have written things down.

I wrote, “Now I’m going to carry out a coup d’état. I’ll get myself prepared here.”

All my folders, my plans about how we were going to make a revolution, they were all underneath my pillow. One day, there was an inspection. They’d inspect the bed, do the cleaning, all of that. A sergeant who was doing the inspection found my folder; he went through it and found my plans, and he delivered it to the commander. In the barracks, General Porturas was in charge. My folder got delivered to him. The next day, he called me.

“You have plans here in the barracks for making revolution!”

They accused me of being an Aprista.



It is not surprising that the barracks commander associated Llamojha’s plans for revolution with membership in APRA, which was Peru’s most significant populist political party. Members of this party, known as Apristas, had launched a series of insurrections against the state in the early 1930s. The party was repeatedly outlawed and had an especially tense relationship with the Peruvian military.28 Here again, assumptions based on race and class no doubt shaped others’ perceptions of Llamojha: unable to imagine that an indigenous peasant could independently formulate his own plans for revolution, military officers simply assumed that he was carrying out the orders of a militant urban political party. They punished him accordingly and even sent him to El Frontón, a penal colony on an island off of Lima’s coast that was one of Peru’s most notorious prisons.


They punished me for a month. They took away my shoes, and I spent the month sweeping the whole barracks shoeless, punished. I slept in a jail cell without a bed for one month. From there, they sent me to El Frontón prison. I was in El Frontón for three months, and then I got out. But I had nothing. I had to keep fighting, I had to be something. But I had failed. I could no longer be a soldier. I was sad. I couldn’t be a priest. I just had to work, nothing more.



Although Llamojha was not a member of APRA during his time in the military, he considered joining the party shortly after his release from prison. He had likely met several Apristas while imprisoned in El Frontón, as the island jail housed numerous political prisoners.29


I heard their propaganda. They always talked about the masses, about the campesinos. I met with some Apristas in Lima, but I just met with them, nothing more. I wanted to belong, I wanted to be one. APRA had only just emerged and at that time, I was in [the coastal city] Callao. So I went to their first assembly. I went to this meeting and I met [APRA founder] Haya de la Torre there. It was a giant meeting, and everyone had their white handkerchiefs. I took out my little handkerchief, too.

“Let’s see the handkerchiefs! With your left hands!” they said.

But then I went to APRA’s main office, and they started talking differently. I told them that we had problems with the hacendados and that we wanted them to help us in Concepción.

The party said, “No, no, no. How are we supposed to help you against the hacendados?”

“But the hacendados are taking our lands,” I said.

“No, we can’t look into that!”

“But the pueblo is abused by the hacendados,” I said.

“No, we don’t do that.”

They weren’t interested at all. So, I told them to go to hell!



Llamojha’s negative experience with APRA reflected its tepid support for indigenous issues and community land struggles at the national level. While APRA’s regional branches were often highly attuned to local political needs, and sometimes even drew significant support from indigenous peasants, Haya de la Torre never pursued the issue of indigenous land rights in a meaningful way. Instead he argued for a program of anti-imperialism, nationalization, and regional rights.30

Although Llamojha quickly withdrew his support from APRA, he nonetheless continued his political education and development during the mid-1940s. His continuing political evolution owed partly to his work in Miraflores, a neighborhood that would ultimately become Lima’s wealthiest residential district. He worked for a family that belonged to Peru’s oligarchy—an elite so small and so disproportionately powerful in economic, social, and political terms that it was commonly referred to as Peru’s “forty families.”31 The things Llamojha saw, heard, and read while working in Miraflores cemented his understandings of class and race inequalities and injustices in Peru. He explained that, following his release from El Frontón,


I found a job in a home on the other end of town. I worked in Miraflores in a home of the high bourgeoisie, of the great and powerful; the Pérez Figuerola family. I worked there as a butler for two years, with my black pants and white coat, with my bow tie. I dressed like this to serve them. It was a big house, because they were great and powerful millionaires. There were five of us guys, four girls, a cook, a tailor; one person for every job. I worked there for two years; I was very considerate.

And while I was there, I heard them talking. I was listening, you see. This family had three haciendas, and I learned about what it was like. They talked about people, about the Indians and the blacks who worked on the hacienda.

“This person didn’t do his work, so we kicked him off the hacienda.” They talked about all of this and I listened. I was recording it all in my mind.

“Your time is almost up!” I thought.

I know all of their secrets! I have read all of their codes. They didn’t know that I was doing this; it was all in their libraries. I would go into a room to clean, and they’d stand up and leave. And from there, I’d take out all of their books and start to read all of their secrets. I have read all of their plans, what they have to do when there are strikes. I read all of this. I know how they manage Peru. Right now, currently, only eighty families dominate Peru. Eighty families of the high bourgeoisie. I know all of their secrets, their strategies! I moved to other houses, too. I was there until 1948.



The final key element for understanding Llamojha’s emergence as an activist involves his work with other Lima-based migrants from his home community, Concepción. Together, in 1941 he and several of his fellow migrants formed a club named the Comité Pro-Comunidad Indígena de Concepción Chacamarca (Pro-Concepción Chacamarca Indian Community Committee).32 That name reflected the club’s earliest goal: getting official recognition of Concepción as an “indigenous community,” a legal status that guaranteed community land rights and the right to elect a village council. Formal recognition as an indigenous community would be Concepción’s most valuable tool in a fight against hacienda encroachment, as officially recognized indigenous community land was inalienable, that is, it could not legally be bought, sold, or appropriated.33

Many such migrant clubs formed in Lima during the 1930s and 1940s, as tens of thousands of migrants moved to Lima from the Andean sierra searching for work and education. These clubs often hosted social events for members, and they provided a sense of community and social support for Andean migrants as they struggled against the alienation and severe discrimination they faced in the nation’s bustling capital city.34 Many migrant clubs quickly became much more than social organizations; they became political advocates for their home communities. As Lima was the heart of Peru’s political and economic system, these migrants were better positioned than Andean community members to lobby government officials, and they had more financial resources to dedicate to their home communities’ legal struggles than did those who remained in the countryside. These migrant clubs ultimately provided the very sort of support for Andean communities that the Peruvian state so grievously failed to offer.


We gathered there and we helped Concepción with everything. Those from Lima, they sacrificed a lot, to do everything.

We fought, and the institution sustained the fight with money. Everybody contributed. They held parties to collect money. The institution fought a lot, to work things out with the hacendados, for travel fare, to receive visits here. The institution collaborated in everything, in the search for the pueblo’s papers. Back then, we didn’t have the pueblo’s papers ready. So we worked to get Concepción its land title. The institution did everything. It also worked on the issues regarding the hacendados, to defend ourselves against the haciendas. That’s how we fought hard to find justice.



I asked Llamojha what role he played in the migrant club.
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FIG. 1.4 The Pro-Concepción Chacamarca Indian Community Committee, Lima, 1946. Llamojha is seated third from right. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.


All my life, I was secretary general! They never let me go! I was always named secretary, because I work with papers, I handled the papers.



The migrant club also played a major role in winning official recognition from the government for Concepción as an indigenous community. Acquiring formal recognition was a cumbersome and expensive process, as community members had to provide a census of their community’s population, a map of the community’s lands and borders, and its official land titles.


We started the process in 1942. We started filing papers with the ministry for the community’s official recognition. Of course, it was already a community. It always had been. But it lacked legal recognition.



The community finally won official recognition in 1944. Llamojha told his CVR interviewers that the migrant club also helped Concepción fight against local hacendados. When his interviewers asked what this fight involved, he explained:


It was about the borders, because the haciendas advanced and occupied. The Ayrabamba hacienda occupied sixteen hundred hectares of our land. Ayrabamba is really small, it only has 380 hectares, just sugar-growing plains. But Ayrabamba wanted to take our lands right from the peaks, where there are twenty-eight agricultural plots. They took them from us, and they made us pay rent, on our own land! But we fought hard. This fight against all the hacendados began in ’43. But it didn’t go anywhere [at first] because the main leaders of Concepción sold themselves out to the hacendados.



As secretary general of Concepción’s migrant club, Llamojha also challenged local authorities who he believed worked against Concepción’s interests. In 1946 he was one of forty-eight Concepción community members to sign a letter to the director of Indian affairs. Though we cannot know it for certain—and he himself is unsure—he most likely wrote this letter. The text carries his particular style, and he was one of the few members of the club able to write with both ease and grace. The letter complained that Juan Zea, Concepción’s personero (official legal representative), had been abusing his powers and should be removed from his post. As the letter phrased it, “because he has committed grave offenses, the Indians no longer have the least amount of confidence in him and yearn for him to be replaced by the person who ends up being voted for in the elections. This is justice.”35

Seven months later, over one hundred Concepción community members, including Llamojha, signed their names to a letter repeating the calls for Zea’s ouster from the personero position. This letter reiterated the complaint that he had not fulfilled his duties, and it added new charges, claiming that he had forced Concepción community members to pay him cash and had seized their animals by force. The letter even accused him of attempted homicide, asserting that he had attempted to kill his niece when she objected to his unwarranted seizure of goods. The same letter also accused him of becoming an “unconditional and submissive servant” of the hacendada Elodia Vassallo de Parodi.36

Zea was not the only abusive authority against whom Llamojha and his fellow community members protested. As secretary general of the migrant club, Llamojha, together with the club’s president and accountant, composed a letter to Cangallo’s subprefect in February 1947. The letter denounced the actions of Concepción’s lieutenant governor, Grimaldo Castillo. They wrote: “The pueblo finds Castillo repugnant because he is a despot and never does what is good for the pueblo. He just responds to the hacendados’ dictatorial orders. The pueblo asks that he be replaced by someone who would be elected.”37 The demand, in essence, was twofold: first, that Castillo should be removed, and second, that Concepción residents should have the right to choose their own lieutenant governor rather than simply accept the individuals appointed to the position by regional authorities.

Complaints against abusive authorities were a constant in Peru’s rural Andean communities during the twentieth century. Indigenous peasants often felt abused and mistreated by district authorities who seemed more interested in their own private gain than in the interests of the community. It was particularly upsetting that these authorities were appointed rather than elected into their positions of power. Rural residents had no say over whom the regional authorities chose to govern them at the local district level.38 The most they could do was send letters of protest denouncing particularly abusive figures. Regional and national authorities rarely heeded those complaints, and it was not unusual for abusive district authorities to remain in positions of power for years, even decades.39 It is not then surprising to learn that the Concepción migrant club’s demands for Grimaldo Castillo’s removal were left unanswered. He would remain a prominent and vexing figure in Llamojha’s political life for decades to come, holding positions of power at the district level until he was assassinated by the Shining Path in the 1980s.

Llamojha left Lima in 1948, returned to Concepción, and began a period of active and direct involvement in rural struggles. Reflecting on why he left Lima, he explained:


A commission came from Concepción and my institution in Lima named two of us. That’s why I came back to Concepción. They sent us to investigate the hacendados’ abuses against us, and I remained here with my campesinos. What’s more, the other pueblos didn’t leave me alone. Campesinos always brought me to their communities, to teach them how to fight against the hacendados.



Llamojha’s return to Ayacucho in 1948 launched the next phase of his political career.





TWO

“I Made the Hacendados Tremble”

DEFENDING JHAJHAMARKA CAMPESINOS, 1948 – 1952


Remembering his struggles against local landlords, Llamojha exclaimed, “I made the hacendados tremble!” This chapter considers his first major action as a rural activist: his work to defend campesinos who lived and worked on the Jhajhamarka hacienda. The Jhajhamarka hacienda, bordering Concepción, became the site of a prominent conflict between its owners and the campesinos who labored on its land.1 The conflict was especially significant because of its timing; it occurred at a moment that historian Eric Hobsbawm has referred to as Peru’s “great rural awakening”—a period of peasant activism that remains decidedly understudied by historians.2 Llamojha’s detractors responded to his work on the Jhajhamarka hacienda by resorting to an effective tool of political slander: they branded him a communist. Although he was not a member of the Peruvian Communist Party, his opponents cast his work as that of a communist in an effort to delegitimize his efforts to win socioeconomic justice. The year 1948 marks the start of these struggles and counterstruggles.

Llamojha’s experiences in Jhajhamarka show the abuses and degradation that many Latin American peasants endured on haciendas. Jhajhamarka’s campesinos lost community lands because of trickery; they were forced to perform servile labor; and they were subjected to terrible violence, beaten by hacendados and tied up, as Llamojha phrases it, “like pigs.” But he also chronicles the many different ways campesinos fought for their land and for better treatment, forming a union, going on strike, and even committing a murder. Their major push for their land rights came during the early moments of the global Cold War, with the world increasingly divided into communist and anticommunist factions, and their community’s struggle was shaped by that international conflict. Hacendados, government officials, and soldiers mobilized the language of anticommunism against campesino activists, creating a strong interplay between the local and international processes of the Cold War.3 Llamojha’s stories also show that activists’ lives are not defined exclusively by political work and struggle: 1948, the year he began working with Jhajhamarka campesinos, was also the year he met and married Esther Honorata Puklla.

The Return to Concepción

After Llamojha returned to Concepción from Lima in 1948, sought out by his fellow community members to investigate Concepción’s problems with local hacendados, they insisted that he stay.


The community members wouldn’t let me leave.

They said to me, “Stay in Concepción. Don’t go back to Lima!”

I met my wife that year, when I was back in the pueblo. We didn’t speak at first; I just saw her from afar.

My mom bugged me about her. “You have to marry her, no one else. If not her, then no one.”



In rural Andean communities, it was common for families to negotiate marriages. So Llamojha visited Esther’s aunt, María Puklla, to ask for permission to marry.


I fell in love with Esther and she insisted that we get married immediately. Because she was an orphan, she only had her aunt, her dad’s sister. So, I went to talk to her aunt. My mom went with me. And her aunt accepted!

“Sure! Get married already!” her aunt said. She made us choose a date right then and there.

We chose a date and we got married in a civil ceremony first. We had a Catholic ceremony later.



Jhajhamarka’s History

Soon after his return to Concepción, Llamojha began working with indigenous peasants from the nearby Jhajhamarka hacienda. Before proceeding with his recollections about that struggle, we need to pause and reflect on an issue of orthography. Although the name Jhajhamarka is officially spelled, using the letter c, as Ccaccamarca, Llamojha always uses the Quechua orthography—Jhajhamarka—and he wanted to use this spelling throughout this book. Jhajhamarka is a much better phonetic match to the name; we shared a laugh about how the name is definitely not pronounced, with hard C sounds, as “Kakamarka.” But Llamojha’s spelling is not just about sound; it is about historical accuracy, anticolonial sentiment, and an embrace of Peru’s indigenous Quechua heritage. Noting that he often changed the spelling of place-names in documents he wrote—showing Ccaccamarca as Jhajhamarka, the province of Vilcashuamán as Wilka Uma—I asked Llamojha to explain his practice. He began his explanation with Wilka Uma.


Wilka is something sacred, sacrosanct. And it’s not Huamán, it’s Uma. Wilka Uma. That means “Sacred Head” [in Quechua]. Vilcashuamán was the principal region in the time of the Inka. Then, in the colonial period, they started to ruin the name. The name of the province is Wilka Uma. For Jhajhamarka, “Jhajha” means a fallen rock, from a hill. “Marka” means pueblo.



In a 2011 document Llamojha stressed the need for the phonetic spelling of place-names and noted that “RUNA SIMI [Quechua; literally, ‘language of the people’] should be properly written and spoken, without letting oneself be dragged down by the influence of the writing and pronunciation style that the Spaniards imposed.”4

When our conversation turned to the Jhajhamarka hacienda, Llamojha extended his story all the way back to the colonial period, couching his narrative in deep historical context.


Jhajhamarka had been a hacienda since colonial times. I’m writing its history, about how it used to be. In those times, it was an obraje [colonial factory, usually for making clothing] and a commercial center for slaves. Indian slaves cost 300 pesos and black slaves cost 500 pesos. The hacendados brought them there and kept them in a jail, where they punished them.
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MAP 2.1 Province of Vilcashuamán

When Llamojha shared similar details with his CVR interviewers, he told them that he had discovered all of this information while searching for historical documents in Peru’s National Archive in 1958. As he phrased it,


I read it, and that’s how I know. If I hadn’t read it, I wouldn’t know!



As Llamojha continued his description of Jhajhamarka, he explained that after Peru transitioned from colonialism to independence in the 1820s, Jhajhamarka’s owner died without heirs and left the hacienda to the Convento de Santa Teresa (Santa Teresa Convent). Such bequests were not unusual: convents were major landowners in both the colonial and republican periods in Peru.5 This convent then rented out the hacienda to different administrators, who ran it. In the late nineteenth or early twentieth century, an individual named Benigno Cárdenas became the new administrator.


A man named Benigno Cárdenas rented the Jhajhamarka hacienda for three lifetimes. Back then, they used to lease for lifetimes, and each lifetime lasted fifty years. Benigno Cárdenas rented it for three lifetimes. Benigno Cárdenas was a really abusive man on the hacienda.



Llamojha offered more details about Benigno Cárdenas to his CVR interviewers, using the label gamonal, a common Peruvian term for an especially abusive rural strongman, often—but not always—a hacendado.6


That gamonal would sit in his doorway every day, all day long. All of those who passed by had to approach him and greet him. They came up to him, and they had to kiss his hand. If they didn’t approach him as they were supposed to, right away, he would grab them right there and strike them with his whip. He whipped them and then put them in the hacienda jail.

The campesinos couldn’t endure his abuses any more, because if any little cow, any little animal, got close to the hacienda house, he would seize it and not return it to its owner. He’d say that it was his good fortune, that God was great, and that it was his good luck.



Llamojha continued his story about Benigno Cárdenas, framing it as an example of solidarity and activism in an indigenous community.


The only road, the camino real, passed right in front of the hacienda’s door. People would come from different places and pass by there to head up into the hills. Benigno Cárdenas would sit in his doorway and monitor all the travelers. He’d inspect their cargo, the things they were carrying, and people had to have documents from the authorities. He’d keep all the cargo and animals of those who didn’t have permission from the authorities of [the nearby communities] Chumbes or Concepción.

So, the pueblo of Jhajhamarka decided to free itself from this hacendado, by any means necessary. The campesinos killed him in 1917, because they couldn’t endure it any more. Nine people agreed to kill him, just those nine, so as not to compromise the pueblo. They didn’t care if they went to jail or not.

One night, these nine men positioned themselves along the road, one here, another one over there.

One of these men went into the hacienda house and said, “Señor! Señor! There are nine thieves on the road, cattle rustlers! Let’s go!”

The campesino got the hacendado up out of bed and they left the hacienda. From there, they went along a big path. Then, one campesino jumped out from over here, another from over there. They grabbed Benigno Cárdenas by the scruff of his neck and they killed him right there. They hung him with a sling made from llama skin. The campesinos showed me all these places, and how the killing was done. They took me to show me what happened, and how they left the hacendado hanging there.

Those nine people took sole responsibility, to protect the masses from blame. They went to the authorities and they said, “We killed him.”

Only those nine people were detained. “We did it on our own,” they said. These campesinos went to jail, twenty-five years in El Frontón, and they died there, in El Frontón. Only one survived. He finished his twenty-five years and got out. But a few days after he arrived at his house, he died, too. That’s how things were back then.



Unfortunately, as Llamojha explained in our interviews, the abuses on the Jhajhamarka hacienda continued for two more generations.


Benigno’s sons went on committing abuses. These two sons, Antonio and Alonso, one was a lawyer, the other was a doctor. These two sons, they wanted to formalize the documents. Because Jhajhamarka was the property of the Convento de Santa Teresa, they were nothing more than tenants. They wanted to purchase the property, and so they forced Jhajhamarka’s campesinos to give them 130 bulls. They used those 130 bulls to buy the hacienda from the nuns of the Convento de Santa Teresa.7

One of them said to the campesinos, “I am selling my hacienda. Give me 130 bulls so that you can be Jhajhamarka’s owners.” But this was a trick. The Cárdenas brothers were actually buying the hacienda and they bought it with the campesinos’ 130 bulls. That’s how they took possession of the Jhajhamarka hacienda.

And the people, the workers, the Cárdenas brothers treated them like slaves. The brothers rented the campesinos out to other sugar-producing haciendas, and then they took the campesinos’ salaries. They didn’t give those salaries to the peasant workers.

These two brothers, they each had a son. Their sons’ names were Ernesto and Carlos; they were the last owners of Jhajhamarka. They were really barbarous, too. They had a room where they abused and killed peasants. This room dated all the way back to the time of slavery. In slave times, peasants were branded with irons, just like cattle, on their backs. And that still existed in Jhajhamarka; they branded the campesinos with hot irons. I learned about this, and I even saw it, too. So, Jhajhamarka’s campesinos rose up in 1947. And in ’48, I came back from Lima. When Jhajhamarka’s campesinos found out that I was here, they came and took me to Jhajhamarka.



Fighting for Jhajhamarka

I asked Llamojha how Jhajhamarka’s campesinos knew that he could help them. The answer revolved around the migrant clubs in Lima.


We started working together in Lima. They had an organization in Lima, an association [migrant club], just like we had. They always held parties, and they invited us to go. So, I met them, and they got to know me. And so when I returned to Concepción, they immediately called on me to go to Jhajhamarka.

I had a relative here, on my wife’s side, whose name was Leoncio Fernández. He never abandoned me, ever. When they took me to Jhajhamarka, he went with me.

“I can’t let you go alone. I have to help you,” he said. So, each time Jhajhamarka called on me, the two of us went. He was really good to me; he was like my brother. He never left me. He accompanied me everywhere.



Together, the two men worked to organize Jhajhamarka campesinos. Leoncio Fernández also helped Llamojha in a crucial material way: he bought him his first typewriter.
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FIG. 2.1 Jhajhamarka peasants, Jhajhamarka, 1949. Courtesy of Proyecto Especial de Titulación de Tierras, Ayacucho.


Leoncio Fernández said, “You’ll work with this!”

He had bought the typewriter in Lima, secondhand. It was really old, but it served me well.

We held assemblies to explain to folks how they should confront the owners. After a few days, I returned to Concepción. Then the next week, the Jhajhamarka campesinos called me back. They came to Concepción with a commission, and they brought me back to Jhajhamarka on their horses, to continue fighting, to continue writing documents and complaints. Jhajhamarka was the worst hell. It was slavery! This is what we fought against.



In July 1948, Llamojha helped Jhajhamarka campesinos form a union. Given that Peruvian government authorities and the courts failed to provide them with adequate support in their struggles against hacendados, neglecting to take punitive action or even actively siding with abusers, many campesinos began to form unions in the mid-twentieth century. They hoped that they could use their unions to defend themselves, their rights, and their lands. Sometimes these unions formed with the help of urban political activists; often campesinos took action on their own initiative. Although the Jhajhamarka union was not the first such organization in Peru’s Andean region, it was certainly one of the earliest.8

Without question, Jhajhamarka campesinos benefited from propitious timing when they founded their union in July 1948. Just a few months later, in October, General Manuel Odría seized national power in a coup. In the repression that followed, many political activists were jailed, and many organizations, including the CCP, had to cease operations. It would have been much harder to form the Jhajhamarka union under such circumstances. Llamojha described the formation of the union.


I organized a tenants’ union and we began the struggle. I started to draw up documents. I went with my typewriter. I drew up documents and got peasants to sign them. I always walked around with my typewriter, I wrote petitions, and got all the people to sign. The documents said, “a series of abuses are committed on this hacienda, so the people want the hacendados to retreat. If they don’t, the pueblo will take charge.” And then I took the documents to Lima myself, to deliver them to the ministry. I always did this, because the national government would readily order an investigation, whereas if you just presented your documents in Ayacucho, no one would investigate. So, I took documents directly to the ministry, to the government itself. That’s what I did, to the point that I made the hacendados tremble!



I asked Llamojha about how he drew up these complex legal documents, doing so without the aid of a lawyer.


I worried about this a lot. From the time I learned to read, I struggled to learn how to write formal requests, memos. There was a book called Mosaico and it explained how to do this. There were examples of memos, requests, denunciations. That book Mosaico had everything, and that’s how I learned to draft memos.



Llamojha even crafted the elaborate stamps that graced the signature lines of many documents, adding authority to his letters.


You make the stamps from rubber balls, it turns out nicely. It’s easy to carve. I’d break a Gillette shaving razor into little pieces and then tie the pieces to a little stick, and then use this to carve.



He then personally delivered these documents, unwilling to go through the regional hierarchy of provincial and departmental officials.
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FIG. 2.2 Stamp produced by Llamojha. Courtesy of Ayacucho Regional Archive.


I presented all the denunciations against the hacendados, against the abuses they committed, directly to Lima. I would go to the government itself, to the presidential palace, and leave the denunciations at the document reception office. Or I’d go to the ministries. I’d never present a denunciation in Ayacucho to the lower authorities, because they never paid attention, they never brought justice. I’d go directly to Lima instead. From Lima, they’d order the prefect or the subprefect to investigate the abuses the hacendados committed.



Llamojha’s comments reflect the realities of Peru’s highly centralized political system. With political power concentrated in Lima, it made sense for him to skip over relatively powerless regional authorities and take his complaints directly to the Lima-based ministries and government offices that had the authority to order investigations. In addition, many regional authorities were so closely connected to Ayacucho hacendados—by friendship, family ties, shared social status—that they were unlikely to take action against even the most abusive landowners.9

Most of Llamojha’s writings about Jhajhamarka are hidden from view: he helped the hacienda’s residents compose letters, but he didn’t affix his own name to these documents. For years, he kept his own personal archive, retaining a copy of every document he prepared. But soldiers seized that archive of invaluable papers during the violence of the 1980s, and it has almost certainly been destroyed. So the historian can only guess which of the many letters of complaint filling Ayacucho’s archives were written by Llamojha. One such document probably—but not certainly—written by him was a March 1948 letter to the Bureau of Indian Affairs.10 In this lengthy letter, a number of Jhajhamarka campesinos complain that they are treated “as if we were slaves.” They describe the unremunerated labor burdens placed on young children, women, and the elderly; they denounce the paltry salaries men receive; and they detail the hacendados’ routine seizure of tenants’ livestock. As the letter phrases it, “the wealth of these hacendados continues to increase, under the inhumane and slave-like exploitation of the Indians.”11 The letter also decries the hacendados’ violence against campesinos and asks that the hacienda’s lands be distributed among its tenants.12

Whether or not that particular letter was written by Llamojha, it is clear that he wrote most of the documents that were sent from Jhajhamarka during the late 1940s and the early 1950s. Even those unsympathetic to Llamojha stressed his role as a scribe. One police investigator wrote that Llamojha “was the one in charge of drafting memos or any other document that would be directed to the authorities.” The investigator added that as only Llamojha and another activist named Moisés Ayala were literate, they alone knew the contents of the letters Llamojha typed. As such, Llamojha was able to make “completely unfounded complaints” and accused Ernesto Cárdenas of “completely absurd things.”13 Those complaints fit into a much larger pattern of hacendados and regional authorities blaming “indios leídos” (literate Indians) for stirring up trouble over landownership and indigenous peasants’ rights in the early twentieth century.14 Driving home the importance of Llamojha’s writing, the investigator confiscated Llamojha’s documents as well as his pencil, his stamps and stamp pad, and, of course, his typewriter.15 Llamojha recalled:


The typewriter remained with the judge in the Cangallo court. When I got out of jail, I asked for my typewriter back. They said, “Bring us the receipt!” They wanted proof that I hadn’t stolen the machine.

Leoncio Fernández had to go to Lima to ask for the receipt, and then we went together to Cangallo to claim our little machine.

Leoncio said, “We always have to go together, damn it! I am not going to let you go alone.”



Jhajhamarka campesinos had many reasons to look to Llamojha for help. His literacy and knowledge of Peru’s governing system were invaluable resources for them. By serving as a scribe for largely illiterate Jhajhamarka campesinos, Llamojha enabled them to engage a political and legal system that was otherwise closed to them. It was not unusual for literate campesinos to assume such roles in their communities, composing petitions and letters for their neighbors and relatives.16 A letter signed by seventeen Jhajhamarka campesinos explained: “Manuel Llamocca, even though he is not a tenant on the hacienda, helps us with our complaints . . . and we sought him out because, as the majority of us are illiterate, we always need educated people who can write for us.”17 The same letter decried the fact that Llamojha had recently been arrested and badly beaten.

While most of the documents Llamojha wrote do not bear his name, one of the most important documents produced in Jhajhamarka does: he authored and signed the “Act of the Foundation of the Sharecroppers Union of the Ccaccamarca (Jhajhamarca) Hacienda,” which recorded the establishment of the Jhajhamarka tenants’ union in 1948, This document is worth quoting at length:


In the pueblo of Huampurque, part of the Jhajhamarca estate, the sharecroppers of said hacienda gathered in the home of Mr. Benedicto Prado. They utilized the abilities granted by Article 62 of the National Constitution with the goal of reaching a unanimous agreement to incorporate all of the sharecroppers of the Jhajhamarca hacienda who live as victims of abuses and long orphaned from light and justice under an inhumane and cruel yoke, without knowing the path of liberty and social justice enjoyed by men in Peru. Gathered together, the Indian sharecroppers stated that they yearn for justice and man’s right to live free from the chains of oppression.

The delegation of the community of Concepción de Chakamarka, which went to said place after being invited by the aforementioned sharecroppers, having clearly heard these Indians’ unanimous statement, proposed the formation of a sharecroppers’ union. The union would be the central base for supporting all the community members or sharecroppers of said hacienda against the injustices committed by the hacendados Carlos and Ernesto Cárdenas who, without any sort of consideration, inhumanely usufruct the Indians’ work. Those in attendance were in agreement with the Concepción delegates’ proposal, and they felt it advisable to establish the union immediately.18
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FIG. 2.3 Jhajhamarka peasants, Jhajhamarka, early 1950s. Courtesy of Proyecto Especial de Titulación de Tierras, Ayacucho.


This document is revealing in many different ways. Its reference to a specific article of the Peruvian constitution is a common feature of many of Llamojha’s writings. He explained:


I always walked around with the Peruvian political constitution. And I had the civil and penal codes. When I wrote documents, I always had to mention the key articles. I always had to write, “This article says this; it protects the peasantry.” That’s how I pestered the authorities.



A second feature of the document that demands attention is Llamojha’s use of the term yanaconas (sharecroppers). At first glance, Llamojha’s use of the label seems a curious choice: the term was most commonly used for workers on large commercial plantations, usually on the Peruvian coast. Campesinos like those in Jhajhamarka—indigenous peasants who held lands in usufruct in exchange for unpaid labor on a hacienda—were usually referred to as colonos (tenant farmers).19 Even a police investigator sent to Jhajhamarka commented that “the condition of sharecropping does not exist on said estate, but rather tenants.”20 Yet the decision to label the organization a “sharecroppers union” was no accident. Using the term sharecroppers allowed Llamojha to insert Jhajhamarka peasants into the framework of the new Ley de Yanaconaje (Sharecropping Law). This 1947 law protected sharecroppers from eviction, promised better working conditions, and made written contracts mandatory.21

Llamojha’s work with Jhajhamarka campesinos garnered much attention from the hacendados Ernesto and Carlos Cárdenas and from regional authorities sympathetic to the landowners. A police investigator sent to Jhajhamarka charged that Llamojha, “in his eagerness to cause every sort of difficulty for the hacienda’s owners, made the Indian tenants believe that they would obtain the possession of the estate by forming a Sharecroppers Union. To that end, he gathered all the people of Jhajhamarka together and proceeded to form a supposed union.”22 The investigator insisted that such an act was illegal, as the campesinos had neither sought nor received authorization from the proper authorities.23 He accused Llamojha of cheating Jhajhamarka campesinos of money by means of a “visibly malicious” claim of collecting funds for the hacienda’s purchase.24 A civil guard corporal, in turn, accused Llamojha and his fellow activist Moisés Ayala of threatening the lives of the Cárdenas brothers and using intimidation “to usurp their lands.”25

Many of the documents I encountered—including the letter quoted above—mentioned Moisés Ayala, a peasant activist from the nearby La Colpa hacienda. I asked Llamojha to tell me about him.


Yes, Moisés Ayala. He’s the one who started to organize the struggle in Jhajhamarka, in 1947. In ’48, with me, we continued the fight together. But when they started to take us prisoner, he backed down. He wouldn’t get involved.



Llamojha also spoke at length about the repression that led Ayala to retreat. It was both brutal and dehumanizing, treating Llamojha, Ayala, and Jhajhamarka campesinos like animals rather than people.


We began the struggle in January, and in the month of May, the police came here and detained me; they arrested fifteen people. The hacendados had made a written denunciation against me, saying that I had threatened their lives. The police arrived when we were in an assembly. But they didn’t grab us right then; they came at night instead. The campesinos had fallen asleep, because they’d started to drink after the assembly. I was tipsy, too, and I fell asleep, using my typewriter as my pillow! When I woke up, they had taken my typewriter, and they were tying me up with straps used for pigs. They grabbed me by the neck and then they took me.

The two Cárdenases were there, and one of them started to beat me on the path. Because it was night, nobody could see anything in the dark. They took sixteen of us prisoner, tied us up like pigs. On the path, the hacendado started to hit me. A civil guard—he was a really good guy—jumped to my defense.

He yelled at the hacendado, “You’re being abusive! Why do you have to hit him? He’s a prisoner! You have no reason to raise your hand against him!”

We arrived at the hacienda house and they put the fifteen others in the hallway of the hacienda house. They put me in the jail where they used to put slaves, just a tiny room. They had hooks on the wall. In colonial times, they’d hang slaves from the hooks and they’d brand them on the back with a hot iron. I saw the branding iron hanging on the wall. I thought maybe they were going to brand me! That’s where they kept me. I was detained for four days in there.

The hacendado ordered the civil guards not to give me food or a bed. But there was a really good guard, he was from Andahuaylas. At night, he brought me a mattress, food.

“Don’t worry, I’m here,” he said.

He brought me the mattress and food at eleven or twelve at night. Then, early, at four or five in the morning, he came to get the mattress back.

“Give me your mattress! The patrón [landlord] is going to come,” he said. I gave it back to him, and then I was left on the floor, shivering. The landlord came at six or seven. He came and he opened the window.

“And? How are you? Did you sleep well?”

“Yes, I slept well.” He didn’t know that I’d slept on a bed!



This recollection introduces us to two sympathetic policemen, or civil guards. Such figures pop up again and again in Llamojha’s life stories. There are two explanations for this recurrent theme. One has to do with his persona: he is a warm, relatively soft-spoken man, full of stories and laughter. He is also quite short in stature, even in comparison to other Andean men. It is not hard to imagine that he inspired a great deal of sympathy, even in the individuals responsible for arresting or guarding him. The second explanation has to do with politics: like many persons sympathetic to socialist ideas, Llamojha probably saw policemen as members of the working class and thus as potential allies in the broader class struggle against the capitalist elite. His life stories thus serve to emphasize that point.


We were there [in the hacienda house] for four days, and on the fifth day, they transferred all the prisoners to Ayacucho. We stayed in the police station in Ayacucho for twelve days while they took our statements. Each statement took almost the whole day, and there were lots of us. The accusation that the Jhajhamarka hacendados made against me was that I was passing myself off as a priest, and that I walked from pueblo to pueblo, marrying and baptizing people. They had captured me in Jhajhamarka with my Latin, Spanish, and Quechua religious books. So, I was interrogated about this every day. And on the last day, they took me to the Ayacucho bishopric.

Three officials took me in chains. It was funny. Each time I remember it, it makes me laugh. They brought me before the bishop in chains!

They presented me to the bishop.

“Mr. Bishop, we’re bringing you an individual who has passed himself off as a priest.”

The bishop looked at me. “You passed yourself off as a priest?”

“No, not me.”

“Where’s your cassock?”

“I don’t have a cassock!”

The bishop looked at all my books. “Why do you have these books? Where did you take them from?”

“They’re my books! I’m a cantor and I play the organ. I always travel through pueblos, I play the organ. I help priests celebrate mass. That’s why I walk around with my books. I walk through all the pueblos, I lead processions in fiestas,” I said to him.

“You lead processions?”

“Yes, I lead processions. When there are no priests, I lead.”

He thought for a moment.

He gave me my book. “All right, let’s see. Read Latin!”

So, I read Latin.

“All right, sing!”

So, I sang in Latin. I read correctly in Latin, there was no problem. Then, another book.

“All right, sing in Latin!”

I sang. Then, another book, too. “Let’s see, sing a mass!” I sang and I sang. Then, he took out an organ, a small, portable one.

“Let’s see, play for me!”

So I played.

And then the bishop said to the police, “He is a cantor and a musician. Why did you bring him to me?” I had passed all the tests!

But they kept my books. My books are still imprisoned by the courts. When they took me prisoner in Jhajhamarka with my books, they took me with everything, and my books are still in the court. They’re under life imprisonment!



When Llamojha talked about Jhajhamarka in our interviews, he emphasized that the charges against him centered on accusations of impersonating a priest. Those accusations are preserved in archival documents. The regional inspector for the Bureau of Indian Affairs asserted: “to attract sympathies, he [Llamojha] pretends to be the parish priest of Vischongo, he keeps a special religious book, he expedites baptismal certificates, and he makes all the Indians believe that the estate will be divided up.”26 A police investigator made the same accusation, claiming that Llamojha tried to deceive Jhajhamarka’s peasants by carrying around books for mass, issuing baptismal certificates, and passing himself off as a priest. Because of these efforts, the investigator asserted, “the majority of the Indians blindly obey the instructions they receive to obstruct or somehow bring about damage to the owners of the hacienda.”27

The archives also show that these charges against Llamojha were not entirely spurious. Nested between letters and documents about the Jhajhamarka case lies a handwritten letter from “Manuel J. Llamojha Mitman, Parish Priest of the Doctrine of Vischongo, of the Vicariate of Cangallo, of the Dioceses of Ayacucho.” The letter certifies the existence of a young man’s baptismal certificate in the parish archive, and the certificate is signed with Llamojha’s name, with the word “PARROCO” (parish priest) stamped under it. If someone faked don Manuel’s looping, elegant handwriting and intricate signature, they did an exceptionally good job.28 Although Llamojha’s maternal surname, Mitma, is misspelled as “Mitman,” he often added this n to his name during the 1940s, likely reflecting an experiment with Quechua orthography. When I shared this document with Llamojha and asked if he had ever forged baptism certificates for campesinos in need, he laughingly admitted it. He replied,


Yes, if they couldn’t find them and urgently needed them, I’d make them. I did wedding certificates, other documents for matters with the ministry. That’s what my life was like. I saved many people this way.



Llamojha also very much conceptualized himself as a religious man and carried out many of the roles linked with the priesthood.


Christ fought this way, too. That’s why he was crucified. He taught about the struggle, about how we should struggle. I followed that teaching. I went around to the pueblos, always teaching catechism. Like Christ, I made people pray and I led religious processions. So, the hacendados denounced me, saying I was trying to pass myself off as a priest.



Although the archival record includes charges against Llamojha for impersonating a priest, they are overshadowed by the accusations that he was a communist. Here, context is especially important. As noted, in 1948 Peruvians found themselves living in the international situation of the Cold War, with increasing tensions between communist and anticommunist regimes and their sympathizers. General Manuel Odría outlawed Peru’s Communist Party after the October 1948 coup, and anticommunism became a versatile tool in Peru. Churchmen, Peru’s economic elites, and even average citizens used accusations of communism to tarnish reputations and dismiss demands for socioeconomic justice. Members of the increasingly conservative APRA likewise voiced sharp anticommunist sentiment, distinguishing themselves from communists to try to bolster their own power.29 Llamojha’s critics used the ideas of the Cold War against him, framing his actions in Jhajhamarka as those of a determined Communist Party militant.

A police investigator charged that Llamojha and Ayala carried out clandestine meetings on the Jhajhamarka hacienda, instructing tenants on the “hostile attitudes that they should adopt against the landlords” and misleading the tenants to believe that they would be able to evict the hacendados. The investigator stressed that Llamojha and Ayala’s goals were “inspired by the ‘Communist Party’” and that they were attempting to mislead Jhajhamarka’s indigenous peasants, “maliciously trying to confuse Community with Communism.”30 The same investigator argued that the two men’s “communist ideas” had led them to “inculcate subversive actions in Indians’ minds, like not recognizing legal norms and absenteeism at work.”31

A civil guard corporal made similar assertions, accusing Llamojha, Ayala, and a Jhajhamarka campesino named Teodoro Illanéz of “obeying orders and directives of communist bosses in Lima.”32 This corporal reported that he and the hacendado Carlos Cárdenas had unwittingly interrupted a meeting of over fifty Jhajhamarka tenants, led by Llamojha and a campesino named Manuel Huaytalla. The corporal reported that the meeting’s participants were drunk and reacted insolently, so he and Cárdenas quickly left. Then, the corporal reported, “they once again started to insult us, threatening to kill us, and at the same time saying vivas [long live!] to the Communist Party. It is known that Manuel Llamocca, Manuel Huaytalla, and Moisés Ayala are agents sent by Lima communists.”33 Even the regional inspector for the Bureau of Indian Affairs levied these sorts of accusations. He characterized Llamojha as a “communist agitator and propagandist of anarchist tendencies.” He added that Jhajhamarka was an “estate where communists make a pernicious labor against the rights of property and social peace.”34

There is no compelling evidence that Llamojha actually belonged to the Communist Party at this point in time. He insisted in our interviews that he never belonged to any political party. Moreover, the Communist Party was relatively weak in Ayacucho and throughout Peru during the 1940s.35 The most damning “evidence” of Llamojha’s communist sympathies came from two typed letters supposedly found among his possessions.36 The first is addressed to Cupertino de la Cruz, a Jhajhamarka resident living in Lima. It reads:

COPY

Ccaccamarca, May 1st 1948

Mr. Cupertino de la Cruz:

Lima.

On a special task for our comuneros [community members], I am informing you that we have advanced our labors significantly, and we will soon be a pueblo, because we have named our authorities and also named our delegates, such as Antonio Prado, Bruno Prado, Modesto Lahuana, Hipólito Lahuana, Alejandro Cisneros, Marcelo Cisneros and others that I will soon send you. Now, my friend, the people are ready to act against the Cárdenas brothers in active form, for we are determined to hang them and repeat the heroic attitude of our ancestors and in this way impose our communist desires, for which the party will congratulate us. Do not forget to continue the efforts with our friends and continue the tasks. Long live our party! We will see you soon, when we receive you in our pueblo, Ccaccamarca.

(Signed)

Manuel J. Llamocca Mitma37

The next letter, dated just one week later, was addressed to Llamojha’s fellow activist in Jhajhamarka, Moisés Ayala.

(COPY)

Ccaccamarca, May 8, 1948

Mr. Moises Ayala.

Ayacucho:

Dear brother Moises:

As you have not written me anything of the commission we have given you, we are sending you this card to find out if you have achieved what we thought about regarding Bernardina Cisneros and if you have seen our communist friends in Ayacucho. I ask because I am advancing our work a great deal and believe that within a few days, we will be yelling out a viva to our party with our other brothers, and already in our pueblo of Ccaccamarca.

Ernesto’s brother has arrived with two civil guards. He appeared at our location the other night, but we made him run. I mocked them and all the people applauded me, celebrating my conduct.

Send me news and some propaganda to continue my work.

Until soon, brother.

M. Llamocca Mitan

These letters are fakes. Not only do they lack the usual grace and style of Llamojha’s writing; they also use the traditional spelling of Jhajhamarka.38 Even more telling, the letters actually misspell Llamojha’s surname. When I shared copies of these letters with him, he commented:


I couldn’t talk about politics like that. I wouldn’t talk like that. Maybe it was from Castillo, or Raúl Agüero, to implicate me. Or maybe Joaquín Chávez.



Those men were abusive authorities in Concepción, and Llamojha had protracted conflicts with them. In other documents from the 1940s, Llamojha also stressed the apolitical nature of the sharecroppers’ union. He wrote that the union “at its core, does not treat questions of partisan politics, which can be the cause of divisionism in the social organization.”39

The very existence of these fake letters, however, is revealing. They show both the determination and perhaps even the desperation of the Cárdenas hacendados and their allies in their fight against Llamojha. These letters also show that his opponents felt accusations of communism were the most effective means of discrediting him; they could just as easily have composed letters describing his plans for personal enrichment and gain. “Communist” was an easy and effective accusation to hurl against him, and he faced it repeatedly over the long course of his political career. Further, by casting him and Ayala as communists, hacendados and authorities were relying on established, racialized tropes about “outside agitators” generating trouble among naïve indigenous peasants, tropes that effectively dismissed Jhajhamarka campesinos’ agency and their desires for significant socioeconomic change.

When Llamojha shared his stories about Jhajhamarka, he repeatedly mentioned a person named Luis Medina.


Luis Medina was a person who was half deaf, but he headed the struggle. He was an illiterate man, but he was very brave. He didn’t pay attention to anyone, not even the police! He ordered the police around.

He was the delegate whom we sent from Jhajhamarka with petitions to present in Lima. On his way back, they detained him at one of the checkpoints and they brought him to the Ayacucho jail where we were.

The next day, the police freed him.

The police said, “Get out of here already! You’re free!”

But he didn’t want to leave. “I will leave with them,” he said.

He didn’t want to leave for anything! So the police lifted him up and threw him in the street. Two police grabbed his legs, and others grabbed his hands, taking him, carrying him in the air to the streets.

He came back. “I will not leave! I’ll only leave together with them!” he said.

We finally said, “Go! Leave! Better yet, because they’re going to take us to Cangallo, you’ll have to bring us food.”



Llamojha’s comment about food reflected the fact that in most Peruvian jails, prisoners had to rely on outside friends and relatives to bring them their daily meals. He recalled the conditions in the Cangallo jail:


After the bishop’s, they made me return to jail, and then they transferred all of us to the Cangallo jail. I was in jail six months, alone now. The rest had been released. They accused me of being a communist priest. That’s what it said in the accusation, in the file. “Communist priest, to be captured,” it said.
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FIG. 2.4 Luis Medina (center), Jhajhamarka, 1952. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.


I was treated well in the Cangallo jail. There was a guard, he was like a brother to me. Right there, he brought me his table, he lent me his typewriter. Using his typewriter, I wrote up defenses for the prisoners. I wrote documents requesting their freedom. Some were in there for no good reason, because of slander. I sent these documents to Cangallo authorities, others went to Ayacucho.

After six months, someone came from Jhajhamarka. He got me out, paying bail. I think he paid 120 soles to get me out on bail. He got me out and took me to Jhajhamarka. There, I began to prepare more documents, I got people to sign them, and then I left for Lima. I took these papers to the ministry and presented them, so that they would come to Jhajhamarka to investigate. With this struggle, we lowered the hacendados’ morale.



The fight for Jhajhamarka wound down after an extended strike in which campesinos withheld their labor services from the Cárdenas hacendados. This strike proved a major economic blow to the landlords.


I proposed to the campesinos that they go on strike, that nobody go to work on the hacienda. So, they carried out a strike. That strike lasted one year. The hacendados didn’t have anyone to work for them, the campesinos were working for themselves. So the Cárdenas brothers withdrew. They went to Lima and the campesinos took possession of the hacienda. The campesinos took it without purchasing it. The pueblo was left with the hacienda, and they have it to this day. I got a piece, too. They gave me an alfalfa field.



The strike Llamojha described began around 1951, and he worked actively with Jhajhamarka campesinos until 1952. Although the Cárdenas hacendados effectively abandoned the Jhajhamarka hacienda in the late 1950s, leaving its tenants in control, the community’s legal standing remained ambiguous and contested until 1977, when the government formally recognized its status as an official campesino community.40 While the struggle for Jhajhamarka began to wind down in the 1950s, fights over land rights and hacendado abuses began exploding in other parts of Peru’s Andean sierra. Llamojha was well positioned to play a leading role in those struggles because of the important experience he had gained in the fight for Jhajhamarka. His work there marked the starting point of his labors as a campesino activist.





THREE

“Jail Was Like My Home”

FIGHTING FOR CONCEPCIÓN, 1952 – 1961


“I was always in the struggle,” Llamojha asserted. “I didn’t abandon it, even for a day.” From 1952 until 1961, he dedicated himself to defending his indigenous community from the abuses of local hacendados and district authorities. During these years, he would often tie his typewriter to his back and walk to nearby communities to assist them in their own struggles for land. His help was sorely needed, as conflicts between indigenous peasants and hacendados were growing more and more common—and more and more heated—across Peru’s Andean sierra region during the late 1950s. Peasants in Cuzco’s La Convención Valley, for example, formed a union and then went on strike, demanding much greater control over the lands they worked. In 1959 one of the most serious land conflicts to that date exploded in the central Andean region Pasco, when campesinos seized a portion of a hacienda they felt rightfully belonged to them. Numerous other land invasions—or land recuperations, as sympathizers called them—followed.1

Llamojha plunged into the work of defending Concepción by seeking election to his community’s village council. He quickly became embroiled in a series of heated conflicts with district and regional authorities and with the hacendados who encroached on Concepción’s lands. He used his talents as a writer throughout these struggles, and his enemies repeatedly tried to turn his intellectual work against him, accusing him of duplicity, forgery, and even counterfeiting money. Until Peru transitioned back to democracy in 1956, he fought these battles in a national context of authoritarian military rule, but his experiences show that local authoritarianism was just as significant. He repeatedly confronted district-level government authorities who racially denigrated him and his supporters as upstart Indians, even though these authorities were themselves of rural, indigenous origins.

Llamojha’s stories about the 1950s—a particularly underresearched decade in Latin American history—expose some of the painful personal costs of political activism.2 Although he made many daring escapes from the police, he also endured repeated imprisonments and terrible mistreatment. He was forced to go into hiding and even had to fake his own death. And he did not bear those difficulties alone: his family was devastated each time he was jailed, his children and wife missed him terribly when he traveled away from home or was in hiding, and they suffered financially because his activist work carried no salary. Llamojha himself rarely speaks of the difficulties associated with activism, stressing instead the virtue of complete dedication to the search for social justice. That complete devotion, however, generated its own significant troubles.

Positions of Authority

In 1950, while the struggle for Jhajhamarka was ongoing, Llamojha and doña Esther witnessed the birth of their first child, Hilda.


During my wife’s pregnancy, I went to work on a hacienda near here.3 When I came back, she gave birth. I wanted a little boy, but we had a girl. Two years later, my son [Walter] was born.



Shortly thereafter Llamojha moved back to Lima, and he remained there until 1955.


After three years in Concepción, I returned to Lima. I had to go back and present documents to the ministry. And I stayed in Lima, working at the central railway station. I called my wife to come, too.

I started off as a mechanic’s assistant at the railway station, but then they moved me to the document reception office, and I worked there as an assistant to the secretary. I would have kept working there, except that we were in a mess with the hacendados. The struggle had started in Concepción and I was worried.

Community authorities in Concepción weren’t interested. Sure, they took an interest at first, but then they got frightened by the threat of jail, and they stopped fighting. The first leaders who were named in 1944 weren’t good for anything. Worse still, one of them betrayed the pueblo and joined with the Ayrabamba hacienda. Others entered the community presidency, but then they couldn’t leave their chores, because to fight, you have to leave everything and devote yourself to the struggle.

That’s why I came back. We were in Lima for three and a half years. Then, we went back to Concepción again. I had to come back and lead the struggle.



On his return to Concepción in 1955, Llamojha began working alongside his local allies to organize elections for a new village council (junta comunal). Community members would vote for the village council, and a representative from the Bureau of Indian Affairs would then ratify the election and formally appoint the chosen authorities: a community president, a secretary, and a personero legal, or indigenous community legal representative.4 The personero legal acted on behalf of community members in all official matters, representing the community in legal disputes and petitions for government intervention. It was the ideal position for Llamojha, given his talents for composing legal documents and writing compelling letters of protest.


The personero is the one who represents Concepción, the community. He represents them before the authorities. Back then, the ministry used to name them. The ministry would send commissions to preside over the elections for personero.



The right to elect village councils was one of the most important benefits held by officially recognized indigenous communities. In a national context of widespread disenfranchisement because of exclusionary literacy requirements, and in a highly centralized system where departmental, provincial, and district authorities were appointed rather than elected, the elections for village councils were unusually participatory in the Peruvian context. All male heads of families—regardless of their literacy—were allowed to vote.5 The first step in convening elections for the village council was to form a provisional directing junta to organize and oversee the elections.


I came back here to Concepción in ’55, and we began the struggle. Without me, the people didn’t move. The people were united. There were only three malditos [damned ones] who served the hacendados. I returned and organized the masses here, in the community.

The very next day after I arrived, four people came from the Ayrabamba hacienda.

They came to my house and said, “How can we possibly be so disorganized? We are going to form an association.”

I said to them, “There’s no need to form an organization; the community is already officially recognized. What we really have to do is get the community to name a provisional directing junta.”

We signed an agreement and pledged to fight until the end. That’s what we did! These people followed through, and they didn’t abandon me. Once we had formed the junta, we agreed to spend one week summoning everyone. For one week, they ran about, calling on people to attend the assembly.



As Llamojha spoke about this assembly and the provisional directing junta, he offered more detail about the three men he often described as being “against the community.”


These three people weren’t even from the pueblo. This is the hacendados’ secret. Back then, the hacendados dominated all the pueblos. They’re the ones who put their people into power. Their secret agents, one could say. In collusion with government authorities, the hacendados would impose people from other places on each pueblo. These three people: Joaquín Chávez was from Huanta, Raúl Agüero was from Andahuaylas. The other one, Grimaldo Castillo, his dad was from Huamanga.6 They were the bosses and eternal authorities. They never left their posts: governor, judge, municipal agent. These men, not any others, were always the authorities.

They’re the ones who informed to the municipalities, to the provinces. They were against the pueblo, servants of the hacendados. They were the ones who told the hacendados how many cattle there were in the community. They [Castillo, Agüero, and Chávez] informed the province so that the province could charge people fees. I didn’t have even a single cow, but they reported that I had fifty-three cows! And then authorities came to charge me. That’s how it was. They did all of this; they were incredible. They were really against the pueblo.

They said very clearly, “We have to screw the pueblo.” That’s how these three talked. That’s how they were.



Llamojha’s description of these three men reflects a common experience in rural Peru during the twentieth century. Unlike the elected indigenous community authorities, positions of formal government authority at the district level—posts like that of governor, lieutenant governor, justice of the peace, and municipal agent—were all appointed rather than elected posts until 1963.7 The department prefect placed individuals in power, often ignoring community members’ desires, and it was in his power to appoint individuals from outside the local district, as frequently occurred. More often than not, these appointed district authorities were among the wealthiest residents of the area. Even though they were commonly of rural, indigenous descent, their marginally greater wealth, their literacy, and their privileged position of power led them to self-identify as “non-Indian” and pejoratively racialize average community members as “Indians.” Complaints against highly abusive district authorities fill Ayacucho’s archives, but provincial, departmental, and national authorities rarely paid attention to these protests and frequently reappointed the same men. Campesinos’ frustration with these abusive district authorities stands out as one of the key features of twentieth-century politics in rural Ayacucho.8

Llamojha recalled how Concepción’s three abusive district authorities, Castillo, Agüero, and Chávez, angrily resisted community members’ efforts to elect a new personero legal:


In the first assembly, we gathered and we asked them to come, but they didn’t want to go.

They said, “We haven’t called this assembly! Why would we go to an assembly of Indians?”

Well, fine. We gladly carried out our meeting. After that, we named our provisional directing junta. Then, with the new provisional junta, we formally requested that the election of a personero legal be carried out by ministerial order.

We communicated with Lima, and the ministry replied, saying, “On this day, this date, the inspector of Indian affairs will come. He will preside over the election.”

The Ayacucho inspector of Indian affairs communicated with us, answering from Ayacucho. His letter said, “This memo has reached us. The Ayacucho inspector of Indian affairs is going to come on such-and-such day.”

Because he was governor, Agüero got the letter.

“Who do you think you are, calling the inspector?” he asked. “There’s no chance he will come, no chance he’ll pay attention to you! I am the one who has to call him to come! He is going to stay at my house. You don’t even have a place to house him!”

He read the memo, threw it on the floor, and started to crush it with his foot. He started to stomp on the memo! I left. That night, I informed the provisional junta in an assembly. Demetrio Gutiérrez was there. He was an employee of the Ayrabamba hacienda, but he fought for Concepción. He was really gutsy!

“Caramba! How could the governor do this? We have to denounce the governor,” Demetrio Gutiérrez said. Then he said, “I have a house! We are going to have the inspector stay there. How could that damned governor say we don’t have a house?”

On the appointed day, we sent a delegation to Pampa Cangallo to meet the inspector. On the way here, the delegation told the inspector what these three district authorities were like.

Because the inspector had been told about what life in the pueblo was like, he said, “I will have our authorities, the envarados [customary indigenous authorities who enforced moral order in indigenous communities], here alongside me.”

The envarados were the local police, the pueblo’s police.9

The next day, the inspector was eating breakfast with the envarados at his side. The envarados were there with their bastones [ceremonial staffs of authority]. When they were eating their breakfast, these three authorities came through the front door.

“Mr. Inspector! How can you be here in this house? You should have come to my house!” the governor said.

“Mr. Governor, I am in a house; I’m not in the street. I’m in a house, with my police at my side. So, Mr. Governor, please wait for me outside, because I am going to finish my breakfast.”

The inspector then went the town hall, accompanied by the envarados. It was lovely! They got to the town hall and they started to put the names of the candidates for personero legal on the chalk board. There I was, number one. Governor Agüero came from his house when I was leading the vote.

He said, “Mr. Inspector! I cannot permit this Indian to become the legal representative! This Indian doesn’t know how to read, he isn’t even from the pueblo. I don’t know where he came from.”

The inspector told him to go to hell! “Mr. Governor! You are in charge in your house, not here! Go home!”

So, the governor left in a rage. He entered his home and he grabbed a chair, threw it to the ground, and started to stamp his feet in rage. The inspector had put these three authorities in their place.

This is how the election was. I won the election, as legal representative. Those three men were enraged.



In many communities, these kinds of abusive district authorities ranked among the wealthiest local peasants, owning larger plots of land than their neighbors or melding agricultural work with other forms of paid employment, like teaching positions or store ownership. When I asked Llamojha if this was the case with Castillo, Agüero, and Chávez, he said no. Instead, what set these men apart from their neighbors was their schooling.


It was that they had an education—Agüero had a high-school education, Chávez just had elementary, and Castillo had just four years of elementary. Castillo thought of himself as being like God around here, as being of a superior race. He thought he was better than all the people from here, and that’s why he treated us like Indians. He thought ill of us, and that’s why the pueblo didn’t get along well with him, or with the three of them.



Noting his frequent mentions of anti-indigenous prejudice, I asked Llamojha if racism was a major problem in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.


Yes, it was serious, both here in the pueblo itself and on the haciendas. The dominant ones, the hacendados, treated us in the worst way, insulting us.

“Indians! Outlaw Indians!” they’d say. That’s how they treated us.

They always said that we were of different blood, of a different race.



Llamojha also explained that such racist ideas even worked their way into his own family. He described his sister Donatilda:


She was very cold.

She would say to me, “What are you involved in? The people, the Indians, what are they going to do for you?”

“You’re Indian, too!” I’d say.

She was white, really white-skinned. When she was little, my dad really liked her, he didn’t ever want her to cry. That’s why she lived so proudly. She didn’t even want to look at us.



Despite the concerted opposition of Concepción’s three abusive district authorities, Llamojha began serving as Concepción’s personero legal in 1956. He described his duties:


As personero legal, I had to represent the community and go to the authorities, to the ministries, bringing reports about the community, because it was in a fight with neighboring hacendados over our borders. I complained that the authorities shouldn’t support the hacendados who had taken over sixteen hundred hectares of land belonging to Concepción. I always acted in defense of all the pueblos that belonged to the province of Vilcashuamán; I walked around everywhere.

As personero, I started to fight against the hacendados’ abuses. I presented the denunciations myself. I didn’t need a lawyer, because I had trained myself well. Buying books, reading the laws, I learned everything and I composed the documents myself.



As personero legal, Llamojha actively defended Concepción’s indigenous peasants in their conflicts with the neighboring hacendados Elodia Vassallo de Parodi, her son César Parodi, Alfonso Martinelli, Juan Echegaray, and Abel Alfaro. Each of these hacendados encroached on Concepción’s lands, forced Concepción’s campesinos to work hacienda lands and labor in hacienda homes without payment, and unjustly seized community members’ animals. The kinds of abuses they perpetrated were commonplace among hacendados of the era. Llamojha had much to say about these landowners. Note that Llamojha mentions campesinos referring to these hacendados as papá (father) and, in Elodia Vassallo de Parodi’s case, mamá (mother). Those labels reflected long-standing patterns of deferential respect and, more important, indigenous peasants’ attempts to evoke feelings of paternalism (or maternalism) in hacendados and thereby limit abuses.


Elodia was the principal leader of the hacendados, the strongest force. Eight days after my first election as personero, she sent me a letter from Ayrabamba saying, “Now that you are legal representative, we are going to come to an agreement. First, you have to go to Lima and sign a document.”

She had made the first two Concepción personeros sign a ministerial document promising to send people to work on the Ayrabamba hacienda for free for one month. The whole community, all the community members, had to work. The women had to go and do domestic service in the hacienda’s house. These papers in the ministry said all of this. The personero who started new in the post had to sign this document. Elodia sent me a letter saying this.

She also tried to buy me off. She sent that letter with a bag of oranges and six bottles of aguardiente [sugarcane alcohol]. And she promised to buy me a house and find me work in a government ministry.

I answered the letter saying, “Ma’am, we do not live on the hacienda. We live in our community. No one is going to go to work for free. You have to pay. You have to follow through with your duty. In addition, you should not carry out hierbaje. This has been prohibited,” I said.

So she presented a denunciation against Concepción, saying that the Indians of Concepción and Jhajhamarka had invaded Ayrabamba to destroy it. She claimed that the house was completely gone and that there was no sugarcane left, that we had burned everything.

It was a lie. So, I went to Lima to present a denunciation against Ayrabamba. When I was about to return, I found out there was an order for my arrest. There were all sorts of checkpoints with orders to arrest me, so I couldn’t go back to Concepción. So I sent a telegram to my mom, to my wife, and to a relative who was in Ayacucho, saying that I had died. They believed it was true!

I sent that telegram in order to be able to travel freely! Here in Concepción, they rang the church bells for my death and they held a wake with my clothing [a traditional Andean religious practice known as the pacha vela]. I had a cousin in Ayacucho, he got my death announced on the radio. All the court authorities found out and they believed that I was dead, so they lifted the order for my arrest! So I came back in peace. You have to carry out these kinds of intrigues!

When I arrived, those three people who were against me, they informed Ayrabamba, the hacienda.

They said, “The dead man has been resuscitated!”

“Ask the authorities to capture him!”

So, they presented a document to the authorities in Vischongo, saying that the dead man had come back to life! Vischongo then informed the Cangallo subprefecture, saying that the dead man had been resurrected! Elodia likewise filed a complaint against me, denouncing me for actions against the public faith.



The denunciations from the hacendada Elodia Vassallo de Parodi were so serious that Llamojha had to contact lawyers, an action that cost him a significant amount of money. He recalled that the lawyers told him:


“There is an order for your capture! The situation is grave! You have to hide in Lima for seven years!” they said to me.

“Why would I hide for seven years? I haven’t done anything.”

“But your mamá Elodia has denounced you, saying that you have destroyed the hacienda house. So, you have to go into hiding for seven years. We can’t get you out. Anyway, the court is closed until the 18th of March,” they said. “So, if you want to turn yourself over to the court, you have to hide until they reopen.”

So, I went to Huanta.



After a few months of hiding in the northern Ayacucho city of Huanta, Llamojha went to the city of Ayacucho to present himself before the courts. The story he narrates of this experience reveals his frustration with Peru’s notoriously slow criminal justice system. It was not unusual for trials to drag on for years, and court inaction sometimes left accused individuals stuck in wretched jails for extended periods, even years, without convictions.10 Llamojha tried to circumvent a long preliminary wait in jail by simply going straight to the courts.


When they opened the court, I went to turn myself in. The denunciation was serious.

“I’ve come because of the denunciation.” I said.

“Go turn yourself in at the police post!”

“But here is the denunciation. The arrest order came from here, so that’s why I’ve come.”

“Go turn yourself in at the police post, so they can arrest you!”

I didn’t want to go. I went to the court daily, for four or five days, but nothing happened! They didn’t want to take my statement.

“Go to the police post! Go to the police post,” they said to me.

It was a Friday afternoon; it was five o’clock and everyone was getting ready to leave. I entered the court and said, “Please take my statement. Today is Friday, and I have to leave the city.”

“Go on, go turn yourself in at the police post.”

“Why would I turn myself in there, when I have the denunciation right here?”

Because they didn’t want to do it, because they were getting ready to leave, I said, “Fine, then, sir. I am going to leave a deposition, please allow me to use the typewriter.” So, I sat down at the typewriter and put in the paper to write a deposition.

“You! Who are you to grab the typewriter?”

“You won’t attend to me, so I have to do it myself!”

“Fine. Go and get your lawyer.”

I went down and got my lawyer. He started to take my statement in relation to the denunciation. I gave my statement about the invasion of Ayrabamba. It took a long time, from five until eight o’clock at night. I explained what had happened with the false denunciation about the destruction of the Ayrabamba hacienda. I clarified all of this. After that, it was eight at night, and they sent me to jail.



As Llamojha continued his story, he highlighted his own morality and honor, stressing that he did not evade imprisonment despite his obvious opportunity to do so.


Because it was already nighttime, they sent me to look for the police.

“Go, look for police who can take you to the jail!”

So I went and looked. There weren’t any close by. I found a police officer down at the corner.

“Come! They’re calling for you in the court,” I said.

“What are they calling me for?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

At the court, they said, “Take this young man to jail.” They gave him a document and he took me to jail.

Then the policeman said to me, “You came and got me for this! Why didn’t you escape?”

“Why would I escape?”



Llamojha remained imprisoned for a month, and he returned to Concepción on his release, probably in early 1958.11 To get back to Concepción, he needed to find a vehicle headed in that direction, or he would face a very long, grueling walk that would take several days to complete. As he told the story of his return, describing a subterfuge involving Elodia Vassallo’s son, César Parodi, he emphasized both his cunning and the helpful collaboration of others, two key themes that run through many of his stories.


I was in jail a month in the Ayacucho prison. They went and investigated, but they didn’t find any evidence of an invasion in Ayrabamba. Instead, they found that everything was in order—the house and the cane fields were still there—so I was set free.

I left the jail to come back to Concepción, but there was no way to get back home. Ayrabamba’s chauffeur was in Ayacucho, and he saw me and asked me, “What are you doing here?”

I said to him, “I’m leaving jail, but I don’t have any way to get back. The car left without me.”

“Here’s the Ayrabamba car. Let’s go,” he said to me. But the owner [César Parodi] was there.

“The owner is going to see me!” I said.

“He won’t see you. You’ll ride on top and I’ll cover you with a canopy. He’s going to go inside the car so he won’t see you.”

So, I climbed up and they took me to Ayrabamba. When we arrived in Ayrabamba, the owner got out and then I came down from on top of the car. He didn’t see me!



After the conflict with Elodia Vassallo de Parodi, an even more serious dispute erupted in April 1959 with the hacendado Abel Alfaro, owner of the Mejorada hacienda. Llamojha described Alfaro:


He was really liked by the pueblo. Everything was very good and the pueblo was fine with him. But then he started to plant a piece of land that belonged to Concepción. He wanted to take over the terrain from this zone, so he plowed it with seven teams of oxen and planted wheat. The whole community rose up.

The women were the bravest. The women immediately got involved and demanded that the people uproot this planting. We uprooted it and planted barley. So Alfaro started a lawsuit, accusing us of an armed attack.

Alfaro brought five police officers to his hacienda. That night, one of the hacienda workers came to warn me.

This worker came and told me, “Alfaro has brought police; they’re going to come and capture you tomorrow.”

In the morning, while I was watching, the police came down to Concepción on horseback. Back behind this house, there is a big tree, a molle tree, and I climbed it. The police entered our house, looked around, got the kids out of bed, and the kids started crying, screaming. The police broke everything that they found. Everything. They even threw the table onto the floor. They climbed the hill to look for me, but they couldn’t find me.

They went from house to house, they went all the way up the hill, but I was hidden in my tree. At three that afternoon, they left the governor’s house and they entered a store on the corner and started drinking.

I was really angry, so I climbed down from my tree and went to go and ring the church bell, so that people would come out of their homes and start to gather. I turned up the street and a woman saw me.

“Here he is! He’s escaping!” she said.

It wasn’t the police who came, but Alfaro himself. He came with his horse. I had gone into the church tower to ring the bell, and he climbed up the tower behind me. Inside the tower, he pulled me from behind when I was climbing up the stairs. He pulled me down, and he grabbed me, kicking me. Then, he got on his horse and he started to trample me. At that moment, three women appeared. They pulled him off me. They defended me, these three women.

From there, I ran over to the cornfield. I thought to myself, “If I hide here, they’re going to find me.”

I decided to go over the fence but as I was climbing up it, two police came. I got down off of the fence and I stayed there.

“They’re going to grab me,” I said.

The police turned around, they passed me, and I greeted them. They passed right in front of me, because they didn’t know who I was!

So many police were looking for me, going from house to house. Everyone got mad.

“Why do you have to come in here?” they said to the police. “He doesn’t live here. He must be in Lima.” The women said this. Women are the ones who always participate in the struggle. Without the woman, there can be no triumph!



Women not only participated in this 1959 dispute with the hacendado Alfaro, they were also targeted for arrest by police forces.


A total of thirteen women and three men were jailed. Alfaro accused them of armed attack. The police were pursuing me in the pueblo, and because they couldn’t find me, they started to seize the women.



The arrested included Llamojha’s mother, his wife, Esther, and his two-year-old son Herbert.12 In a letter Llamojha wrote to an Ayacucho senator, he described how police officers broke into numerous peasant homes at three o’clock in the morning. When they found women sleeping alone in their homes, the officers attempted to rape them. The officers next seized fourteen people: seven women and five men, a baby and a toddler.13 Ten of those detainees—including doña Esther and the very young Herbert—were then transferred to the city of Ayacucho, forced to walk there on foot, “carrying their bags and children on their backs.” The officers subjected the detainees to “beatings and kicks,” and several elderly women fell down as they struggled to walk. All of the detained were accused of “attack by armed force.”14

Following these arrests, Llamojha wanted to meet with his fellow community members to decide on an appropriate response to this police violence, but it was difficult to arrange such a meeting without attracting the police’s attention. He credited a local female peasant with finding the needed solution.


I was hidden in the hills with the community president and we decided to go to Lima. We had to meet with the rest of the community, but there were forty police officers in Concepción, and they wouldn’t let anyone go out at night. But there was a woman who always intervened bravely in Concepción. Celia Cuba.

She took action. Caramba! We couldn’t hold a meeting in the pueblo, so she decided to carry out the meeting in the cemetery. It was a trick!

She went to the police and said, “A baby has died, and we’re going to bury him at night.”

The tradition here is to hold a burial with music, with a harp, a violin, and the ringing of the church bells. The police agreed, and so everyone came out for the meeting that night. The community president and I were hidden in the puna, and we came down to the cemetery. They came, carrying a coffin and singing. They’d prepared a baby’s coffin. The police didn’t intervene. She’d left a case of beer for the police to drink!

We held the meeting in the cemetery and I consulted with the masses. After that, the community president and I left for Lima.

We had to go on foot, because we couldn’t pass through the police checkpoints on the road. My brother Emilio went with us. He brought his little horse to carry food for the journey. We had to walk for fifteen days to get to Ica.



Llamojha, his brother Emilio, and the community president had very little money between the three of them. They were forced to abandon Emilio’s horse as they walked, unable to bring the animal along once they made the decision to catch a ride on a passing truck.15 By the time they got to the department of Ica—the halfway point of the journey—they had only enough money to send one man on to Lima. Llamojha made that trip while his brother Emilio and the community president remained behind, finding temporary work that would finance their trip back home to Concepción. Llamojha explained that they arrived first in Ica.


The next day, I left for Lima. Once I arrived in Lima, I started to run around, presenting documents. My complaints were published in newspapers, in El Comercio, in La Crónica. And that’s how we got the female prisoners out of jail.



Llamojha’s ideas about women deserve close attention, for he expressed contradictory ideas about gender and women’s roles in our interviews. He staunchly opposed his wife’s desire to find paid employment outside the home, and he even jokingly threatened her with physical violence. Yet throughout his stories he voiced tremendous respect for women. He recognized Elodia Vassallo de Parodi as the leading force among local hacendados, and he routinely celebrated the role of women as rural activists. Referencing women’s reactions to a canceled meeting in 1962, Llamojha remembered peasant women saying:


“You men, why are you retreating? Why? You are cowards! You don’t have pants! Lend us your pants and we’ll put them on, and we’ll make them respect us!” The women gave us courage.16



Certainly, some of that praise may been have related to the fact that his interviewers, Alicia and I, were female. But Llamojha also made such declarations in highly public settings. In a public speech in November 2011, he recalled the work of two women who pressed the village council to fight for Concepción’s legal transformation into a provincial district, a feat accomplished in 1954:


They were the ones who were the driving force. They were like mothers to all of us guys who were dawdling, pulling us by the ears. My ears hurt to this day! Back in those times, women were the ones who made the village council move forward, who made us fight and work for the creation of the district.



Llamojha’s descriptions of female activists reflected the fact that campesina women often took a prominent role in rural politics during the mid-twentieth century. Andean women routinely marched at the forefront of the groups of peasants who seized hacienda lands—a strategy based on the calculation that soldiers and police would be less likely to use violence against women than men—and they voiced strong opinions about their communities’ problems.17 Yet women in Peru’s rural Andean communities also faced terrible problems of domestic violence and systematic subordination in community affairs.18 Sexism and respect often operated simultaneously, and Llamojha’s stories reveal as much.

Personal Costs

After hearing about Llamojha’s activities in the 1950s, I asked him what his happiest times were in those years. He answered:


I didn’t have any happy moments in those years, because I was pursued all the time. From the moment I started, I never relaxed. I didn’t give up. Other authorities started to struggle, but they stopped when they were threatened with jail. But not me. I continued, doing what I felt like. Why would I give up?



I followed up by asking what his most difficult moments were during the 1950s.


When the police started chasing me, defending the hacendados. Because of the hacendados’ complaints, the police pursued me. I could never stay here in the house, hardly at all, because I was always running. I never gave up. Each year I went to jail two or three times. Jail was like my home! The hacendados denounced me, and I was hunted everywhere in Peru. The police came at every moment to look for me, to take me prisoner.



One of the many denunciations Llamojha faced related directly to the events of April 1959. The hacendado Abel Alfaro informed Ayacucho’s prefect that the police had entered Concepción to investigate death threats that Concepción residents had made against him. By Alfaro’s telling, Llamojha then goaded Concepción residents into an armed attack. Alfaro wrote:

The community, under the instigation of the ringleader don Manuel Llamocca Mitma, rose up against the Police Commission, numbering more than 150 people, surprising the four members [of the police], mistreating them, detaining them for more than twelve hours. In this same circumstance, the community members yelled out and decided to kill me. . . . They lamented that I hadn’t gone with the commission, because they would have killed me immediately, but they decided to do that on the first opportunity.19

Although the hacendado’s version of events had little basis in fact, Peruvian authorities heeded it, and Llamojha had to go into hiding once again. Numerous documents from the latter half of 1959 describe him as a fugitive wanted on charges of “attack by armed force.”20

Although Llamojha evaded arrest for a time, he was eventually captured and placed in jail. Sierra, a Lima newspaper written by Andean migrants in the capital and attentive to issues involving Peru’s southern Andes, forcefully denounced this arrest in a story titled “Imprisoned for Defending His Pueblo.” After outlining the groundless nature of the charges against Llamojha, Sierra’s writers made a public call to Ayacucho’s political, judicial, and police authorities: “Your support for the unjust pretensions of the hacendados against the rights of an entire pueblo like Concepción is stimulating a deep resentment among the indigenous population, whose results could be bloody. . . . It is time to intervene and fulfill your duty, in keeping with the law, to act in favor of the humble and destitute pueblo, pressing for justice.”21

Conditions in jail were extremely difficult, and Llamojha told of being tortured in prison.


I remember that once, before they took me to Lima, there were around twenty of us imprisoned in the police headquarters. An official was hitting us. They threw us on the ground and they walked around, beating us with a stick. They even walked on top of us, while we writhed in pain.



But Llamojha rarely dwelled on his own persecution during our interviews. Wanting to stress his triumphs as an activist, he instead answered questions about imprisonment with stories about his own ingenuity or the solidarity of police and prison guards. He cast himself as an affable trickster, able at times to earn the sympathies of those paid to punish him. As he continued his answer to the question about his most difficult moments in the 1950s, he spun his reply into one of these ingenuity/solidarity tales.


The police who didn’t know who I was couldn’t catch me.

They’d arrive in the community and ask me, “Do you know Manuel Llamojha?”

“Yes, but he’s not here,” I’d say. “He must be over there, walking around in the hills. He’s out with his sheep.”

And so they’d take me along! “Let’s go! Help us look for him. You know him,” they’d say.

I went up into the hills with the police, to search for myself! And when we looked in the bushes, we didn’t find me!

“He’s not here anymore! Where could he have gone? He must surely be in another pueblo, because he walks around in other towns,” I’d say.

The hacendados always denounced me, and they made the police hunt me down. But then the police realized what was going on, and they didn’t pursue me as much. The police received arrest orders to come and capture me. Sometimes they got lazy about coming here, and they’d send me a telegram from Cangallo!

“There is an arrest order against you. Turn yourself in,” they’d say to me.

“Turn yourself in! If you don’t, we’ll come and get you.”

I would go, I’d show up, and they’d let me sleep in their houses. The next day: to court.

“Here. We’ve captured him,” they’d say.

Each year, I’d go to jail three times. The police knew who I was, and so they were actually considerate. At night, they’d let me out of prison.

“Go on! Go for a walk in the streets,” they’d say.

They’d let me out at nine, I’d leave and go for a stroll in the streets, and then, at eleven at night, I’d return to go to sleep in the jail.

I have sacrificed much for my pueblo. Always imprisoned; every year in jail. But the hacendados didn’t manage to frighten me. They didn’t scare me.



Llamojha’s stories about jail also emphasized how he turned prisons into sites of activism. As he described his monthlong imprisonment in 1958 over the fictitious assault on the Ayrabamba hacienda, he commented:


I arrived at the jail, and all those imprisoned, all the convicts, they already knew me and so they greeted me with applause! When I was in jail, I helped them with their documents, their requests, and that’s why all the prisoners knew me. This time, too, I arrived and they clapped. The next day, they asked me to draw up their papers, their documents, requesting their release.



The conditions in Peruvian jails were abysmal. Prisoners suffered from severe overcrowding and poor sanitation and were dependent on family and friends to provide them with enough food to allow their survival. Even basic necessities, including water, were often in short supply.22 Prisoners generally lacked the financial resources needed to hire good lawyers, making Llamojha’s services as a scribe all the more valuable to them. In response to questions about conditions in jail, he again replied in a way that minimized his own suffering and instead highlighted his continuing activism.


In jail, sure, there is mistreatment against those prisoners who behave badly. And in the jail, if you don’t have family, there is no one to bring you food. I never suffered for lack of food, because I always wrote up documents for the prisoners and so they’d make me eat. I prepared defense documents. And the judges, the police, they started to complain.

They’d say, “He wants to be in control here!”



Documents stored in Ayacucho’s archives similarly show the ways Llamojha continued his struggles from jail, lobbying for prisoners’ rights. He penned a lengthy letter of protest while imprisoned in March 1957.23 The letter demonstrates his jail activism just as it exposes the horrific conditions prisoners endured, as well as the realities of the corruption in the Peruvian judicial system. A portion of the letter read:

Our situation as prisoners grows more terrible and deplorable each day, because in addition to being deprived of our liberty, we find ourselves deprived of basics like water and other primordial life necessities . . . our stomachs should not be punished in this inhumane way because of the lack of water in the jail. Because of this, many of us have fallen ill.24

The letter further charged that three prisoners had died of starvation and urged the president of Ayacucho’s Supreme Court to ensure that prisoners’ basic needs were met. Not stopping there, Llamojha’s letter went on to accuse a provincial court judge of corruption, charging that he kept some individuals imprisoned unjustly while he released other prisoners after they paid him hefty bribes.25 Such corruption was far from unusual in the Peruvian justice system.26

Llamojha also used the discussion of prison to highlight campesinos’ enduring support for him. Rather than emphasizing his own victimization and suffering, his jail stories stress peasants’ devotion. He told his CVR interviewers that while he was imprisoned,


three people from Santa Rosa de Ccochamarca [a community in the district of Concepción] came to the court.

They said to the judge, “Lock us up instead! We need him in our pueblo, let him go!”

The judge said, “Why would I lock you up? You haven’t committed any crime.”

“He has work to do in the pueblo! Let him out!”

They came from [the nearby hacienda of] Pomacocha, too. They took turns coming to see me in jail, when I was detained in the province. They brought me food. The campesinos never abandoned me.



The consequences of Llamojha’s activism stretched beyond his constant imprisonment. Some of the costs of his struggles were more literal: his work as an activist did not bring a steady income. I asked him how he earned a living during his years as an activist.


Working in the fields, nothing more. But I didn’t have much time to work, because they took me prisoner all the time, all the time.



It was also difficult for Llamojha to find temporary paid employment on nearby haciendas—something many Concepción campesinos relied on for money. He explained:


The hacendados didn’t trust me. They’d throw me out. Ayrabamba was the worst; they didn’t let me work there.

When I’d go out to travel around the countryside, my wife was always here [in Concepción] with the kids. I’d come back and sometimes, the pueblos would have given me food and I’d bring it to my family. Sometimes I’d be given a little goat and I’d bring it home. That made her happy.



Llamojha was sometimes able to earn money by getting casual office work in the city of Ayacucho.


I worked from time to time. They always gave me work, as a casual job. There were several lawyers who always gave me temporary work in their offices.27 Because I was a typist, they gave me papers to copy.

I often worked for a man who was a congressional deputy; he’s dead now. I don’t remember his name. When I came to Ayacucho, they always gave me a little bit of work, even if it was just for a week, sometimes for a month.



An additional factor complicating Llamojha’s life involved travel. From the time he began working with Jhajhamarka campesinos in 1948, his dedication to indigenous peasants and their struggles meant that he was frequently away from his home and his family. He helped campesinos in other communities organize, he assisted them in preparing letters of protest and legal documents, and he traveled to Lima to petition government officials on their behalf.


I was Concepción’s representative and I was a union representative for various haciendas. The campesinos from the haciendas, they always came and took me to their communities. Sometimes on horse, sometimes on foot. They named me as their representative, and I went from place to place this way. The peasants didn’t leave me alone. Campesinos called me everywhere, because of the haciendas’ abuses. So I went around with my typewriter. Wherever I arrived, I prepared complaints, documents, and presented them to department authorities and to the government itself. Sometimes, I traveled to Lima and presented these documents in the government palace. The government palace was my home!
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FIG. 3.1 Manuel Llamojha (left), Ayacucho, date unknown. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.

Llamojha also spent a great deal of time preparing maps for communities in the Vilcashuamán region, as they were required to present detailed maps of their territory before they could receive government recognition as official indigenous communities. They also needed those maps for use in court, to defend their lands against encroachment by surrounding haciendas.


You make maps with special paper, and it has to be with India ink. All the pueblos asked me to make their maps. I measured with a rope, so that all of the distances would come out exactly right. I’d walk around the entire community and up all the hills using a ten-meter-long rope, showing how far it was from the ground to the top of the hill, all of that. That’s why all of the communities got their recognition easily. No authority rejected my maps, because they were done exactly the same way engineers would do them.



Llamojha recalled that he was taking measurements in one community when three delegates from another community approached him.


“Can you come to our community and draw up a map?” they asked me.

“Sure. You name me and I’ll go.”

They returned to their community and informed a community assembly that I would be making the map.

“What’s he going to do?” asked some other community members. “He doesn’t know how to do it. He doesn’t have a helmet, he doesn’t have boots [the standard gear of agricultural engineers]!”

So they hired a teacher from Vilcashuamán instead. He agreed to make the map in exchange for a bull. But he made the map like a schoolboy would, a doodle on cardboard, nothing more. He also prepared the memo himself, requesting recognition for the community, but he didn’t do it the way lawyers would. They presented the request to the ministry and the ministry rejected it. So they came back to me.

I went and I spent two days walking across all the hills. You have to measure the distances, the elevations, the paths, all of that, the way engineers do. I followed all of these rules and the community got recognized. I got recognition for all of the communities that belong to Vilcashuamán.



Llamojha’s work with campesinos from other communities carried a significant personal cost: it meant that he was regularly away from home and his family had to make do without him. The dual realities of his time away from home—time when he could have been laboring on the family’s agricultural plots—and his unpaid work as an activist placed significant financial burdens on his wife and children. I broached the subject of family finances by asking him whether or not his wife, Esther, found paid employment when the family lived in Lima during the early 1950s.


No, not at first. Then something happened and she left and went to work in a house. I was looking for her. She came back after a month.

“Where were you? Should I hit you?” I asked.
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FIG. 3.2 Map drawn by Llamojha.


“I was in a house, working.” When she came back, she’d brought me some underwear that she had purchased.

“I brought you some underwear. Put it on.”

“But what were you doing in another house? Who took you there?” I asked.

“I looked for the job myself.”

“But why would you look for it, when you have a life here at home?”

“I wanted to work.”

“You escaped!” I said.

She worked for three months in that house. She only came back home once a month. But after three months, she didn’t go back to work.

“I’ll stay here now.” And that’s how we spent our life. We understood each other.



I met doña Esther Puklla only once, just over a week before she died, suddenly and unexpectedly, from an aneurysm. She struck me as a woman of sharp wit and quick intelligence. There was much affection between husband and wife. When Llamojha tried on a new hat I had brought him as a gift, doña Esther commented that he looked very handsome and laughingly wondered if some other woman would now steal him away from her.

But in our brief conversations, she noted the hardships she suffered because of her husband’s activism. He was absent from their home for long stretches, whether because he was in prison, in other parts of the country working with peasants, in hiding, or even—in 1965—abroad. He was routinely away for months at a time, leaving her alone with their five children. Two of his daughters later told me that they did not see much of their father during their childhood and that their mother was the one who essentially raised them. Llamojha’s daughter Hilda recalled, “We almost didn’t see him. He’d come and go, come and go. We practically didn’t see him; we were just with my mother. He’d always disappear. Sometimes he’d come after a year, after six months, he’d appear. It was like he was a visitor. One day he was here then the next he disappeared.”28

Doña Esther’s life was rendered even more difficult by the family’s financial hardships. Besides the brief stint of domestic service Llamojha describes in this chapter, she worked in the family’s fields and sold agricultural goods to the nearby Ayrabamba hacienda. Their children also had to work from a young age, something that was not unusual among impoverished Peruvian families, in both the countryside and cities. When my research assistant Alicia Carrasco asked Llamojha’s son Walter what his father had done for a living, Walter answered, “My dad spent more of his time organizing people. My mom had a lot of patience with this. We worked with my mom in the fields, we lived doing this. From the time I was a little boy, I went to work on other peoples’ fields, to work with harvests, with plantings. That’s how we lived.” He later added, “We always had trouble with money.”29

Llamojha’s constant imprisonments only added to the family’s difficulties. His daughter Hilda recalled how difficult it was when her father was imprisoned. When asked what those times had been like, she answered, “very sad. We grew up alone.” She recalled staying in the house with her younger brother Walter, tending to him while her mother went to the Ayrabamba hacienda to sell coca, alcohol, and fruit. “I was left to care for the animals,” she recalled, “the chickens and pigs.”30

As already mentioned, doña Esther was herself a target of repression—jailed when police could not find her husband. She also suffered the repeated trauma of seeing her husband imprisoned. Walter recalled, “When I was a boy, I overheard my grandmother Paulina Mitma and my mother talking. They talked and cried, asking why my father had been detained and imprisoned. And they just had to wait until he would be released.”31 Llamojha’s brother Emilio recalled how Manuel’s imprisonments affected their mother. “She felt it so strongly. My mother would always say to me, ‘Go visit your brother.’ She always visited him.” Llamojha’s brother Víctor similarly recalled, “The poor thing always went on foot. I’d say to her, ‘Mom, don’t go anymore.’”32
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FIG. 3.3 Esther Honorata Puklla, Concepción, 2011. Photo by Alicia Carrasco Gutiérrez.

Police harassment affected Llamojha’s children, too. Walter recalled how one evening when he was little, a community member stopped by the house and told Llamojha that the police were looking for him. “My dad said to us, ‘When the police come, you’re going to tell them that I went to Lima by airplane. That’s what you’re going to say when they come to look for me.’ And then he went and hid. The police came on horseback, they came to the patio. I looked at the police and I wasn’t scared. They started to search through the house, from corner to corner. And when they asked me where my dad was, I told them he had gone to Lima in an airplane.”33

Llamojha’s younger siblings were also impacted by his activism. Although his sisters Natividad and Donatilda do not figure prominently in his stories or in the archival record—both women died of cancer, Natividad in 1966, Donatilda in 1997—his brothers Emilio and Víctor themselves assumed leadership positions in Concepción between the 1960s and 1980s. Emilio, four years younger than Manuel, was one of several candidates nominated for governor of Concepción in 1961 and by the middle of the 1960s was serving as Concepción’s district mayor.34 As he reflected on his relationship with Emilio, Llamojha commented:


He’s my younger brother, and he never abandoned me. He always went around with me.



Llamojha had a much more complicated relationship with his brother Víctor, fifteen years his junior, and the tensions between the two men had tragic consequences in the 1980s. Víctor likewise took an active role in Concepción’s politics, serving several times as governor, justice of the peace, mayor, and community president.35 Llamojha also has a half-brother, Alejandro Alarcón, born in 1944, eight years after Llamojha’s father died. Llamojha speaks with much affection about his youngest sibling. As Llamojha phrased it:


He’s the best one of us all.



Despite all the familial challenges and hardships brought on by Llamojha’s activism, doña Esther largely supported her husband’s struggles. Walter recalled, “She understood. So did my grandmother, . . . She always understood my father’s work, and she never complained. Well, sure, there were moments when she complained, but she had to understand.”36 Llamojha’s daughter Hilda said much the same. “Sometimes she complained, sometimes she said he was doing good things. ‘He’s doing all this for a good reason,’ she’d say”37 Llamojha offered a similar perspective. When asked what doña Esther thought of his life as a leader, he replied:


She was happy, because she struggled, too. She too was taken prisoner. She agreed with the struggle because we all suffered the hacendados’ mistreatment. When I was hidden in the puna, she brought me food. She always accompanied me, and she never abandoned me. That’s how we spent our lives: in the struggle.



The Power and Perils of Writing

One of Llamojha’s most important tools as an activist was his writing. During his years as personero, he wrote dozens of letters decrying the abuses of the hacendados whose estates surrounded Concepción. These excerpts from two of his letters give a feel for both his writing style and the substance of his complaints.

Mr. Constitutional President of the Republic, Dr. Manuel Prado. . . .

In use of the faculty conferred by Article 60 of the Political Constitution of Peru, permit me to direct myself to the Nation’s Supreme Head of State, soliciting that your Dispatch dictate orders so that the Ayacucho and Cangallo political authorities give ample and true guarantees to the inhabitants of the district of Concepción, who have been and are victims of the outrages and exactions contrary to justice. Those abuses are perpetrated by the owners of the bordering landholdings, such as Mr. Abel Alfaro Pacheco of the Mejorada Estate and Mrs. María E. vda. de Parodi of the San Germán de Ayrabamba hacienda.38 Trying to usurp the communal terrains of the community I represent, they seize the comuneros’ animals. Mr. Alfaro commits these acts frequently, even daily, with the cattle that pasture within our demarcated lands. He does this on his whim and caprice, with the goal of imposing fines upon the owners, without showing consideration or even compassion for the humble and defenseless Indians’ tears. . . .

It is the public and well-known truth that the inhabitants of the district I represent are victims of abuses and outrages. They are lugging the crucifix of their tragedy under a black cloak of oblivion, and still the doors of justice will not open for them. For this reason, many of them, unable to continue supporting the weight of adversity that destiny has imposed upon them, have found themselves forced to abandon their lands because of their poverty and migrate to this country’s capital in search of their daily bread to sustain their offspring.

As such: I implore you to accept my petition and order the respective authority to give ample guarantees to Concepción’s inhabitants so that they will not be harassed by these men. Concepción’s community members can no longer continue living in permanent anxiety, threatened by the storms of gratuitous suffering. This is justice.39

With phrases like “the crucifix of their tragedy” and “their daily bread,” Llamojha infused his letters with references to Christianity. In a letter that followed the 1959 police assault on Concepción, he wrote to the director of Indian affairs using his ideas, his words, and his typewriter to contest Peru’s highly unfair political system:

The pueblo, threatened by abusive storms, presented various memos before administrative authorities, asking that they be granted personal as well as patrimonial guarantees. They also asked for the hacendado Alfaro to abstain from invading the communal lands bordering his “Mejorada” estate and unjustly seizing community members’ animals in order to charge them money . . . but, unfortunately, we have not merited the grace of being protected with justice, nor have we even been provided with guarantees. Instead, today the residents of the pueblo in general are feeling harassed with hostility by the police Mr. Alfaro brought from Ayacucho. And this is the reason that compels us to appear before you, Mr. Director, in demand of justice.40

No doubt because of the very power of Llamojha’s words, unsympathetic government authorities and local hacendados tried to use his writing skills against him, routinely accusing him of writing lies or composing falsified documents. As noted, those denunciations fit into a common historical practice of regional Andean elites blaming “indios leídos” (literate Indians) for fomenting troubles in the countryside.41 These accusations also resonated with an especially common complaint voiced by indigenous peasants themselves: that tinterillos (shyster scribes) abused their literacy for personal gain, tricking illiterate campesinos into signing falsified documents. Those fraudulent documents cheated indigenous peasants of resources, committed them to actions they did not want to take, and slandered individuals they actually supported.42 Government officials and hacendados mobilized these ideas to try to discredit Llamojha.

In a 1958 letter, Cangallo’s subprefect asserted that all the complaints Llamojha had raised in a letter to the Peruvian president were unfounded.43 Ayacucho’s prefect, in turn, wrote the director general of government to inform him that the complaint Llamojha had sent was “completely false” and that none of the hacendados Llamojha had denounced had committed abuses. The prefect also charged that Llamojha enjoyed living a life of ease and that whenever he fell short of money to “live lazily” in Lima, “he comes to Concepción to promote conflicts and alarm the members of the community by making them believe that the aforementioned neighboring hacendados want to take away their animals and try to make them work on their estates without the due remuneration.” Llamojha’s goal, the prefect maintained, was to encourage community members to “gather together a bag of money so that he can travel to the capital of the republic, promising them that he will denounce these ‘imaginary’ facts to the President of the Republic and to the Minister of Government.”44

The accusations against Llamojha sometimes bordered on the absurd. In one such case he was accused of “crimes against the public faith” in making counterfeit money. The “money” in question was clearly nothing more than the drawings of a schoolchild.45


A boy from the school was playing, making drawings. He was happy with just one color, doodles. Back then, there used to be markets where they gather cattle for sale. This boy went there and tried to pass this money off, buying something. [The hacendado Abel] Alfaro was there. He called the boy to the side and said, “Tell them that Llamojha gave it to you.”

Then Alfaro loudly asked, “Who gave it to you?”

“Llamojha gave it to me,” the boy said.

The two of us were imprisoned. I was in jail for a month. The boy for eight months.
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FIG. 3.4 Counterfeit bills used as evidence against Llamojha. Courtesy of Ayacucho Regional Archive.

The counterfeit money case was only one of the forgery charges Llamojha faced. Others were legion, and they carried serious consequences. He was imprisoned for nearly seven months in 1957, charged with forgery, usurpation of authority, and crimes against public peace for forging birth certificates and municipal documents.46 While he did—as he laughingly admitted—occasionally forge birth and marriage certificates for desperate campesinos, most of the forgery charges against him were grossly exaggerated if not entirely fictitious. The hacendado Abel Alfaro informed police in August 1959 that a letter of complaint sent by two Concepción campesinos had to be a fake, as there were no such persons in the community. Alfaro’s conclusion was that the letter “must be one of so many works of craftiness and wickedness” perpetrated by Llamojha.47

Accusations of forgery also figured in local hacendados’ efforts to have national authorities revoke Llamojha’s status as Concepción’s personero legal. The hacendados Abel Alfaro and Alfonso Martinelli began their effort to oust him from his role as personero in June 1958. In a letter to the minister of labor and Indian affairs, Alfaro and Martinelli decried Llamojha’s “lack of moral suitability” for the post of personero, calling him a “known agitator and inciter who has a long criminal record.”48 As evidence, the two hacendados referred to his previous imprisonments and included copies of a police report claiming that he was inciting local campesinos to invade a hacienda. In addition to several other accusations, their letter also claimed that he had forged a receipt.49 The letter achieved its desired effect. A subsequent government letter referred to the hacendados’ charges and repeated a specious police claim that Llamojha resided permanently in Lima, rendering him unable to serve as personero.50 Action was swift: on July 22, 1958, Ministerial Resolution 251 officially removed Llamojha from his post as personero.51


I was named personero numerous times. The hacendados always tried to annul my election. They presented denunciations to get my election annulled, but the community always named me again. They only named me. The struggle is really lovely when the masses are united.



Concepción’s campesinos angrily contested Llamojha’s removal. In a letter to the minister of labor and Indian affairs, over one hundred Concepción peasants declared that “the whole community makes our energetic protest against the wicked maneuvers” of the hacendados Alfaro and Martinelli leading the Bureau of Indian Affairs to have “unduly dictated the revocation of the mandate of our Personero Legal the Indian Manuel J. Llamocca Mitma.” The letter stressed that Llamojha had done nothing wrong and emphasized that as the community had elected him, only the community had the right to remove him. The letter further asserted that the hacendados Alfaro and Martinelli had orchestrated his removal so as to “be able to continue committing seizures of animals and usurpation of communal terrains.”52 Passionate statements of support for Llamojha also came from Lima. Seventy-five members of the Concepción migrant club petitioned the director general of Indian affairs, denouncing the fact that Llamojha had been ousted because of a complaint “formulated by the gamonales, exploiters, usurpers, abusers” who utilized “unfounded slanders, with unreliable and untrue documents . . . because they see that [Llamojha] is moral and he doesn’t permit them to perpetrate abuses against the Indians he represents.”53

I told Llamojha about these documents and asked him to speak some more about how local hacendados pressed higher authorities to revoke his personero status. He shared the following story about how local hacendados arranged for a new community election, hoping that Concepción’s campesinos would elect someone else to the post of personero.


The high boss of the Ayacucho police, the Cangallo subprefect, and the Ayacucho inspector of Indian affairs, all of them came, and with seven police on top of that. A huge number of people came.

The plaza was completely packed with people. Demetrio Gutiérrez was there, too. He was an employee of the Ayrabamba hacienda, but he never did anything in their favor. Instead, he acted for Concepción. He walked around the plaza talking to people, explaining to them why they should vote for me and not for others.

The hacendado from Pacomarca, Juan Echegaray, came after him. He walked among the people, telling them not to vote for me. I was in the doorway of the town hall, and he came, making insinuations. I was standing, just like this, and there was a woman sitting down beside me. The owner of Pacomarca approached her.

He spoke to the woman in Quechua, “Hey, woman! You shouldn’t vote for Llamojha!”54

The woman answered in Quechua, “That’s how we’re going to vote, sir.”

“Listen, woman, damn it! He’s worthless!”

“Well, then we’ll vote for him until he’s worth something!”

Enraged, the hacendado went into the town hall. The voting started, and everyone voted for me. 380. 380 voted for me, fewer voted for the others, and I ended up elected. So the hacendados presented a document requesting that my election be annulled. They annulled my victory, and once again there were elections.



Ayacucho authorities continued to use accusations of forgery and trickery to cast doubt on Llamojha’s actual popularity in Concepción.55 Despite these accusations, he continually won reelection as personero. In June 1960, Concepción campesinos once again voted for a personero legal and chose Llamojha by an overwhelming majority: 356 of 532 votes. His next closest competitor won only seventy votes.56 The migrant newspaper Sierra reported Llamojha’s victory, noting that it had come despite the fact that the hacendados had offered free cane alcohol for every vote against him.57 Local hacendados, however, refused to accept the vote. Abel Alfaro Pacheco and Juan Echegaray pressed Cangallo’s subprefect to hold another election; the hacendados also pressured—and even bribed—community members to vote against Llamojha.58 Yet he won that election, too.59

Such displays of support notwithstanding, Peruvian government officials still refused to accept Llamojha’s reelection. Determined to get his reelection as personero ratified, Concepción’s campesinos looked in a new direction: they petitioned Peru’s largest national campesino organization, the CCP, for help. Their August 1960 letter stated that as they were “fearful of once again being victims of a cunning ploy, we turn to this great campesino institution, begging that you protect us from this class of outrages and coercion that is being used against the sovereign will of a community.”60 The CCP answered this 1960 petition, lobbying the minister of labor and Indian affairs to ratify Llamojha’s election.61 This letter foretold a major political turn in Llamojha’s political life: just two years later, he was elected secretary general of the CCP.





FOUR

For Justice, Land, and Liberty

NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL LEADERSHIP, 1961 – 1968


Greeted at the airport by a cheering delegation carrying flowers and flags, Manuel Llamojha arrived in China in 1965 at the height of his political prominence. The 1960s brought a series of major triumphs for him: he helped lead Ayacucho’s most famous land struggle, he ran for a seat in Peru’s national congress, and he was elected leader of the CCP. His work even moved onto the global stage, as he received and accepted a series of international invitations, traveling to Cuba, the Soviet Union, and China as a representative of Peru and its peasantry. But the 1960s were also years of terrifying Cold War repression in Peru. Llamojha was jailed and tortured in a 1963 military campaign against leftists, and he was incarcerated for a full year after his return from China, accused of being a dangerous communist.

The 1960s proved to be a dramatic decade for Latin American leftists. The 1959 Cuban Revolution inspired and emboldened many men and women—especially the young—leading them to believe that revolutionary change was a real possibility. Many became active in leftist politics, pushing established parties to transform or founding entirely new parties. Some traveled abroad, visiting socialist and communist countries to deepen their political educations and build global support for their efforts at home. A few joined guerrilla fronts, aiming to realize revolution through armed struggle. This vigorous political activism, and the prospect of a revolution along Cuban lines, terrified many in the military, in the government, and in the Catholic Church, just as it frightened many citizens—rich, middling, and even some poor—who feared that the traditional order was under attack. In the context of the global Cold War, many Latin American leftists found themselves harassed, jailed, and sometimes even killed by their governments. Throughout much of Latin America, then, the experience of the 1960s was characterized as much by incredible political excitement and energy as by fear and biting repression.1

Without question the 1960s were turbulent years in Peru, and Llamojha jumped into his national role during a particularly tumultuous period in Peru’s history. Elected secretary general of the CCP in 1962, he headed Peru’s largest campesino organization at precisely the moment when agrarian struggles reached a climax in the country. Many members of Peru’s military believed that agrarian reform was the only solution to these troubles, and when it appeared that the reformist presidential candidate—a young architect named Fernando Belaúnde Terry—was going to lose the 1962 election to the now-conservative APRA, forestalling any chance of agrarian reform, the military took action. Soldiers seized power in a military coup in July 1962.2 Shortly thereafter, the military government introduced regional agrarian reform, targeting Cuzco’s La Convención Valley, where agrarian conflict had sparked national concerns. Peruvians returned to the polls in June 1963, and this time Belaúnde won.3

Belaúnde had made agrarian reform central to his energetic election campaign, and campesinos throughout Peru’s Andean sierra took him at his word. Many peasants were so excited about the prospect of agrarian reform—and so determined to see it become a reality—that they began a wave of land invasions on the very day of Belaúnde’s inauguration, seizing hacienda land. More and more land invasions followed, affecting almost every department in Peru’s Andean sierra. Ultimately, as many as 300,000 campesinos took part in these land seizures.4 Tens of thousands of campesinos also joined rural unions and federations of unions, bringing unprecedented levels of organization to the countryside. President Belaúnde responded with a mix of violence and reform. He deployed special assault troops to evict land invaders by force, and in 1964 he introduced a limited agrarian reform law.5 Belaúnde again turned to military force when three guerrilla fronts launched armed struggles in 1965, ordering a massive military assault that left an estimated eight thousand rural, indigenous Peruvians dead.6 Llamojha lived, worked, and struggled in this highly charged political climate.

Fighting for Pomacocha

Llamojha began the 1960s by participating in several prominent rural conflicts in the province of Cangallo, broadening his reputation as an important political activist. The best known of those countryside struggles was the fight for the Pomacocha hacienda.7


Pomacocha was a hell. It was a hacienda owned by the nuns of the Convento de Santa Clara, and there were always wicked abuses there. Pomacocha began to organize in ’60 through the residents in Lima, and they started to organize in the community, too. So in ’61 they called me, and with Alberto Izarra, we started to orient the people, holding meetings. We also started to present documents where we pressed for Pomacocha to be declared a community, a pueblo.



Alberto Izarra was a young Pomacocha man who was studying law at the University of San Marcos in Lima and had begun working with the CCP at the end of the 1950s. Llamojha worked closely with Izarra and a number of other Pomacocha-born university students.


We organized the people. The people there, they are really brave. The women especially. The administrators of the hacienda were from the area itself and they abused their brothers. So one night, a group of women organized and they took these two administrators from their room. They stripped the administrators naked in the plaza, they tied them up with rope, and they made them get on donkeys. They made them get on two donkeys, naked! They tied them to the donkeys with ropes and took them to the puna. From Pomacocha, it’s about three kilometers to the puna. They left them there with all their things in the puna, naked.



By ousting the estate’s administrators, Pomacocha’s indigenous peasants effectively seized the hacienda. That seizure occurred in October 1961. Casting the invasion as a strike against the legacies of colonialism, Llamojha told his CVR interviewers:


We took it in ’61, in October. On the 12th of October, in memory of Columbus!



The Pomacocha seizure garnered a tremendous amount of attention from regional authorities and the media, with many proclaiming the hacienda’s takeover to be the work of communist militants. Llamojha described some of that reaction when he spoke about his encounter with Ayacucho’s Bishop Otoniel Alcedo, who traveled to Concepción in the hopes of negotiating the return of Pomacocha’s lands to the Convento de Santa Clara. Llamojha’s story emphasizes the disconnect between his reputation as a powerful political leader and his appearance as a humble Andean campesino. Once again, he far exceeded people’s racialized expectations of what an indigenous peasant could accomplish.


Otoniel Alcedo came here [to Concepción] and he went to Juan Zea’s house. I was in the fields and when I got back to my home, they called me to Zea’s house.

The bishop looked at me and said, “You’re Manuel Llamojha?”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“But how can that be? The hacendados describe you as a lion, but now I see you and you look like an angel!”



Because Llamojha played a role in Pomacocha’s seizure, regional authorities were quick to accuse him of encouraging other land invasions in Ayacucho, and his notoriety grew significantly.8 In April 1962 a civil guard blamed him for the seizure of a hacienda in nearby Vilcashuamán. The guard reported that several campesinos had informed him that “they had received an order from the President of the Peasantry of Pomacocha, Manuel Llamocca Mitma,” commanding them to invade the hacienda.9 A Cangallo hacendado subsequently complained that Llamojha had visited his hacienda and generated problems with his indigenous peasant tenants.10 Cangallo’s subprefect, in turn, reported that Llamojha was “of the COMMUNIST partisan tendency” and that “being a current member of the National Confederation of Campesinos of Peru [sic], he habitually makes visits to districts with the end of agitating the masses to get them to carry out invasions.”11 These complaints show how regional authorities used Llamojha as a political scapegoat, blaming upheaval on just one activist as a means to minimize the scale of campesinos’ anger and circumvent deeper reflection on the legitimacy of their concerns. Labeling Llamojha a communist served a similar purpose: it obscured his social justice motivations by casting him as someone driven solely by the mandates of a much-feared political party.

Llamojha also poured much of his energy into organizing Ayacucho campesinos at the provincial level, working to establish the Federación Campesina Provincial de Cangallo (Cangallo Provincial Peasant Federation). Llamojha planned to launch that federation in March 1962, at what was to be called the First Convention of Campesinos from the Province of Cangallo.12 Llamojha and his fellow convention organizers sent personalized invitations to community personeros throughout Cangallo, urging them to send delegations to the convention. Those invitations featured Llamojha’s eloquent outrage at the devastating socioeconomic legacies of colonial oppression. One such invitation explained:

The cruel and terrible tragedies that we are suffering are now unbearable. We have been humiliated for more than 400 years of pain and misery, awaiting the miracle, the grace and the will of the landowning oligarchy. . . . Each day the price of basic life necessities rises, to the point that the poor cannot acquire vital foods for the sustenance of our homes. Numerous infants suffer from hunger and cold, waiting for the miserable pieces of stale bread that their parents have to get at the cost of sweat and tears. Practically thousands of innocent babies are condemned to die of hunger. The poor, by the grace of those who oppress us, do not have the right to life nor to health.

The invitation closed with a series of exhortations:

FOR JUSTICE, LAND, AND LIBERTY

FOR THE ECONOMIC LIBERATION OF OUR FATHERLAND

FOR THE PROVINCIAL UNION OF CANGALLO

FOR THE STUDENT-WORKER-PEASANT FRONT OF CANGALLO PROVINCE LAND OR DEATH

JUSTICE OR REVOLUTION

LONG LIVE CHRIST THE KING13

The language in these documents conveyed the political spirit of the early 1960s: a sense of righteous indignation; a readiness to make bold, aggressive demands of the state; and an insistence that change must come immediately. Similar documents were authored by countless other activists throughout Peru and Latin America, and “Land or Death” was the often-repeated motto of Peruvian rural mobilizations. But Llamojha was always his own man: adding the phrase “Long Live Christ the King” was something most activists of the period would not have done, as they usually eschewed traditional Christian convictions in favor of Marxism’s staunchly materialist visions.14

The planned congress generated considerable anxiety among Ayacucho authorities, and those authorities used the Cold War specter of communism to justify their drastic actions. Cangallo’s subprefect asserted that the use of phrases like “Land or Death” in the invitations was proof that Llamojha and the other congress organizers were “nothing but instruments who are carrying out orders,” obeying outside directives “of international character.” Here, “international character” was synonymous with international communism. The subprefect also asserted that the invitation’s high quality—it was printed at a professional print shop—confirmed the involvement of outsiders, as “MANUEL LLAMOCCA MITMA is not in any condition to spend a single cent from his private wealth, because he doesn’t have any income and he does not have any known job, particularly for the printing of propaganda.”15

Ayacucho’s prefect quickly banned the congress, justifying his decision by insisting that its true goals were “purely demagogic and of a political character.”16 Civil guards then arrested Llamojha, claiming that he had several leftist leaflets in his possession and had been witnessed painting leftist graffiti in Pomacocha.17 Several weeks after his arrest, civil guards forced him to affix his signature to a document that identified him as “the Communist leader Manuel Llamocca Mitma.” In signing that document, he agreed to abstain from organizing political meetings unless he had formal legal authorization to do so.18

Llamojha’s arrest on March 28, 1962, came one day after the major Peruvian newspaper Expreso published a lengthy story sympathetic to the canceled congress and featuring an interview with Llamojha himself. The article’s bold headline read “PEASANT CONVENTION AGAINST SLAVE-LIKE FORMS OF LABOR,” and in the interview, Llamojha explained: “There is neither politics nor communism behind our movement. It is a genuine action of communities that want the government to protect them from atrocious abuses that hacendados commit against them.”19 This lengthy article was extremely embarrassing for Ayacucho’s top authorities. Because the story’s writers portrayed Llamojha as a humble, devoutly Christian, self-educated campesino upset by extreme suffering in the countryside, the article made the prefect look like an uncaring reactionary when he deemed Llamojha a radical extremist. Worse still, the article led national authorities to send the prefect a series of highly critical telegrams that chastised him for his actions in the country-side.20 It is hardly surprising, then, that Llamojha was arrested the very day after this story was printed. Although the Expreso story triggered his arrest, it also offered him national political exposure. Much more such attention soon followed.

Onto the National Stage

In 1962, Llamojha made his first (and only) foray into formal electoral politics: he ran for Peru’s Chamber of Deputies as a candidate for the Frente de Liberación Nacional (National Liberation Front; FLN). The FLN was an electoral front created by the Peruvian Communist Party in 1960, designed to group together progressive forces for the 1962 presidential and congressional elections.21 Llamojha clearly did not have sufficient financial resources to mount a major election campaign. The only piece of pro-Llamojha election propaganda I found in the archives was a simple handbill, typed rather than professionally printed. It said:


MANUEL LLAMOJHA MITMA

PEASANT CANDIDATE FOR DEPUTY FOR THE

DEPARTMENT OF AYACUCHO

MANUEL LLAMOJHA MITMA, authentic son of the heroic province of Cangallo, has been unanimously proclaimed by the pueblos of this area as candidate for deputy, to carry the voice of the peasantry to the National Parliament. A genuine son of the great masses of workers of the countryside, he has a trajectory of struggle in defense of campesino interests to his credit. He has also struggled concretely for Agrarian Reform, which means land for he who works it. His life is consecrated to fight for the demands of the indigenous peasantry, forgotten by the laws and vilely exploited by gamonales. Campesinos . . . are now determined to fight for their demands in the ballot boxes as one step in this fight. And for that, they have chosen a campesino who has come from the core of the Indian race, a man like Llamojha Mitma, who has demonstrated his spirit of struggle and sacrifice for their interests. Victim of slander, falsehoods, and intrigues, Llamojha has suffered unjust imprisonment many times, but he always carries forward the flags of campesino demands: Land and Liberty; Progress and the Struggle for National Liberation.

The Ayacucho National Liberation Front has included him in its list of candidates and as such, Llamojha Mitma will also struggle for the proposals of this revolutionary movement, adapted to our historic moment. Llamojha, in this sense, is the one chosen to represent his oppressed brothers for, as a member of the Confederación Campesina del Perú, he is also fighting for the organization of the peasantry. He likewise fights for every work of regional progress, as our province is one of the most forgotten ones of the country and we have the right to have our voice heard and demand action for the popular good.

Citizen, campesino, worker, artisan, small industrialist, intellectual, men and women, vote for MANUEL LLAMOJHA MITMA, guarantor of revolutionary struggle and of popular fervor.

LONG LIVE THE AGRARIAN REFORM AND NATIONAL LIBERATION!

Cangallo, February 196222



I shared this document with Llamojha and asked him if he had wanted to enter Peru’s congress.


Yes, to be a deputy. I didn’t get enough votes. It was at the last minute, too. The campesinos in Lima proposed me.

“You should run, because you have ties with all the people, with the high-ranking people in the court. You should run!” they said to me.

So, I ran. Maybe I would have won, but here in Concepción, there were three elements, damned ones [the abusive district authorities Grimaldo Castillo, Raúl Agüero, and Joaquín Chávez], and they started to denounce me. They sent messages everywhere, saying that I was a stranger, that I was a fugitive who walked around, that I was an illiterate. They presented documents and denunciations against me, and for that reason, there wasn’t enough of a vote. Sure, there were some votes, but it wasn’t sufficient.



Although Llamojha today insists that he never belonged to a communist party and never self-identified as a communist, Ayacucho authorities took his congressional run as further evidence of his communist activities.23 A November 1962 police report on him asserted: “Manuel Llamocca Mitma is an active militant of the Frente de Liberación Nacional (F.L.N.), and as such, is developing an intense campaign in favor of communism among the campesinos of the Province of Cangallo.” The report noted that Llamojha “dedicates himself to making a political campaign in favor of his Party . . . pursuing as his principal objective the formation of Workers’ Unions on these haciendas, demanding a salary increase.” The report closed with the comment that Llamojha “maintains tight ties with the principal leaders of communism and fidelism [devotion to Cuba’s Fidel Castro] in the Capital of the Republic.”24

The year 1962 was crucial for Llamojha. His failed congressional run was followed by a major political victory: he was elected secretary general of the CCP. Founded in 1947, the CCP aimed to represent all of Peru’s campesinos and fight for their political, economic, and social welfare. The CCP’s work had only barely begun when General Manuel Odría seized control of Peru in his 1948 coup. That coup initiated a period of significant political repression in Peru, and the CCP had to suspend all of its activities and efforts. It was only in the late 1950s, after the restoration of civilian rule and a return to democracy in 1956, that activists began efforts to revive the CCP. It was not until July 1962, however, that the peasant organization was large or strong enough to hold a national convention, its Second National Peasant Congress. At that convention, Llamojha was elected secretary general.25 He became the second such leader in the confederation’s history.


There was a national congress in Lima in ’62, and in this congress they named me secretary general of the Confederación Campesina del Perú. That is, president. They named me because I always attended the meetings, representing Ayacucho and my pueblo. After that, they never let me go. Not for anything. They always appointed me in the congresses.



I asked Llamojha if his election had surprised him.


No. People had already been talking to me about it.

“You have to be secretary! Because you’re the only one who goes from pueblo to pueblo. You know what the peasantry’s struggle is like,” they said.

I still didn’t want to do it, but they obligated me. “It has to be you,” they said.



Llamojha added that one of the individuals who pressed him to accept the nomination was Saturnino Paredes, one of the most important figures in Peru’s twentieth-century left. Paredes was a lawyer from the department of Ancash, and he came from an Andean peasant family.26 At the time of the 1962 CCP congress, he was a prominent member of the Peruvian Communist Party and had served as legal advisor to the CCP since its revival in the late 1950s. In 1964, Paredes and several of his political allies broke from the pro-Soviet members of the Peruvian Communist Party and founded a rival Peruvian Communist Party that proclaimed support for communist China. The 1964 divide of the Peruvian Communist Party mirrored the larger Sino-Soviet split and reflected major ideological differences in Peru.27 Members of the pro-Soviet party, known after the divide as the Partido Comunista del Perú-Unidad (Peruvian Communist Party-Unity), regarded the urban working class as the key revolutionary group and advocated a gradualist approach toward revolution that did not rule out cooperation with the state. Those belonging to Paredes’s pro-China party, the Partido Comunista del Perú-Bandera Roja (Peruvian Communist Party-Red Flag), cast peasants as the true revolutionaries and rejected the possibility of statist collaboration.28 Llamojha described how he met Paredes:


I met him in 1946, I believe. My institution [the migrant club] in Lima was looking for a lawyer. We had found one already, but he didn’t look after us well. So, some campesinos recommended that we go to see Paredes, because he was like a campesino, he knew what the countryside was like. So we went and he oriented us in what we should do, he advised us. He became Concepción’s legal advisor.



Llamojha also told his CVR interviewers:


Paredes always called me when he was in Ayacucho. He communicated with me, to get me to go to meetings of the Confederación [Campesina del Perú] before I was a member. So, I always went to the assemblies.



Llamojha’s relationship with Paredes was crucial for Llamojha’s activist career. It was in large part due to the two men’s friendship that Llamojha began working with the CCP, and it is doubtful that he would have become the CCP’s secretary general without Paredes’s support. Paredes was simply that important a figure in the CCP and in the Peruvian left.29 And the ultimate break between the two men would have perilous consequences for Llamojha’s political career.

Participants in the 1962 CCP congress that elected Llamojha secretary general considered a range of issues. He explained:


It was always about the peasantry: how to guide them, how to fight against feudalism, against the hacendados. How to fight and be united so as to be able to triumph.



At the congress, participants discussed Peruvian campesinos’ socioeconomic situation, the shape of a “Radical Agrarian Reform,” and the need for a worker-peasant alliance. Delegates also explored peasants’ constitutional and electoral rights.30 Participants ultimately approved a lengthy document outlining the CCP’s statutes and its declaration of principles. That document affirmed:


The fundamental objective of the Confederación Campesina del Perú is the consistent struggle for the liberation of the peasantry from oppression and the exploitation of the latifundio, through the suppression of the semifeudal system of production in the countryside and the elimination of servitude, through the delivery of land to the campesinos who work it.31



Beyond calling for agrarian reform, the CCP also lobbied on behalf of Peruvian campesinos.32 As CCP legal advisor, Paredes traveled to La Convención Valley in Cuzco in December 1962. Between 1958 and 1962, campesinos in the region had struggled to take control of the hacienda lands they worked. Together with prominent Trotskyist activist Hugo Blanco—the man who ultimately became twentieth-century Peru’s most (in)famous rural activist—the area’s campesinos seized so much hacienda land that the military government sent detachments of civil guards into the region in October 1962.33 Paredes met with peasants from the beleaguered region and spoke out against state repression.34 Llamojha himself began working with La Convención campesinos during the 1960s, probably sometime after Hugo Blanco’s high-profile arrest in May 1963, as the two men did not meet until the 1970s.

While he criticized Hugo Blanco during our interviews, Llamojha always spoke very highly of La Convención campesinos themselves, particularly about those from the area of Quillabamba, where the struggles over land were especially heated.


For me, Quillabamba campesinos were the most united, the strongest. I was there with them, in the constant fight with the hacendados, back when the haciendas still existed.

We carried out assemblies, meetings about the abuses that the hacendados were committing. There was a hacendado, Romainville, who had a really big estate, and he was selling the hacienda. He had set the estate’s value to include the residents: two thousand adults; fifteen hundred kids. That’s how the hacienda was appraised! I arrived in time and I immediately prepared a document and got the communities of this sector to sign. I returned to Lima and presented it straight to the government. That’s why the pueblos respected me. When there was an issue, they’d call me here. Cuzco called me. I was in Cuzco a lot, in Quillabamba. Quillabamba is my pueblo. They love me a lot. I defended the struggle, you see. That’s how it was.

“You have to come! You have to come!” they’d say. They’d send a commission to bring me. They wouldn’t leave me alone.



Llamojha also worked on behalf of peasants in other parts of Peru. Together with the Pomacocha lawyer and CCP activist Alberto Izarra, Llamojha urged campesinos in the department of Huancavelica to attend the First Congress of Comuneros and Campesinos of Huancavelica. Their open letter asserted:


Campesinos and community members of Huancavelica: remember the blood that has spilled, the blood of campesinos spilled by the hundreds and thousands in recent times. Remember that at this moment, hundreds of campesinos are agonizing in jail for having fought for our cause. Remember the persecutions and sufferings that we undergo each day because of the big landlords and the police force at their service. Let us advance along the path shown us by [eighteenth-century indigenous leaders] Túpac Amaru, Atusparia, and all the martyrs of the Agrarian Reform, recovering our lands and permanently liquidating the latifundio and the servitude that we suffer. Let us march united as class brothers, and in this way we will win.35



By invoking key historical figures like Túpac Amaru and Atusparia, Llamojha was using history to inspire indigenous peasants and remind them of all that their predecessors had accomplished. The letter also shows an unmistakable outrage at the violence, exploitation, and abuse campesinos were enduring and reveals a staunch determination to fight for change.

Just as he labored to organize Huancavelica campesinos, Llamojha worked with peasants across much of the country, including the departments of Piura, Cuzco, Ancash, and Junín.36


As secretary general, I had to travel all across Peru. People called me from everywhere to hold assemblies. In every place, there were always abuses by hacendados. So they called me, and I went to all the areas of Peru to carry out departmental and provincial assemblies, congresses. I’ve seen all of Peru. All the campesinos called on me. Many times in many places. I went by foot; one day’s walk, two days’ walk, on foot. That’s how the peasants brought me to hold assemblies, congresses, to inform them about the campesino movement of Peru.

When I went to their pueblos, peasants waited for me outside their towns, and when I approached they’d greet me with a harp, with a flag, and with music, with trumpets. They received me like I was God!



Llamojha’s work as secretary general of the CCP was dramatic and exciting, but it also generated significant problems for him. Most basically, he earned no income for the days and months he spent working on campesinos’ behalf. I asked him if he earned a salary as secretary general of the CCP.


No, you don’t earn anything there. Instead, you have to sacrifice yourself. Sure, the campesinos paid your bus fare when they summoned you to different pueblos. They’d pay for a return trip, but nothing more. You don’t earn anything, you just have to struggle. Struggle to liberate the campesinos from the clutches of the gamonales. I fought hard.



Llamojha’s work as secretary general of the CCP also meant that he was targeted for arrest by Peru’s 1962–1963 military government. In January 1963, it arrested and imprisoned more than eight hundred—and perhaps as many as two thousand—leftist political activists, peasants, students, and union leaders, including Llamojha, claiming that a communist conspiracy was afoot in Peru. The mass arrests were a classic example of Cold War political oppression in Latin America: no actual communist conspiracy existed; the government was using repression to try to dampen revolutionary fervor.37 Llamojha spoke at length about this arrest to his CVR interviewers. His stories again emphasize the theme of surprise, stressing authorities’ shock at the disparity between his reputation and his humble appearance as an indigenous peasant.


They made us get in the vehicle, and they brought me here [to the city of Ayacucho]. In the truck, they tied our hands to the handrails, and they brought us . . . rain started to attack us. And so they brought me here, completely sopping wet.

A fellow community member lived on Grau Avenue, and so I said to the commander, “Please, take me via Grau Avenue. I have a relative there, I’m going to let him know what’s happening.” So, they took me. I went with a guard and knocked on his door.

“I’ve been taken prisoner. Please bring me some clothes,” I said.

They took me to the precinct on Garcilaso de la Vega Street. And there I was. I arrived sopping wet. There was a Sergeant Ochoa there, who used to work in the Concepción police post. He was really good to me.

“They’ve brought you like this?” So, he went out and he brought me a fourth of cognac and a cup of coffee. I drank down that whole fourth!

Then, a short while later, an order came for [Sergeant] Ochoa. There was no other civil guard, because they’d all left with orders. He was alone.

“Something is happening,” he said to me. And then he locked me up in the cell, in the dark.

Later that night, at midnight, the raid began. Two generals came in, and they called to Ochoa.

“Ochoa, bring out the prisoner.” And so he brought me out. They didn’t believe it was me.

“I told you to bring Llamojha out.”

“Well, it’s him.”

“How can this be him?”

I showed my identity documents.

“It’s him! Look, here he is! This is who the hacendados are afraid of! Put the handcuffs on him.” They looked for them, but there weren’t any.

“Then use a rope.”

Nothing. There wasn’t even rope, because all of the civil guards had left, they’d gone to capture prisoners, political activists, and they’d taken all of their equipment with them. So, because there weren’t handcuffs or rope, they ordered six soldiers to arm themselves, six soldiers got ready. The generals took me by the arms.

And when they were getting themselves ready, a guard who knew me—because I was constantly being taken prisoner—said, “but General, we don’t need to take him with rope. We don’t need anything. He can go on his own. You just tell him to go to a certain place, and he’ll go on his own. You don’t need to take him as a prisoner.”

“How are we going to let him go alone? He’s the high-ranking leader around here, number one in all Peru. How are we going to send him on his own?”

So, two generals took me by the arms. Three soldiers were in front with their machine guns, and three soldiers behind, too. They took me like this from the precinct over to the precinct in front of the market.

When I entered, there were a lot of political prisoners there. They’d brought a lot of people, it was completely full. So, I went in to greet them, but the guards wouldn’t let me. They took me to a cell. The others were just in a room. I was the only one in a cell, they didn’t put me with the others. I was in that cell for three nights. Sure, my relatives brought me stuff, they brought me a mattress to sleep on. But I wasn’t allowed to sleep. The generals would come in, they’d come up to the cell door, and, from behind the bars, they’d force me to get up.

“Get up! Stand up with your hands behind your head!” they’d say.

They’d have me against the wall, and then they’d go, and I was so tired I’d fall back into bed. But they’d come back again and get me up. It was like this all night. They tortured me; for three nights it was like this.

After three days, they brought us out and they took us to Lima.



In one of our interviews, Llamojha further explained:


They sent me to Lima in a helicopter together with other political prisoners, and we arrived at the Republican Guard barracks. At that time, I was secretary general of the Confederación Campesina del Perú and there had been propaganda in Peru saying that the top Peruvian leader had been detained. So, everyone got off the helicopter and I got off last.

As we got off, the people asked, “Where is the leader of the peasantry?”

“He’s at the back. He’s coming.”

I got off and they asked, “You are the peasant leader?”

“I’m the leader.”

We laughed!

“You’re supposed to be enormous!”

Then, I got in the car and they took all of the accused to the barracks.

That’s life.



Llamojha told his CVR interviewers:


They took us to the Republican Guard barracks. We were there a month. They sent some to El Sepa [the Colonia Penal Agrícola del Sepa, a penal colony in the Amazon], others to El Frontón. The others they sent back, paying their way.

I said, “I’m not going to go. I’m going to stay in Lima.” I didn’t want to go back, because I had work to do in Lima.

The leader of the barracks was General Bedoya, an Ayacuchan. He talked to us in Quechua, and to say goodbye to us, for our goodbye meal, he said, “We have to make two pots of mondongo [tripe soup], Ayacucho style.”

And he served all of the prisoners. He served us himself. He divvied out the food for us. He was a good guy.



Llamojha’s stories about his 1963 arrest again offer a complex portrayal of soldiers and civil guards. He shows some of these men as pointedly abusive torturers and casts others as sympathetic men who trusted him and treated him kindly.

Shortly after his release from prison he returned to Ayacucho, and there he had an encounter with the leading presidential candidate, Fernando Belaúnde Terry. Belaúnde waged an energetic presidential election campaign, traversing Peru as no previous candidate had ever done, and that campaign brought him to the Ayacucho town of Pampa Cangallo.38 Llamojha described meeting Belaúnde:


He said to me, “Where are you from? Are you from here?”

“No, I’m from Concepción.”

“Then what are you doing here?”

“I’ve come to greet you.”

“You’ve come with this group to greet me?”

“Yes.”

Then, we all got in the same car with Belaúnde to go to Cangallo. We got out in Cangallo and went to the main plaza for a meeting. Many people were waiting, and there I was.

Those who knew me said, “You’ve changed your politics! Now you’re a Belaúndista [Belaúnde supporter]! You’re no longer a social activist!”



Llamojha was still very much a social activist, however, and he staunchly criticized the Belaúnde regime and especially its disappointing 1964 agrarian reform. The combination of a recalcitrant congress, hacendado opposition, the agrarian reform law’s complexity, and Belaúnde’s competing priorities meant that the law failed to meet the needs of the vast majority of Peru’s peasants.39 Llamojha offered a sharp criticism of Belaúnde’s agrarian reform in an October 1964 letter that he wrote with several other leaders of the CCP. The letter called Belaúnde’s reform the “Law of Agrarian Fraud” and denounced its failure to pursue the complete liquidation of haciendas and failure to challenge the “voracious oppression and exploitation by the great landowners.” The letter closed with the slogans “LAND FOR HE WHO WORKS IT. LAND, FREEDOM AND JUSTICE. LAND OR DEATH, WE WILL WIN.”40 For Llamojha, only radical, peasant-directed agrarian reform would be sufficient.

International Travels

The drama and excitement of Llamojha’s political work reached a new high in 1965, when he received an invitation to travel to Cuba. That trip then led to subsequent travels to the Soviet Union and China. His overseas travels were major transformative experiences in his life—a life that began in the humblest of circumstances, in an impoverished indigenous community.41 Though they were astonishing for him, such international travels were actually fairly common among Peruvian and other Latin American political activists. Another prominent member of the CCP, Pelayo Oré Chávez, traveled to Albania, Cuba, Czechoslovakia, and the Soviet Union during the 1960s and 1970s.42 Documents from the US Central Intelligence Agency claim that hundreds of Peruvians traveled to Cuba, China, and even North Korea for political training during the 1960s.43 Enough Peruvian students were studying at the Patrice Lumumba University in Moscow, in turn, that they formed a Peruvian student organization on the campus in 1966.44 The Peruvian government actively condemned such travels and explicitly prohibited visits to communist bloc countries.45

Llamojha’s travels—all funded by the governments of the host countries—began with his trip to Cuba in 1965. He told his CVR interviewers:


Cuba invited me for a big meeting, a worldwide meeting, of the worldwide union of the workers of the world. I went to Cuba by invitation. For this worldwide meeting, tickets came for five delegates from Peru. They didn’t get their passports, though. At that time, travel was prohibited. You had to take an oath that you wouldn’t go to any of the fourteen socialist countries that existed at that time. It was difficult to get a passport, so the others got discouraged. People from five departments were supposed to go, with me representing Ayacucho.

I went, just in case, to the Ministry [to try to get a passport]. But they asked for my baptismal certificate, and I didn’t have it . . . so I prepared a certificate myself. I made my own baptismal certificate, and I took it with me to the Ministry.

They asked me, “Where are you traveling to?”

“To the United States,” I said.

“Do you have family there?”

“Yes, I do.”

Happily, at that time, a relative of mine who was in the United States had sent me a letter. The letter said, “Get yourself ready, and I’ll send you money for your ticket, so you can work here.”

I presented this, and with this, staying really quiet, they gave me a passport. Sure, they made me sign a sworn statement that I wouldn’t go to Cuba, or to other places.



Llamojha shared many stories about his time in Cuba during our interviews.


I participated in a great meeting of delegations from many countries. The Cuban government surely wanted to inform everyone about Cuba’s situation.

I would guess there were about four thousand people in the meetings. There were delegates from all the countries of the Americas, from Europe, from China. There were a lot of delegates. Some countries had three delegates. Twelve went from Chile, fourteen went from Argentina. Many countries had five delegates. From the other countries, as many as twelve delegates went. They paid for their whole trip, the whole round trip. But I was the only one from Peru. I was all by myself. The others didn’t want to go, out of fear. And that’s why in Cuba they called me “Lonely Peru.” I went all by myself. The rest of the Peruvian delegates didn’t want to go.

“They’re going to repress me! Travel to Cuba is prohibited,” they said.

I was in Cuba for a month. They showed me all the pueblos, how they functioned under socialism. They showed me how there used to be haciendas and how they were now. They showed me all of this. I liked their customs. I liked the form of collective labor. Everyone got involved in collective labor, everyone.



Llamojha shared more memories of Cuba with his CVR interviewers:


They showed me all of the institutions, the factories that now belonged to the pueblo. Then, all the delegates from across the world, we went to cut sugarcane. They call this the zafra [sugarcane harvest]. The ministers went to start cutting first. They started to cut the cane and then the rest of us, the delegates, went to cut cane for half a day.



During his time in Cuba Llamojha received the invitation to China.


When I was in Cuba, the invitation from China came, as there were delegates from China in Cuba. The one who contacted me for this was Hilda Gadea, a Peruvian woman who was the ex-wife of Che Guevara. She’s from [the Apurímac province of] Andahuaylas. She put me in contact with China.

The Chinese delegates said to me, “On your return, we’re going to send you a ticket so that you’ll come.”



Llamojha told his CVR interviewers that an invitation to the Soviet Union followed shortly thereafter.


Then, Russian delegates invited me. “Let’s go to Russia! You’ll get political training there. You’ll be there for two years.”

“Good. Good,” I said.

So, then there was a meeting in Santiago de Cuba, in Oriente, a big meeting.

In this big meeting, we were to take turns talking about the political question. So, I spoke about the Russian politicians.

I said, “the Russian political leaders are liars. They deceive the world, saying that Russia is socialist, communist, when it isn’t. Russia isn’t socialist or communist. Russia, since Stalin’s death in ’54, has taken another direction. They should not keep deceiving the world!”

I said this in anger. After that, they separated themselves from me, they didn’t speak to me anymore.



Llamojha’s pointed criticism of the Soviet Union reflected his strong sympathies for the Chinese model of communism in the aftermath of the Sino-Soviet split: a model that prioritized peasants over workers, the countryside over cities, and revolutionary action over statist collaboration. Chinese propaganda circulated quite widely in Peru, and many Peruvians came to share Llamojha’s loyalties, with Maoism gaining more traction in Peru than anywhere else in Latin America.46 Llamojha’s stance also reflected his strong political alignment with Maoist CCP legal advisor Saturnino Paredes and the other members of the Partido Comunista del Perú-Bandera Roja. Llamojha’s pro-China stance helps explain the rather frosty reception he received in the Soviet Union. His trip to the Soviet Union was only an interim stop on the way to China; his public denunciation of the Soviets while in Cuba had surely foiled any plans for an extended stay in the USSR.


So I went to China. The first flight was to Moscow, and I was in Moscow for five days. But as I had spoken against them while in Cuba, they didn’t greet me, they didn’t receive me. Only the Chinese embassy received me at the airport.

They took me to a hotel and they left me there, just at the door, nothing more! So I entered the hotel alone. I spoke in Spanish and they didn’t understand me. If I had known I was going to go to Russia, I would have prepared, I would have studied. So I asked for a room, but speaking in English.



Here, I interjected with surprise: “You speak English?”


Well, a few words. Enough to get by. They looked for a girl who spoke English, and with her help, I asked for a room. She asked them to give me a room on the second floor. She was always there! They’d named her to serve as my interpreter, and she almost always came to get me for breakfast, lunch, dinner. That’s how we were; she accompanied me for three days. On saying goodbye, she gave me her hand. She had a little ring and I fiddled with it. That really bothered her, and I didn’t see her again!



When Llamojha played with that young woman’s ring, he was flirting. Young men in Peru’s rural Andean communities often teasingly seize pieces of jewelry from the objects of their affection, forcing the women to constantly pester their suitors for the items’ return.47 The young Soviet woman may well have known what he was intimating, or she may have just thought he was trying to steal her ring. He shared many other anecdotes of his time in Moscow.


I arrived in Russia at six in the morning; I thought it was six at night! As it was snowing in Russia, it was really dark and I thought it was time to go to bed. Then, they telephoned me from the Chinese embassy.

“Have you eaten breakfast yet?” they asked me.

“What do you mean, breakfast? It’s getting dark out; I’m lying down in bed.”

“What? We’re getting up now, we’re not getting ready for bed! It’s getting light outside,” they said to me.

“But it’s dark out,” I said.

“No, that’s what it’s like here.”

I went alone to the dining room to eat. They handed me the menu, but I didn’t know the language yet. When they gave me the menu list, I just checked things off. It turned out I’d picked mostly liquors! They brought me a bottle of vodka and a bottle of beer. This is what I had ordered!

Then, I went out by myself to walk around. I walked around the city until I got tired. That’s how it was. The whole day, walking around.

They had shops there, really big stores. One was open and I went in. There was nobody there. I knocked on the counter because I wanted to buy a briefcase. It was hanging there with its price. But nobody came out, nobody. And the store’s money was on the counter.

I said to myself, “How can they just leave their money here? There’s no one here!” After a little while, more people came in. I watched as they looked at the prices, took stuff, and then they put the things in their bags. Then they got out their money, put it on the counter, they took their change and left! That convinced me that socialism still existed in Russia! That’s how it was. I grabbed the briefcase, put down my money and took my change! That’s how it should be! Because it all belongs to the pueblo, money also belongs to the pueblo. They left their money and took their change!



I asked Llamojha if there had been any meetings or gatherings for him.


There weren’t any. I walked alone in the streets, in the avenues. I suffered in that cold! If I had known I was going, I would have taken a coat, something. But I didn’t know I was going to go to Moscow!

In Moscow, I was abandoned in the streets. There was a woman selling sweets, and I asked for one. She gave me one and I sat down on the bench. After I ate the candy, I threw the wrapper on the ground, Lima style. Then a lady appeared and she yelled at me in her language, and she made me pick up the wrapper! She showed me that there was a garbage can behind the bench and she made me throw the wrapper in there.

I stayed in Russia for five days. Then, I was contacted by the Chinese embassy to go to China. Moscow, its people, its authorities—I don’t know why they hated me. To leave for China, they took me to the checkpoint to endorse my passport. One of them grabbed me, checked me over. They inspected everything. They were bitter, those people. They inspected my pockets, where I had my money. I had 200 dollars; the Cubans had given me 200 dollars and they took all of it from me! They took it! They didn’t return it. Right from my pocket.

“What are you taking this money for?” they asked me. They got their revenge against me!

“This stays here!” they said. They didn’t return it! After that, they stamped my passport. The delegate from the Chinese embassy said, “It doesn’t matter. What can we do? This is how they are.”

Then they took me to the airport and I left for China.

I traveled to China and they received me there. A group was waiting for me at the airport and they greeted me with flowers, with Chinese flags and a Peruvian flag. They greeted me because I was representing Peru, because I was a national leader of Peru.



Llamojha shared more details of his arrival with his CVR interviewers:


They greeted me with a fantastic reception. There was a caravan of cars and the minister of agriculture. Here in Peru, they say that this news was published in El Comercio, in La Prensa [the major national newspapers].48

“The top leader from Peru has been received by the Chinese minister,” they say the stories said. I haven’t read them. So, that’s how I arrived in China. I was in China for over a month.

They asked me, “What do you want to see here?”
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FIG. 4.1 Llamojha, location unknown, 1965. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.


“Above all, I want to learn all about the peasants. How the peasants live, and how the cooperative businesses function.”

So, they took me around every day. I didn’t have time for anything. From the time I woke up I had to go from one place to the next. They waited for me with a plane, sometimes with a car. I’ve seen half of China! I’ve seen where the armed struggle began, where Mao Zedong was.

“He was there in that gorge! That’s where he hid like a little animal,” they said. There were big holes, and in there were various rooms. That’s where the people lived. But it’s frightening; there’s an echo when you go in. So, when the planes came to bomb the area, they only bombed the ground, not the hillside. They didn’t know there were people living there. And that’s where Mao Zedong lived. His bed was in there, his shoes, his pencil, his books, his inkwells, it’s there. Everywhere that he was, we went.



In our interviews, Llamojha added more details.


I’ve seen practically the entire country of China. At three in the morning, they’d bring me breakfast at the hotel and at four we had to leave by airplane for another town. That’s how it was. Every day, they took me to see places where the community’s businesses functioned. They brought me to fields where they were planting grains, showing me how they harvested. In China, they drink a lot of tea. Each place we went, there were a number of teapots on the table, and they always served us tea. Tea instead of wine!

They invited me there as a national leader, and to talk about Peru. They also told me about China, about how it had a revolution. I was there one month and a week, seeing all the country, all of its cities. I had my diary, my notes, but when I came back to Peru, the investigators took everything from me. The Chinese had filled my albums up with stuff throughout my visit. But they took all of that from me. What could they have done with it?

China was a lovely country. The way they worked, they had nice machines, really different ones. For plowing, they had a machine like a wheelbarrow but with a motor. They made me try it.

“Let’s see! Try it!” they said. I took hold of it and drove it.



Llamojha visited the communist countries of China and Cuba as leader of Peru’s largest peasant organization, but even in this political context that so emphasized class, his hosts paid much attention to his indigeneity, something that he recalled with pride.


University students should be able to speak the Peruvian language, Quechua. I am fluent in the Peruvian language and in other countries they asked me to write and speak in Quechua about my visit. In China and in Cuba, they asked me to write and give my speech in Quechua.



I asked Llamojha what he liked most about China.


The communal works, the exchanges, I liked that. It was socialism. Socialism is really nice.

“You should stay!” they said.

So, I said, “No, I’ve got my wife. She’s going to become machorra [barren; also butch or lesbian].”

They didn’t understand. “What does machorra mean?” they asked me.

“Ahhhhhh . . . machorra means that she is going to become an old woman,” I said.

Then they looked in a dictionary. In another meeting, they started to criticize me. “You’re a liar! That’s not what it says in the dictionary!”



After five weeks in China, Llamojha headed home to Peru. As he explained to his CVR interviewers, the return trip took him back to the Soviet Union and through Europe:


From China I came back through Russia. I was in Russia for five days on my return. Then, I went to Poland, and from Poland to Germany, and then to France. The French are really good people. They’re not like the Russians, who look at you with hate. But in France, the people are really nice. They invited me to sit down, they talked to me, they offered me coffee, that’s how they treated me.

In France, they said to me, “Don’t go to Peru! Peru’s in danger. The armed struggle of Luis de la Puente, of the MIR [Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria, Movement of the Revolutionary Left] has begun. Don’t go! Peru’s in danger. Stay here.”

But I wanted to know where it would all lead. So I came back in a hurry. I came back here via Portugal, via Spain, then Venezuela, and from Venezuela a direct flight to Peru.

But when I got back to Peru, instead of greeting me with flowers, they greeted me with machine guns! Right when I got off the plane.



In our interviews, Llamojha described the early moments of his capture.


They took me from the airport to the prefecture as a prisoner. Three investigators took me and they made me go up to the third floor. They left me with just one investigator and he made me sit in the boss’s chair.

“Sit down right here!”

“But I’m just fine right here!”

“Sit here!”

What was I supposed to do? The investigator left to go to the bathroom, and then three officials came up into the room.

They saw me and asked, “Who are you?”

“I’m a prisoner. I’m imprisoned.”

“Why is a prisoner sitting in my chair?”

“I was told to sit here!”

“Who made you sit there?”

“The guy who took me prisoner,” I said.

“Why did they take you prisoner?”

“I don’t know. They detained me in the airport.”

“And what were you doing at the airport? You must be a criminal.”

“No. I came back from Europe.”

“You’re coming from Europe?”

“I’m coming from Europe.”

After looking at my documents the official said, “How about that! This Indian wretch has traveled the world, and we haven’t even been to Huancayo!”49



Llamojha remained a prisoner in the prefecture for several months. He described his interrogation, referencing the 1965 guerrilla struggles started by the MIR and the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (National Liberation Army).50


They asked me, “Why did you go? Who sent you?”

In the prefecture there were various detainees from Cuzco. The armed struggle of the MIR had begun in Peru. As a consequence, the repression had begun.

They detained me and they started to talk over the radio, saying that I had been detained because I had brought weapons from Russia. They had me for three months in the prefecture, and after that, they sent me to the barracks.



I asked Llamojha what he thought of the MIR.


The MIR means the Movimiento de Izquierda Revolucionaria. But I had doubts when it [the MIR’s guerrilla struggle] began, because they weren’t with the masses. They would have had to go across all of Peru and organize the masses for their revolution to triumph. So I wasn’t sure they would succeed when they began. And that’s how it turned out; they didn’t triumph because they weren’t united with the Peruvian masses. They were a small group, nothing more. I always had that idea: struggle with the masses.



Llamojha also recalled arguing with other imprisoned leaders while in jail. His reference to Cuzco leaders likely refers to the MIR, as one of their guerrilla fronts was in Cuzco. He commented:


When I was imprisoned in the barracks, I always took part in discussions. There were other leaders there and we had conversations about the peasantry’s struggle. We talked, we argued about how to struggle to the very end. Some of the leaders from Cuzco were pretty harsh.

They said, “I don’t want to keep fighting. The Indians don’t accept us.”

I said that this didn’t bother me. “I’m just going to continue fighting. There’s no problem.”

So they said to me, “You’re a kullu [Quechua: blockhead].”



Llamojha’s arrest on his return from China generated some publicity. The Aprista magazine Presente reported that Llamojha had been detained after his flight from Paris, asserting that he “acted as a link between Moscow, Havana and Peking communists and Peruvian communists.”51 The magazine’s statement was hyperbolic, but it certainly mirrored the Peruvian state’s own fears about Llamojha, explaining why authorities kept him in prison for an entire year.52 His supporters, in turn, used the pages of the newspaper Bandera Roja to press for his release.53 A June 1966 communiqué from the CCP urged “the peasant bases of all the country to demand the immediate liberty of our Secretary General Manuel Llamojha Mitma, imprisoned for the past year even though he had not committed any crime.”54 For the Peruvian state operating in the context of Cold War, however, Llamojha’s travels constituted a threat that needed to be punished and contained.

He told his CVR interviewers a great deal about his 1965–1966 imprisonment in the Republican Guard barracks. He explained that thirty political captives were held in a single, small room.


And it had no light, it was dark. So, we carried out a protest so they would open a little window on the door, so that light could come in. And after that, we protested to get visitors. After we had been there for three months, they consented and let us have visits, but visitors could only come for ten minutes. Then we protested so they would give us a half hour. They granted that to us. And so then, one hour, then, two hours. We did this through complaints.

Then I got sick. In China, they were going to operate on me, but I didn’t let them. “I have to get back quickly,” I had said.

I came back like this, and when I was in prison, I got really sick. I had severe abdominal pain, and I got seriously ill. I couldn’t eat, I could only lie down.

To go and get food, we had to walk really far, as much as a block, to get our food. So, everyone went out [from the cell] and outside, the guard counted. And one of us was missing. A lieutenant came in and found me; he was a bad guy. I couldn’t stand up, but he dragged me out, hitting me with his sword as we moved toward the dining room.

He forced me into the dining room. I couldn’t stand, I had to lie down.

My prison compañeros [fellow inmates] declared, “We will not sit down and eat. Make the boss come, the head of the barracks,” they said. All of them remained standing.

“Not until the boss comes,” they said.

So, the guards immediately called him, General Bedoya, surely by telephone. He lived in Miraflores, he was an Ayacuchano. He arrived after a half hour, and he saw me lying on the floor.

He asked the guard, the lieutenant, “What’s going on with this guy? Why is he like that?”

My compañeros said, “He’s seriously ill, but they don’t want to take him to the clinic.”

So Bedoya said to the lieutenant, “If you saw that he was sick, why did you bring him here? You should have taken him to the clinic immediately. Now, you’re going to be punished. Tomorrow, you’re going to the jungle!”

And he sent the lieutenant to the jungle. Bedoya was a good guy.

Right then they took me to the clinic. The next day, they took me to the Dos de Mayo hospital. In the Dos de Mayo hospital, I was in the hospital’s little jail. I was there for three months, waiting for an operation. There, students from San Marcos brought me food.55 Students from those groups [the leftist political party Patria Roja (Red Fatherland) and the Partido Comunista del Perú-Bandera Roja] brought me food, milk. They helped me. They brought me as much as three liters of milk.



Llamojha also told his CVR interviewers about his interactions with “common prisoners,” individuals jailed on apolitical grounds.


There were others there, common prisoners, and I handed out the food to everyone. There was another prisoner there, an Aprista, from Huancayo. He couldn’t stand the common prisoners, and so the common prisoners hated him. But they treated me really well, because I handed out food.

People from Vischongo had sent me money because I needed it for serums, for blood. The money arrived. A commission had brought it to me, they delivered it to me. And after the operation, people from Pomacocha sent me money, from Chacari [a community in the district of Concepción] too, for medicines. So, when they took me to the operating room, the money was on a little table I had. I left it there.

After the operation I said to myself, “Surely those other prisoners have taken the money.” But they hadn’t! The common prisoners had guarded my money. They guarded it for me, and when I returned, eight days after my operation, they gave it back to me.

“Here’s your little bit of money. We guarded it,” they said to me.



In our interviews, Llamojha explained that his whole body had swollen before the operation, leaving him incapacitated. The subsequent operation removed tumors from his abdomen, and during our interview he pointed to his stomach, showing where the scars remained. He was very lucky to have had the support of students, peasants, and his fellow prisoners: without their solidarity, it is unlikely that he would have had the funds to buy the blood, medicine, and food he needed to make a full recovery. Such were the dismal realities of the health care system in Peru. Remarkably, after that major health scare, he enjoyed good health for the next four decades.

Back to the Countryside

Llamojha’s national political work and international travels consumed much of his energy and attention in the 1960s, but he never stopped worrying about—or fighting for—his home community, Concepción. He resumed active efforts on Concepción’s behalf after his release from prison in 1966, helping his community win a major victory against the Ayrabamba hacienda. The resurgence of his local activism coincided with the growing weakness of the CCP: from roughly 1965, many Peruvian leftists began staunchly criticizing the CCP, accusing its leaders of sectarianism and growing isolation from Peru’s peasant masses. Some even claimed that the CCP had essentially ceased to exist.56

When Llamojha returned to Ayacucho after his yearlong imprisonment in Lima, he learned a staggering piece of information: when Elodia Vassallo de Parodi’s husband purchased the Ayrabamba hacienda in 1914, the transaction had taken place in the city of Ica, and not in Ayacucho as Llamojha and his fellow community members had assumed.57 Llamojha’s earlier searches for Ayrabamba’s title had been fruitless simply because he had been looking in the offices of Ayacuchan, rather than Ican, notaries. Llamojha knew that if he could find Ayrabamba’s heretofore missing title, then Concepción campesinos would finally have strong legal evidence about their community’s borders. That was precisely the evidence they needed to fight the Parodi hacendados’ encroachments onto the community’s land, so he set out for Ica to look for the document.


I went to Ica to search for the title. I searched for a week and found nothing, absolutely nothing. I was ready to come home. One night, I went out to a park to sit for a while, and I had a bunch of documents with me. A man sat down beside me on the park bench.

He asked me, “Why are you walking around with so much paper?”

“I’ve got problems. That’s why I’m here.”

“Where are you from?”

“Ayacucho,” I told him.

“You’ve come here from Ayacucho? There are documents from Ayacucho here?”

“Yes. They should be here, but I haven’t found them at any notary.”

“Have you gone to the notary Medina?”

“No. Where’s that? I haven’t found that office here. It doesn’t exist.”

“This notary’s office is located on the outskirts of Ica, just as you are leaving the city. He keeps all the old documents.”

I was so lucky to meet this man! The next day, I went to the notary and I found it. The document describing Ayrabamba’s sale was there.

I didn’t have enough money to get a copy of the document. I had to go to Lima, to our [migrant club] institution, so that they could provide the money. Then I returned to Ica and I got a certified copy of the document. Then I went back to Concepción. It was almost time for the formal border inspection with Ayrabamba, so I got this document just in time!



The land title Llamojha acquired in Ica proved pivotal in a lawsuit initiated by Elodia Vassallo de Parodi’s son, César Parodi.58 As was frequently the case in lawsuits over landownership, the legal battle included a formal inspection of the borders between the hacienda and Llamojha’s community.


A lot of people from all the surrounding pueblos had come to Ayrabamba for the border inspection. Court authorities had come from Ayacucho. Parodi was the one who had asked for this inspection; he’d filed a lawsuit against us.

“The hacienda purchased from that plateau onward,” Parodi said.

The president of the court asked me, “He says that the land from that plateau on belongs to Ayrabamba. Why are you complaining?”

“This is not how things are, sir,” I said to him. “Here is Ayrabamba’s title. It shows the borders.” I gave him Ayrabamba’s title. “Here it is. This is Concepción’s land.”

I gave the title to the court president and he read it aloud. Then he said to Parodi, “Why have you held the community’s land for so many years? You have to return it now.”

The people, so many people, started to yell. Parodi started to tremble. “Let them [Concepción community members] have the hacienda’s land. We’ll give it to them,” he said.

The court president replied, “But it’s the community’s land! How are you going to give them the land if it already belongs to the community?”

So, Parodi said, “Just leave us access to the stream. We use this bit of water for distillation, and to drink.”

The president of the court asked me, “Will you allow him use of the water?”

“Yes. This water is free; he can use it.”

The court president prepared papers and asked Parodi to sign them, but he didn’t want to sign.

The people yelled in Quechua, “Sign it, taytay [Quechua: dad]! Sign it!”

Then, the court president said in Quechua, “The land is yours.”

This shows that you have to be strong, don’t tremble. You can do things with documents. Documents are worth a lot.



Concepción’s victory against the Ayrabamba hacienda formed a fitting close to Llamojha’s political work in the 1960s—work that was local, national, and international in scope. Although he suffered terrible mistreatment in this decade, imprisoned and tortured by Peruvian governments desperately fighting Cold War battles against communism and revolutionary activism, he remembers the 1960s with warm nostalgia. He told his CVR interviewers:
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FIG. 4.2 Llamojha singing, location unknown, 1967. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.


We made agrarian reform in the countryside, as a battle, we took fields. It was lovely. Working with campesinos is a real pleasure.



Sadly for Llamojha, the triumphs of the 1960s did not continue. The remaining decades of the twentieth century brought him and his family a series of troubling hardships, losses, and heartbreaks.





FIVE

“Everything Was Division”

POLITICAL MARGINALIZATION, 1968 – 1980


Traitor. Sellout. Enemy of the Peasantry. These were just some of the charges Llamojha faced during the 1970s. This time, however, his detractors were not hacendados, abusive district authorities, or even government officials. They were other leftists. Over the course of the 1970s, Llamojha participated in a bitter battle for control over the CCP, a struggle he ultimately lost. His recollections about this period form an account of political marginalization: he was ostracized and attacked by his former allies on the left. His experiences in the 1970s help us understand why his life stories so often celebrated those individuals who—as he phrased it—never abandoned him.

The partisan disputes that plagued Peru’s left were intensely heated and hurtful, but they were far from unique. Throughout Latin America’s diverse nations—and across much of the world—rival leftist political parties waged acrimonious battles against each other over the twentieth century, hurling insults and invective as they struggled to gain political traction over one another. Leftists angrily disagreed about whether workers should ally with peasants, whether participation in electoral politics was counterrevolutionary, whether or not to pursue armed struggle, and countless other questions. Although leftist political activists still fought important battles for revolutionary transformations, internecine fights often drew activists’ energy, attention, and time away from larger social justice struggles and sometimes devolved into startlingly nasty personal attacks.1 Although leftists in different Latin American contexts made repeated efforts to unite with one another, working hard to transcend both minor and major ideological differences in order to fight more effectively for socioeconomic and political change, unity often proved elusive. Llamojha’s particular experiences give us an intensely personal look at how devastating and destructive these conflicts between leftists could be: he was slandered and shunned, and he maintains that his former allies even tried to murder him.

The political battles of the 1970s took place in a period of dramatic change in Peru. Military men under the leadership of General Juan Velasco Alvarado seized power in 1968 and established the Revolutionary Government of the Armed Forces. Unlike other highly conservative military governments that took power in Latin America during the 1970s, Velasco’s regime pursued a course of progressive reform. He nationalized several key industries, introduced a major education reform, and tried to fashion a more inclusive nation-state.2 Crucially, the Velasco government also introduced a comprehensive agrarian reform that effectively dismantled the hacienda system in Peru. The regime seized hacienda land and redistributed it to campesinos, primarily in the form of state-administered cooperatives. Although the course of reform slowed significantly after 1975, when Velasco was ousted in an internal coup, the military government remained in power until 1980.

In issuing the agrarian reform law, Velasco was answering a demand made by many Latin Americans. Across much of the continent, campesinos and leftist activists alike had long been calling for the redistribution of rural land, seeing it as the only solution to the grave social and economic injustices that plagued the countryside.3 But many Latin American political activists felt deeply unsatisfied with the state-sponsored agrarian reforms that their governments enacted, believing that such programs did not go far enough, fast enough, and fearing that government reforms drained the peasantry’s revolutionary potential.4 That was certainly the case for Llamojha, who angrily opposed the Velasco regime’s actions in the countryside. Against this backdrop of dramatic state-sponsored agrarian reform, the CCP fractured into three competing factions in 1973, torn apart by rivalries, ideological differences, and differing attitudes toward the reform. Each of these factions claimed to be the true CCP. The invective that passed between the members of these three rival factions was bitter and sharp, but it was far from unusual in the disputes that transpired among leftists in Latin America.

Velasco’s Agrarian Reform

When the Revolutionary Government of the Armed Forces seized power in 1968, many Peruvian leftists were thrown into crisis.5 Long accustomed to denouncing the national government as conservative and beholden to elite interests, left-wing political activists now had to contend with a regime that pledged—and acted—to fulfill many long-standing leftist demands. Many prominent Peruvian leftists responded to the Velasco regime by joining it, taking government jobs and advancing the state’s agenda.6 Some took a more moderate approach, recognizing the regime as reformist and sensing an opportunity to radicalize the course of change in the country. Still others rejected the military government entirely, deriding it as capitalist, imperialist, or even fascist and dismissing its reforms as ruses. Llamojha was in the latter group.

I asked him what he thought about the Velasco government and its agrarian reform.


The peasantry had fought so much for the agrarian reform. So the Velasco government took power, always talking about agrarian reform, and they issued an agrarian reform law. But they didn’t follow through, because the hacendados didn’t accept it. I knew the government wasn’t going to do it. Agrarian reform was going to be made through struggle, when the pueblo took power.

“While the powerful and the gamonales are in power, it can’t be done. To change the situation and the country’s system, the pueblo has to take power.” I always talked like this. So, some hacendados denounced me, saying I was a communist! That’s how it was. How I struggled in those times.



In his interview with the CVR, Llamojha added:


I printed up communiqués explaining that Velasco’s agrarian reform didn’t favor the peasantry. I sent out five communiqués along these lines. Others sent out communiqués saying that Velasco’s agrarian reform was good. That made for confusion, discrepancies with the peasants. I had the majority of support from the peasantry.



An essay Llamojha wrote in May 1973 was especially forceful in its denunciations of the agrarian reform. He cast the Velasco agrarian reform as “the landlord’s path,” writing:


The impulse of the landlord’s path in the countryside is linked to the objectives of North American imperialism for the development of bureaucratic capitalism in the country. For this, those who adopt the position of the buying and selling of land do it to collaborate with landlords, bureaucratic capitalism, and imperialism.7



In this essay he further explained that he staunchly opposed the agrarian reform’s stipulations that peasants help the state compensate hacendados for seized lands, something known as the “agrarian debt.” He also opposed “the direct intervention of the Government in the execution of the Agrarian Reform” and “the formation of Cooperatives in which the representatives of the landowners and the State outnumber the representatives of the campesinos.”8 To him the proper approach was what he deemed “the peasant’s path”: the direct confiscation of land by campesinos themselves.9

A significant part of his opposition to the Velasco agrarian reform, as his essay suggested, was the distribution of land into state-run cooperatives.10 He instead wanted land to move directly into peasants’ hands. He explained to his CVR interviewers:


The campesinos realized what a cooperative was, and that cooperatives weren’t in the peasantry’s favor.

When they formed the cooperative, the hacendados themselves were the managers! With the harvest, the harvest of corn, potatoes, everything, they only gave the peasants one arroba [about thirty pounds] per family.

The campesinos turned bitter. They said, “How are we going to live for a full year on just one arroba of corn or wheat? We want our own production from our own land.” Saying that, they rejected the cooperatives. In addition, in the countryside, there are fruits like cactus pears and also firewood that campesinos were no longer allowed to collect. But when it was the hacienda, they were free to get firewood, fruit. But not as a cooperative. As a cooperative, they had to pay for one stick of wood, for fruit. They had to pay; they could no longer eat for free. So, the campesinos rejected it.



Llamojha’s pointed opposition to the Velasco regime also stemmed from the fact that the military government’s Decree Law 19400 tried to do away with independent campesino organizations and replace them with government-sponsored agrarian leagues and federations. That law also created the Confederación Nacional Agraria (National Agrarian Confederation), designed to challenge—and ultimately replace—the CCP. In his 1973 essay Llamojha wrote that Decree Law 19400 “represented the vertical, corporatist organization of fascism.”11 He surely feared for the CCP’s survival—and for independent peasant political mobilization in general—in a context of active government efforts to champion state-sponsored, state-directed peasant organization.
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FIG. 5.1 Llamojha with his grandson Yuri and daughters Delia, Hilda, and María, Lima, 1972. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.

Political Fractures

By the time the CCP split in 1973, Llamojha had already become deeply enmeshed in heated political disputes among the country’s leftists. In the mid-1960s, his sharpest political critiques had been directed against leftists who followed the Soviet political line. In an open letter that he and other leaders of the CCP published in 1964, they accused CCP sub-secretary general Ramón Nuñez Lafore of betrayal.12 The letter asserted that this “false campesino” was collaborating with the Ministry of Labor and Indian Affairs in efforts that would ultimately divide the CCP. The letter decried Nuñez’s “brazen treachery” and stripped him of his role in the CCP.13 The key to understanding this heated denunciation rests with the fact that Nuñez was sympathetic to the Soviet political line, while Llamojha and the other CCP leaders favored the Chinese Maoist line.14 Llamojha and his fellow CCP leaders also staunchly opposed cooperation with the Peruvian state, a point that further divided Peru’s pro-Soviet leftists from the country’s Maoists.

Llamojha had a similarly strong antipathy toward a group that, like him, also rejected the Soviet line: Trotskyists.


Trotskyism was not truly the defender of the peasantry. Instead, it distracted peasants with a different way of thinking. It was not truly thinking about the liberation of the peasantry. It wasn’t like that.



Llamojha’s opposition to Trotskyism also shaped—and was shaped by—his rivalry with Hugo Blanco, Peru’s most famous rural activist and the man who fought alongside Cuzco’s La Convención peasants in the renowned land struggles of the early 1960s.15 When the CVR interviewers asked Llamojha about Blanco, Llamojha’s reply made reference to the armed campesino militias Blanco had formed to defend seized hacienda lands:


Hugo Blanco wrecked things because he’s a Trotskyist, nothing more than a provocateur. There was an organization, it had nine hundred armed men. But he formed this group without consulting with the pueblo and then started attacking police posts. They confronted the police and the ensuing repression was against the campesinos. There was a massacre in the valley. They totally razed it, the dead campesinos were thrown into the river.



But while Llamojha was quick to denounce Trotskyists, communists of the Soviet line, and members of many other leftist political parties during our interviews, he was always extremely reluctant to specify his own particular ideological sympathies. Not once in our interviews did he self-define as a Maoist, a communist, a socialist, or even a Marxist. Instead, whenever I asked him about his political sympathies, loyalties, and ideas, he spoke about his commitment to campesinos and social justice. In his interview with the CVR, he labeled his political vision “the philosophy of the peasantry.”


The philosophy of the peasantry is to liberate oneself from the clutches of the dominant classes, uniting the peasants and fighting until the total liberation of the peasantry. We the peasantry are suffering. It’s the countryside that suffers in everything! So, I always shared this idea, or rather, this explanation with the peasantry, that we have to work united and fight to free ourselves from everything that is feudal slavery, from capitalism. Capitalism is now in its last phase, which is imperialism. And from there, it’s going to tumble down because of its own weight. So, we have to take our own path.



Llamojha also told his CVR interviewers that he taught Karl Marx’s ideas about the stages of economic development to Peruvian campesinos.


I also had to orient on my part. I explained to them that the time is going to come, because we are living in the fourth stage. Like it or not, the fifth stage has to come. It’s not because someone wants it, but because this is the law of the world. This is what the struggle for liberation is like.

In the world, there are only five stages. We are now living in the fourth stage, in capitalism. Every stage ends with a struggle, with blood. Now, too, we have to pass to the fifth stage with blood, with struggle.

This is what I explained to the masses, in congresses, too. I gave guidance in this sense, this was my orientation, philosophically. In the world, there are only five stages in the development of humanity.

So, the campesinos asked, “What is the first stage?”

I explained about the primitive community, here in Peru.

“So, what is the second?” The campesinos asked me. They would ask me this in Quechua.

I explained to them, “the second is slavery and the third is feudalism and the fourth is capitalism.”



Llamojha did not explicitly attribute these ideas to Marx. When his CVR interviewers asked if these ideas reflected a party orientation, he answered simply:


They were from my own judgments, according to my studies of books.



In our interviews, I noted that the five stages of history were Marx’s idea and asked Llamojha if he had ever read Marx. He replied:


As it happens, that’s what I used to educate myself. I really liked his writings about how peasants used to live, about how they should defend themselves, about how they suffered, all of that. I read that and I based my thinking about how to continue fighting on that. And the campesinos really respected me for it.



But when I asked Llamojha if he characterized himself as a Marxist, noting that many Peruvians of the era did so even if they did not belong to a political party, he was more reserved. He laughingly responded:


Well, I more or less sympathized. But I didn’t give it all of my heart.



Llamojha took a similar stance on communism and socialism. Despite his express political sympathies for the communist regimes in Cuba and China and his repeated assertions about the merits of socialism, he never labeled himself a communist or a socialist.

His reticence to self-identify as a Marxist is far from surprising. Accusations of communist affiliations had landed him in jail from the late 1940s forward. More pressing still, twenty-first-century Peru is still reeling from the violence and devastation of the 1980–2000 war that began when militants of the Peruvian Communist Party-Shining Path launched an armed struggle, and many Peruvians continue to equate Marxism, socialism, and communism with terrorism. That context can also help us understand Llamojha’s insistence that he never belonged to a political party, despite his close work with members of the Partido Comunista del Perú-Bandera Roja.

I asked Llamojha if he, like so many other members of the CCP, belonged to Bandera Roja.


No. Sure, we talked, but I never formally joined the party.



When I pressed the point, asking why he didn’t become more involved, he replied:


I said to them, “I can’t. I don’t have enough knowledge of the issue.” I went to their meetings, but I didn’t have any formal role at that time.



I asked him if he had ever belonged to any political party at all.


No, not a single one. I just went to their meetings, nothing more, but I never joined a party. I went to their meetings, but I just wanted to be an independent, nothing more! Besides, they gave you jobs to do, and I wouldn’t do them!

They wanted me to go to the pueblos, to make propaganda for the party. That’s why I didn’t want to join! I was with the peasantry, with the Confederación Campesina del Perú, and that was enough. The Confederation called on me to go everywhere, and I didn’t have time for anything else. They called me to Cuzco, Piura, Chiclayo; they called me everywhere.16



It is entirely possible that Llamojha never joined or even actively sympathized with any political party. A person could certainly be a leftist without belonging to a political party. But it is nonetheless clear that in the 1960s, Llamojha took sides with Saturnino Paredes, the CCP’s legal advisor and head of the Maoist Partido Comunista del Perú-Bandera Roja, sharing Paredes’s opposition to the Soviet line and praising China. But in the 1970s Llamojha’s alliance with Paredes came to a disastrous end. I asked Llamojha what had happened with Paredes.


It’s because Paredes cheated us badly. He always went to China and got money, saying he was making revolution, armed struggle, in Peru. Saying that there were already two liberated pueblos, Pomacocha and Eccash.

“They are liberated!” he said.

He was bringing a mountain of money from China, millions, claiming he was carrying out armed struggle in all of Peru. But he wasn’t.

In China they asked me, “How’s the revolution going?”

“There’s no revolution at all there.”

“But Paredes is taking money and arms from here, to make revolution. He says there are already two liberated pueblos.”

And I said, “There is nothing. It’s a lie.”

Paredes was cheating China. So China sent investigators, delegates from China, to investigate. And they discovered the truth. So when Paredes returned to China, China didn’t want to receive him. And they cut this aid to Paredes.17 So he went over to another country that was socialist, a small country. Albania. He started to go there, and he started getting money from there because China had rejected him on discovering the truth. I clarified all of this. After that, Saturnino Paredes didn’t want to even see me. His supporters denounced me, saying that I was earning 60,000 [soles] working for the government, working for SINAMOS [Sistema Nacional de Apoyo a la Movilización Social (National System to Support Social Mobilization), a Velasco government agency]. They said this. They distributed flyers throughout all of Peru.

Here, there was one pueblo, Chacari [a community in the district of Concepción]. Paredes sent his people there to kill me. Chacari invited me to go to their fiesta and I went to lead the community’s anniversary procession. A group that Paredes had appointed was there to kill me. They surrounded me and grabbed me around the chest.

“You’re a traitor to Paredes!” they said.

The people who were there, they defended me. Always. The people who were holding the fiesta came to free me. They grabbed Paredes’s supporters, they threw punches and freed me. The people defended me. Because they all knew me. That’s how it was with Paredes, the division.18



Llamojha was not the only activist who split from Paredes. The Maoist university professor Abimael Guzmán broke ties with Paredes in 1969 and went on to found the Peruvian Communist Party-Shining Path in 1970.19 Members of the political party Vanguardia Revolucionaria likewise opposed Paredes, believing that his politics had taken an unduly radical turn when he switched his allegiance from China to Albania. As prominent Vanguardia Revolucionaria activist Andrés Luna Vargas laughingly phrased it, “Enver Hoxha’s Albania! Imagine that! What esoterism! Imagine that! Here? No way.”20 Ricardo Letts Colmenares, one of Vanguardia Revolucionaria’s founders, offered a similar perspective. He commented, “Saturnino separated himself from the Chinese line and went to the Albanian line of Enver Hoxha. What craziness!” Letts also expressed sadness that Paredes had taken such a “dogmatic and sectarian” turn.21

Vanguardia Revolucionaria’s leaders were also deeply unsatisfied with the CCP’s direction, feeling that Paredes’s extremist politics had led the CCP astray and that it had fallen into a period of inactivity and decay after 1966.22 One Vanguardia activist wrote that by 1970 “the participation of the bases was insignificant, the proceedings were bureaucratic,” and the CCP did not “play the role of coordinator, organizer, centralizer, nor effective leader.”23 Letts similarly recalled: “Our sense was that it was a shame that it [the CCP] was running down a dead-end street, a narrow pass of dogmatic, sectarian deviation,” and that if the CCP continued along that path, it “was going to have immense difficulties in transforming itself into a great organization of the masses.”24

These tensions came to a head in May 1973 at the CCP’s Fourth National Congress in Eccash, Ancash. At that congress, members of Vanguardia Revolucionaria and their sympathizers broke from Paredes, noisily withdrawing from the Eccash congress and making plans to hold their own CCP congress.25 I asked Llamojha about the events in Eccash.


Yes, they carried out a campesino congress in Eccash. But because we were already divided, I didn’t go. There, too, they agreed to kill me! This is what Paredes did. Everything was division. He divided the Peasant Confederation.



Llamojha initially allied himself with the Vanguardia Revolucionaria activists who broke from Paredes at Eccash.26 But when Vanguardia supporters chose party activist Andrés Luna Vargas rather than Llamojha as the leader of their newly established rival faction of the CCP, Llamojha split from it and established his own faction of the CCP, supported primarily by peasants from the department of Cuzco.27 Suddenly, there were three competing factions of the CCP, each claiming to be the only legitimate Confederación Campesina del Perú.

Llamojha described this division, making reference to Letts:


Letts Colmenares started organizing another Peasant Confederation. The Peasant Confederation started to split, it started to weaken. That’s why the Confederation divided into three. One was the Confederation I led, another was led by Saturnino Paredes. And then came Letts Colmenares with another Peasant Confederation. That lowered the peasants’ morale, and the struggle had already been losing force. Because there was an agrarian reform, this had confused the peasants, because many of them were not perfectly oriented. That’s what happened. Letts Colmenares started to go around, dividing the people, and that led to the weakening of the Peasant Confederation.

Only Cuzco stood firm. When I was working in Ayacucho, a number of people came from Cuzco to talk with me. Cuzco didn’t want the Peasant Confederation to disappear, so they came to Ayacucho to look for me, so that we could be resolute and not allow the Confederation to divide.

Paredes had dismissed me; he wanted nothing more to do with me. But Cuzco, they never left me. [Peasants from the department of] Piura, they didn’t leave me. They always followed me.28



The three-way split of the CCP generated terrible animosities and much bitter invective, quickly marginalizing Llamojha, whose faction was easily the smallest and the weakest of the three. A 1973 story in the pro-Paredes newspaper Bandera Roja proclaimed that Llamojha “has fallen into the dirtiest political and social degeneration, turning into a dummy of Trotskyist and officialist puppets. He doesn’t represent any campesinos from Ayacucho, nor those of his Community of Concepción, which he abandoned long ago.”29 Although that story’s claims about Concepción were unfair, it is true that some individuals with whom Llamojha had once worked closely turned against him. At the second provincial convention of Cangallo campesinos, held in October 1974 in Pomacocha, delegates “declared Manuel Llamoja [sic] M. a traitor and campesino sellout for participating in the game plotted by the military regime in its efforts to divide the peasant movement and the PERUVIAN PEASANT CONFEDERATION.”30 These words came as a direct consequence of the fact that the convention’s organizers were Paredes’s allies. The insults continued in subsequent years. In a 1978 publication, Paredes’s faction of the CCP declared Llamojha and several other leaders “enemy agents . . . enemies of the peasantry and agents of exploiters.”31

While the sharpest denunciations against Llamojha came from Paredes’s camp, members of Vanguardia Revolucionaria also criticized him. A 1974 publication produced by Vanguardia Revolucionaria referred to “Manuel Llamojha’s insignificant clique,” commenting that he had “in previous years helped liquidate the campesino movement with his mistaken line and now tries to pass as the maximum leader of a false CCP.”32 Llamojha was equally critical of Vanguardia Revolucionaria. When his CVR interviewers asked him about the party, he accused it of working on behalf of the Velasco regime and its agency SINAMOS:


They aided Velasco. They were always on the side of the bourgeoisie, and for that reason, I didn’t agree with them. I explained this to the campesinos. Our clear position was to make agrarian reform with our own hands. And that’s what we have done.



When one of the CVR interviewers pointed out that Vanguardia Revolucionaria had taken a similar position, leading peasant land seizures of haciendas in the province of Andahuaylas, Llamojha responded:


They took lands to deliver them to SINAMOS. Vanguardia organized to seize land, but with the end of delivering it to SINAMOS, because SINAMOS had started to fail in the sierra. So, in came Vanguardia Revolucionaria, surely they were in agreement with SINAMOS. They seized the lands and delivered them to SINAMOS to form a cooperative.



Llamojha’s characterizations of the 1974 Andahuaylas land seizures stem from Vanguardia Revolucionaria’s controversial negotiations with the Velasco government following the invasions. Representatives of Vanguardia Revolucionaria and the Andahuaylas peasant federation struck an agreement with the military government whereby the regime recognized Andahuaylas campesinos’ legitimate claim to the invaded lands. In exchange, campesinos had to accept the “agrarian debt,” paying for the seized lands over a period of time to help compensate the aggrieved hacendados. To many Peruvian leftists and even some members of Vanguardia Revolucionaria, this agreement represented an unacceptable capitulation and a deplorable alliance with the military government.33

Beyond Vanguardia Revolucionaria’s acceptance of the agrarian debt in Andahuaylas, there is an additional reason why Llamojha cast Vanguardia’s land invasions as serving the government: accusing one’s rivals of affiliation with the military government was a quick and effective way to deride them. Paredes made precisely this sort of accusation against Llamojha, asserting that Llamojha was on the Velasco regime’s payroll. Llamojha’s opposition to Vanguardia Revolucionaria’s land seizures was also owing to the fact that state authorities blamed him for the invasions. He told his CVR interviewers:


That’s how it was in Andahuaylas. They seized sixty haciendas in the name of the Confederación Campesina del Perú.

As it was done in the name of the Confederación Campesina del Perú, and as I was better known—because Vanguardia just formed that year, and that same year they seized the lands in the name of the Confederation—I was blamed.34 The authorities and the hacendados themselves believed that I was leading the seizure of the haciendas. I didn’t even know they were seizing the haciendas, and they started to pursue me, to look for me everywhere, but they didn’t manage to find me.

When I was in Vischongo, twenty civil guards came to my pueblo to capture me, but they didn’t find me in my pueblo. In Concepción, there were just three opponents [the abusive district authorities Grimaldo Castillo, Raúl Agüero, and Joaquín Chávez], the rest of the community was with me.

So, these three people said to the guards, “he must be in some anexo [small district community or annex]. You guys, divide yourselves into three groups and go and look for him.”

They divided up into groups and they went to all the anexos, while five of them remained in the pueblo, waiting. That is, there was an order that they guard my house, but just at night.

These three people had said, “He’s going to come back at night. You should wait at his home.”

They watched over my house the whole night. I was returning from Vischongo, and when I was close to my pueblo, at the river, the lieutenant governor warned me.

“Don’t go into the pueblo, because they are waiting for your return. They’re going to come at night and watch over your house. Better if you go back from here,” he said to me.

“But if they are only going to go at night, nothing is going to happen.” Saying that, I went to my house, I dropped off my packages, and then I left. I went to another place, up into the hills. From there, I sent a message to the pueblo. So, the campesinos, a large number of campesinos, came up into the hills, to find me and to hold an assembly. We held an assembly there. I was there for fifteen days, because the guards would not leave the pueblo. The campesinos, poor things, they were always with me. They never abandoned me. They always came up into the hills, they brought me food.



I continued my questions about Vanguardia Revolucionaria by asking if Llamojha knew Lino Quintanilla, one of the party’s most prominent activists. Llamojha replied with a story about the 1974 seizure of the Rurunmarca hacienda.


I met Lino Quintanilla when he came to this side [the Ayacucho side of the border between the departments of Ayacucho and Apurímac], to the Rurunmarca hacienda. There had been a land invasion there. Various communities invaded the Rurunmarca hacienda. It was a sugar-growing estate, and they invaded.

One community was called Pujas, and Lino Quintanilla, I don’t know why, didn’t want Pujas to enter the hacienda. So, three Pujas delegates came here by night to inform me and to ask me to speak with Lino to allow Pujas to take part.

“Why shouldn’t we participate in this hacienda seizure?” they asked.

We arrived at the hacienda. They [Lino Quintanilla’s supporters] had put guards in various spots, and we couldn’t pass. So we arrived there and they stopped us.

“Who are you? Where are you going?” they asked. I showed my document.

“Ah! You can pass. You are a national delegate, you are a representative of Peru. You have to enter!”

So, I entered the other sector. Lino Quintanilla was there. He was in control of this part of the territory, with various communities. I arrived there, and sent a note to Quintanilla.

“I want to talk with you guys,” I said.

He replied, “You have to come with five delegates!”

I went the next day. They let me pass and I spoke with Lino Quintanilla.

“You! What are you doing here?” he asked me.

“I came, they called on me, they informed me about what’s happening, so that’s why I’ve come.”

“But what are you going to do here?” he asked me.

“Well, I have to talk with the masses. That’s why I’ve come.”

“You don’t have to do anything!” he said to me. “I’m here. I’m in charge.”

“That’s fine, but I’m with the masses,” I said to him.

“How can you be with the masses? I’m with the masses!”

“But here I am,” I said to him.

He said to me, “You have to be with me! You can’t be with the others, with those dirty leaders from Pujas!”

“But why?” I asked.

“This is how it is. They don’t want us to take the haciendas.”

“But they are not opposed. They have actually already taken the other side. The other part of the hacienda,” I said.

“Be very careful! You shouldn’t be leading badly,” he said.

“How can I be leading badly?”

This was how we argued.35



Llamojha’s recollections connect the aftermath of his encounter with Quintanilla to the start of his new job at the teachers’ cooperative—the central office of the teachers’ union—in the city of Ayacucho.36 That job quickly led to more criticism from his former allies and, later, to misguided accusations of his involvement in the Shining Path. He explained:


I was there [in Rurunmarca] for five days. After that, I returned to Concepción and three delegates came from the University of Huamanga. The students’ union of Ayacucho had sent delegates to bring me to Ayacucho.

“Something might happen to you here! Let’s go!” they said.

So, the three delegates brought me to Ayacucho to inform the university [about the events at Rurunmarca]. When I arrived in Ayacucho, the teachers gathered so I could speak to them.

I spoke and they asked me, “When are you going to go to Lima?”

“I want to go now, but I don’t have money for the trip,” I said.

I didn’t have the means. So the teachers said to me, “Well, in the teachers’ cooperative, they need a custodian.”

They took me on for a month. But as they saw my work, how I acted, they asked me to stay. I was there until ’81. I was working in the cooperative, but I had full permission to leave when there were peasant meetings in other places. And I went. The teachers themselves sent me.

“Go to such and such a place, meetings, congresses. Go!” they said. I had full permission to leave, and my salary continued.



Nelson Pereyra was head of the teachers’ cooperative at the time. He recalled: “The cooperative was run by people of a leftist tendency. And we knew very well that Mr. Llamojha Mitma was jobless and in a critical economic situation.”37 At the teachers’ cooperative, Llamojha soon began working in the document reception office. He gathered together all of the cooperative’s documents, sorting them and putting them into files. He also took responsibility for responding to the queries the cooperative received.


Every kind of document, every kind of letter that came to the cooperative, I’d answer them, all of them, writing memos.



Llamojha quickly developed a warm relationship with many of the teachers working at the cooperative. He described it during his interview with the CVR:


The teachers helped me. We spent a lot of time with the teachers who were clearly revolutionaries. Sure, some had petit bourgeois ideas. But there were others whose thinking was proletarian.

When I was working in the teachers’ cooperative, too, anything that happened, they [regional authorities] would blame me. Students went out on a march in protest or workers went out on demonstrations and strikes, they’d come to get me. They’d take me prisoner, pulling me out of my workplace. One time, ten civil guards came to take me away, and my work compañeros defended me. They defended me, and so they took all of us away! The cooperative was closed a week, because every last one of the employees was imprisoned, to defend me! That’s how it was.



Many of these “work compañeros” were members of the Peruvian Communist Party-Shining Path. Although Nelson Pereyra was not affiliated in any way with the Shining Path, he recalled that members of the Shining Path dominated the Ayacucho teachers’ cooperative.38 Some of Saturnino Paredes’s allies thus took Llamojha’s new job as proof that he was working with Abimael Guzmán, the Ayacucho university professor who had broken from Paredes in late 1969 and subsequently formed the Shining Path. A publication by the pro-Paredes faction of the CCP charged: “the traitor Llamojha, oriented by the sinister enemy agent Manuel Abimaíl [sic] Guzmán Reynoso who formed the group named ‘Shining,’ proclaimed himself ‘secretary general’ of the CCP, and acts at the service of groups outside the campesino movement, only to keep himself employed in a teaching cooperative controlled by said traitor group.”39

Another pro-Paredes document claimed that Llamojha “finds himself manipulated by the so-called ‘Shining Path’ group led by the professor Guzmán,” and the same document denounced “the ‘Shining’ divisionists who manipulate the traitor Llamohja [sic] and make him sign divisionist documents.”40 These comments were biting and malicious, but back in the 1970s these statements did not carry the same kind of weight they do today. In the 1970s, the Shining Path was widely regarded as little more than a fringe political group with little influence outside Ayacucho and had yet to acquire its reputation as a violent, extremist organization.41

A few other activists from the 1970s told me that Guzmán participated in Llamojha’s faction of the CCP, so I asked Llamojha about his relationship with Guzmán. Mindful of the sensitive nature of the issue—today, many Peruvians quickly cast any association with the Shining Path as involvement in terrorism—I simply asked Llamojha if Abimael Guzmán sought his advice in the 1970s.


Advice? No. Sure, he asked about the struggle of the campesinos. And I started to meet with him in Ayacucho, when he was a professor. He looked for me with other people, to talk. So we talked during meetings. He always attended meetings of the campesinos. But at that time, he didn’t say anything about taking up arms. Only about the peasantry’s struggle. That’s all he talked about. We always saw each other in the peasant meetings.

In Lima, I went to his house. I went twice. But what I didn’t like is that he wouldn’t talk the way we are talking now.

I’d say to him, “This problem in the sierra, how are we going to solve it?”

“Well, the peasants will take care of this,” he’d say to me. “Go and talk with the students from the university,” he’d say to me. That’s all he’d say to me. He didn’t talk much.



I also asked Llamojha if Guzmán participated in the CCP.


No, he barely participated. He appeared at the last minute, but he never went to the CCP.



Members of the Shining Path did, however, take part in the national congress that Llamojha convened in 1975 for his faction of the CCP. This congress was held at the Guamán Poma de Ayala school in the city of Ayacucho, a school run by the San Cristóbal de Huamanga University’s education faculty. Guzmán was a professor in that faculty, and many of the teachers at Guamán Poma were members of the Shining Path.42 Llamojha described this congress:


In this congress that we held in Ayacucho, a national congress, delegates from Cuzco came, they also came from Piura. And there, I stepped down. I had served so many years as secretary general.

Cuzco didn’t want to let me leave the secretariat. Piura didn’t want it either. They said to me, “You aren’t going to resign!”

The people from Piura, from the department of Tumbes, they didn’t want to let me go. “How can we allow that?” they asked.



This 1975 congress was a terrible disappointment. Because Llamojha’s faction of the CCP was small in size and limited in influence, very few delegates came to the gathering.43 Weak from the start, Llamojha’s ties with Guzmán and members of the Shining Path fizzled shortly afterward. Guzmán came to the conclusion that unions were nothing more than deviations from the true course of revolution and that they threatened to delay the onset of armed struggle and popular war. Guzmán thus ended all Shining Path work in the peasant union movement.44 Llamojha remembered this attitude and discussed it with his CVR interviewers. He explained that when Shining Path members went out into the countryside,


they told the communities that unions were no longer worth anything. I asked about this in various meetings that I was invited to, I asked them why. And so they attacked me.

“Why? Because is there really any chance that a union is going to make a revolution?” they said to me.

“But then who is going to help the armed struggle? Campesinos have to help, because they have organized. And if they don’t, there’s not going to be any armed struggle. That’s how it is!” I said. We argued hard about this.

So, when they invited me to meetings, I said, “If the group, or better said the peasants, aren’t going to help the armed struggle, then how are you going to make armed struggle? Because the fight, the armed group, needs the support of the peasantry. And if the unions die? Then how are you going to make a revolution?”

But they didn’t pay attention to me. So, from there, they marginalized me because of this. When I talked this way, they marginalized me.

“You’re a reactionary,” they said to me. That’s how they talked to me.



Another component of the Shining Path’s rejection of Llamojha involved his constant discussions of campesinos’ Inka heritage and the injustices of colonialism. In his 1970 address to the CCP, Llamojha argued:


Since the fall of the Inkaic State of Tawantin Suyo [the Quechua term for the Inka Empire], we have been subjected to the most opprobrious and cruel exploitation and servitude by the Spanish colonists . . . who imposed a feudal colonial government, converting all of Peru into feudal domains and staining the immense fields of the Fatherland’s ground with blood. From that instant, millions of us campesinos have been fighting for the recuperation of the lands that were seized from us through the force of arms.45



The Shining Path’s leadership had no patience for Llamojha’s anticolonial vision, insisting on a rigidly classist understanding of Peru’s problems as rooted firmly in the workings of international capitalism. The Shining Path also proved brutally disrespectful of Andean cultural practices and beliefs.46 It is no surprise, then, that a Shining Path militant dismissed Llamojha’s revolutionary potential, disparaging his respect for indigenous rights and history with the comment that he “has Incanist ideas.”47 Years before the Shining Path launched its armed struggle, its collaboration with Llamojha had come to a decisive end.

A Last Chance for Unity

With his own faction of the CCP languishing, Llamojha found one final opportunity to resume a prominent role in national peasant struggles. In August 1978, campesinos from the department of Cuzco convened the Special National Congress for the Unification of the Peruvian Peasantry, held in Quillabamba.48 Congress organizers invited delegates from all three competing factions of the CCP, hoping to consolidate these rivals into one organization. I asked Llamojha about this meeting.


That was when things were bad between Paredes and me. When I arrived in Quillabamba, Paredes’s people did too. They went to this congress in Cuzco on Paredes’s behalf and they started to accuse me.

“He doesn’t represent anybody! He is a traitor!” they said.

But the delegations in attendance didn’t pay attention. Instead, they asked that I speak. Paredes’s people didn’t want me to speak, but the masses ruled there. The masses ruled.49



Delegates at the Quillabamba congress elected Llamojha president of a “National Commission of Unification of the Peruvian Peasantry.”50 Although Llamojha’s faction of the CCP was far smaller and weaker than the other two, his election as president is not surprising. Certainly, he stood to gain the most from reunification and was probably much more enthusiastic than either Vanguardia Revolucionaria or Paredes’s representatives about the prospect. Even more important, peasants from Cuzco made up eighty-eight of the ninety-eight delegates in attendance, and Cuzco campesinos had formed Llamojha’s key base of support since the CCP’s fracture in 1973.

Reunification did not happen. At Vanguardia Revolucionaria’s subsequent Fifth National Congress of its faction of the CCP in Equeco-Chacán, Cuzco, delegates voted on several proposals for expanding their faction, including one proposal to attempt reunification with the other two factions. But they ultimately chose instead to unite with the remnants of the recently disbanded National Agrarian Confederation, rejecting the opportunity to resume working with Llamojha and Paredes.51 Llamojha was present when that vote happened, attending the congress in the hope of reuniting the CCP.52 After watching the chance for reunification crumble, he returned to Ayacucho and his job at the teachers’ cooperative. His leadership of the CCP had come to a definitive end. By 1979, Paredes’s faction of the CCP had also weakened significantly.53

Vanguardia Revolucionaria’s hold on the CCP was now solid, and there was no place for Llamojha in that body. His relationship with Paredes and his sympathizers was likewise beyond repair. By this point, Llamojha had also been shunned by Shining Path party members, who rejected his enduring commitment to peasant unions and his indigenist views. At the close of the 1970s, then, his political marginalization was complete. Tragically for him, the 1980s proved even more devastating than the difficult years of the 1970s.





SIX

A Wound That Won’t Heal

POLITICAL VIOLENCE, DISPLACEMENT, AND LOSS, 1980 – 2000


“The bullets were flying,” Llamojha told his CVR interviewers. “I was sure they were going to kill me.” He was describing his daring escape from police who sought to arrest him on charges of terrorism, charges that arose shortly after members of the Partido Comunista del Perú-Sendero Luminoso (Peruvian Communist Party-Shining Path) launched an armed struggle in May 1980. Party militants began their so-called People’s War in rural Ayacucho, hoping to capture the countryside and then conquer Peru’s cities, ultimately aiming to liberate Peru’s impoverished masses by destroying the Peruvian state.1 The conflict quickly spiraled into a brutal insurgency and state counterin-surgency. The overwhelming majority of the over 69,000 Peruvians killed in this twenty-year war were rural indigenous men, women, and children. Llamojha’s adversaries were quick to accuse him of involvement in several Shining Path attacks, alleging that he was a member of the militant party. These charges were the most serious accusations Llamojha had ever faced. Because of the extremity of the Shining Path’s violence and the intensity of the Peruvian state’s counterinsurgency, those accused of participation in Shining Path actions usually found themselves labeled terrorists by the Peruvian government and military. Such accusations carried the very real risk of decades in prison or, worse, extrajudicial murder.

These accusations had a devastating impact on Llamojha’s life. He and Esther were forced to flee their home in Concepción, escaping Ayacucho for Lima, where they had to scrape together a life as impoverished internal political refugees. They were among 600,000 Peruvian men, women, and children who were displaced because of the violence. With Peru’s economy in shambles and a long record of imprisonments, it was almost impossible for Llamojha to find work and support his family. He had to remain away from his beloved community and his home region of Ayacucho for two full decades because it was simply too dangerous to return.

Tragically, these accusations of terrorism also touched Llamojha’s children. Walter, Hilda, and Herbert Llamojha were all arrested on spurious charges during the years of violence. Walter very nearly lost his life in one of the war’s most notorious state-sponsored atrocities, a deadly government assault on the El Frontón jail. Llamojha’s youngest son, Herbert, suffered an even sadder fate. Denounced by Llamojha’s brother in a striking act of familial betrayal, Herbert was arrested on charges of participating in the Shining Path’s first armed assault, and he vanished after Shining Path militants attacked the jail where he was imprisoned. No one knows what happened to him. Herbert’s permanent disappearance marks the central sorrow in Llamojha’s life.

The 1980s formed the most painful period in his history, and his rich supply of stories nearly dried up when his narrative reached the onset of the internal war in 1980.2 He had far less to say about the 1980s and 1990s than the earlier decades of his life, but his experiences were echoed throughout much of Latin America’s late twentieth-century history. In El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Guatemala, revolutionary efforts for change were met with deadly counterin-surgencies that cost the lives of hundreds of thousands of men, women, and children. The horrors of political violence forced many to flee their homes and communities as refugees, deeply traumatized by all they had seen and lost. In South America, military dictatorships took hold in Uruguay, Brazil, Chile, and Argentina, and individuals suspected of leftist activities—or even just sympathies—were routinely arrested and tortured. Tens of thousands were also permanently “disappeared,” killed extrajudicially by soldiers and police who claimed no knowledge of their whereabouts.3 Political violence left Llamojha, his family, and countless other Latin Americans with wounds that won’t heal.

Losing Herbert

Two hours after midnight on July 15, 1980, civil guards stormed into Llamojha’s home in Concepción and seized his youngest son, Herbert. The guards took Herbert to the provincial capital, Cangallo, and locked him in jail, accusing him of having helped lead an assault on the Ayrabamba hacienda five days earlier.4 The attack on Ayrabamba was the Shining Path’s first major armed action following the launch of its armed struggle in May 1980. To this day the Shining Path celebrates the Ayrabamba assault as a major, heroic action and praises the leadership role that Augusta La Torre, Shining Path’s second-in-command and the wife of Abimael Guzmán, played in the assault.5

The Ayrabamba attack began early on the morning of July 10, 1980. Sixty-seven-year-old César Parodi Vassallo—son of the hacendada Elodia Vassallo de Parodi—awoke to a loud explosion. He first thought that the noise came from a radio, but the smell made him realize it was dynamite. Then came a banging on the door. “Open the door!” someone called. “Who are you, damn it?” César asked.6 When he didn’t get a response, he went out onto the terrace and called out to his nephew Carlos. Carlos didn’t answer, and when César saw his bedroom door start to give way, broken by a pick, he decided to run. Sliding down a broken ladder, dressed only in his pajamas, the elderly man ran through his fields and across the Pampas River toward the police post in the neighboring community of Ocros.7

Down the hall from his uncle, Carlos Parodi Donayri had lain sleeping in his room, alongside his wife, Flora Gutiérrez Zea, and their four young children. At the same moment the intruders banged on César’s door, eight armed individuals burst into Carlos’s bedroom and grabbed him by his arms and legs. The assailants fired two gunshots at the ceiling and then tied up Carlos and his wife by their hands and feet. In the darkness, Carlos was unable to recognize any of his attackers.8 The assailants verbally and physically assaulted him and his wife and seized a number of goods and a hefty amount of cash from the bedroom. After several hours, they led Carlos outside to the hacienda’s bagacera, the area where processed sugarcane stalks and fibers are left to dry. Carlos saw an estimated 50 campesinos standing in the bagacera; others testified that as many as 150 were present.9 Herbert Llamojha was among those peasants.

Born in 1956, Herbert had grown up in Lima, arriving in Peru’s capital when he was just seven years old and remaining there until 1978. He had come back to Concepción because of necessity. His family had been informed that their lands in Concepción were subject to seizure if they remained unworked, and as Llamojha was employed in the teachers’ cooperative in the city of Ayacucho, responsibility for maintaining the family’s terrain fell to doña Esther, who had been living in Lima with her children since the mid-1960s. She decided to move back to Concepción, and Herbert chose to go with her. Coming back to Concepción was a sacrifice for him. The family’s dire economic situation had delayed his graduation from secondary school, as he had needed to work while studying; moving back to Concepción ended his studies altogether.10 But his sister María recalled that Herbert would not even consider staying in Lima. She explained that he was very attached to their mother, so he decided to come back with her to Concepción. As María explained it, Herbert’s concern about his mother’s welfare meant that “he couldn’t leave my mother on her own.”11
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FIG. 6.1 Herbert Llamojha, Lima, 1969 or 1970. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.

In Concepción, Herbert labored on his parents’ plots of land, but he also assumed an active role in the community’s affairs. Much like his father, he became someone to whom local campesinos turned for help: peasant workers from the Ayrabamba hacienda asked him to write a formal complaint on their behalf, denouncing the lack of social security and payment problems on the estate. Herbert also began serving as secretary of both Concepción’s community council and its health committee, and he wanted to play an even more active role in Concepción’s affairs.12 But he found himself stymied by the same men who had long harassed his father: the abusive district authorities Grimaldo Castillo, Joaquín Chávez, and Raúl Agüero. In a March 1981 letter, Herbert wrote that Grimaldo Castillo and his allies “believe themselves owners and gentleman of the community. For that, they have the posts of political and communal authority in their power, without giving young people the opportunity to be authorities.”13

The day before the assault on the Ayrabamba hacienda, Herbert was in the nearby community of Chacari, harvesting corn and wheat. That afternoon, he and around forty other campesinos went to a meeting where a young man from Lima told everyone that they would soon be called to carry out a “popular harvest” on Ayrabamba’s lands to recover all that the hacendados had failed to pay to their workers. That call for the popular harvest came early the next morning, and a few hours later Herbert arrived in Ayrabamba alongside a number of other campesinos.14

When Herbert got to Ayrabamba, he saw a man and a blond woman paying the hacienda’s workers. The woman asked individual hacienda workers how much they were owed for unpaid work on the hacienda, and then she gave them money from a leather bag hanging around her neck—cash that she and fellow assailants had seized from Carlos Parodi’s bedroom.15 We now know that the woman distributing the money was Augusta La Torre, whose nom de guerre was Comrade Norah.16

Soon thereafter, several people brought Carlos Parodi outside, his hands bound with twine, and placed him in the center of a group of campesinos. The leading assailants started to berate Carlos for the abuses he had committed against campesinos, denouncing all of his wrongs. After each of these denunciations the crowd applauded. One of the leaders held a knife against him; another kicked him, forcing him to kneel. Many in the group were armed, some with guns, others with slingshots and sticks, and some called for his execution. The leaders then warned him that this was his last chance to leave the hacienda. If he didn’t leave, they would come back and evict him by force. After these denunciations, the assailants gave him a few more kicks and then took him to a storage room and locked him in.17

Augusta La Torre then opened the hacienda’s store to the assembled campesinos, who quickly began taking all they could. Some seized blouses and shoes, others took sandals, locks, medicines, and even towels, quickly emptying the store. But before any further action could ensue, a lookout announced that the police were on their way, so the assault’s leaders called on everyone to retreat to Concepción. Once the participants had gathered in Concepción’s central plaza, a Shining Path activist announced that the campesinos “had now opened the breach or the path of the poor” and that they should all be ready for the distribution of lands. The campesinos applauded. Another militant then warned “the servants of the government, Víctor Llamojha [Herbert’s uncle] and Grimaldo Castillo Gutiérrez” to avoid any further engagement with the Parodi hacendados. If they failed to do so, they would be executed by the pueblo. After one more speech, everyone went back to their home communities. It was about one o’clock in the afternoon. By the time César Parodi finally made it back to Ayrabamba with civil guards, the attackers had long since fled the hacienda.18

By Herbert’s telling, he was little more than a bystander at the events at Ayrabamba. After his arrest, he told court authorities that he had done nothing more criminal than take a handful of oranges from the hacienda’s orchard. He hadn’t taken anything else from the hacienda or its store “for fear that the police would discover it.”19 The initial police reports did not name Herbert as one of the leaders of the attack, but Carlos Parodi and his wife, Flora Gutiérrez, subsequently accused Herbert of playing a much more active role in the assault. Carlos claimed that he had heard Herbert’s voice among those denouncing him outside on the bagacera, and Flora claimed that she saw him walking around with a weapon.20 Five days after the attack on the hacienda, civil guards pulled Herbert from his home and placed him under arrest, charging that he was one of several “intellectual and material authors” of the assault.21

Herbert maintained that the accusations against him stemmed from personal enmities rather than his actual involvement in the events at Ayrabamba. He rejected Flora Gutiérrez’s accusations as slander motivated by a desire for vengeance. As he phrased it, “she says this because I spoke the truth about the abuses the hacendado commits.”22 Herbert similarly charged that Carlos Parodi had accused him in retaliation for his public denunciation of Parodi’s financial misdeeds. In addition, Herbert testified that his other accusers—including his father’s long-standing enemy Grimaldo Castillo—“accused him of being the ringleader because of personal quarrels” and because of hostility against him.23

There was an especially troubling element to Herbert’s arrest: he had been betrayed by members of his own family. In one of our interviews, Llamojha explained:


They seized my son from here. My brother Víctor and my sister Donatilda brought the police here. They broke down the door and entered the house, and they captured him here in the house.



Herbert himself made a detailed accusation against his uncle Víctor. In court documents, Herbert charged that Víctor had no knowledge whatsoever about who actually participated in the Ayrabamba assault and had denounced him solely because he had “ill will” against him.24 Herbert was not the only one to accuse Víctor. The indigenous peasants Félix Gómez Salvatierra, Rufina Rosa Martínez, and Marina Loayza Palomino likewise blamed Víctor for their arrests. These individuals explained that they had previously denounced him for a variety of wrongdoings, including embezzlement of Concepción’s community funds, misappropriation of local church funds, and spreading misinformation about Concepción’s school.25 Marina Loayza also charged that Víctor was closely allied with her other accuser, the district authority Grimaldo Castillo, and that the two men “constantly go to Ayrabamba and are very good friends with the Parodi family. This family even gave a series of gifts to these two people.”26

In our interviews, Llamojha offered similarly staunch criticisms of his brother. Llamojha explained:


Víctor was always in favor of the hacendados, he was always with the hacendados and he was never with the pueblo. He spoke in defense of the hacendados, saying that they were the pueblo’s means of support. He never agreed that the fight should be against the hacendados. Here, in the pueblo itself, there were three persons in favor of the hacendados. He was with that group, and he didn’t agree with what I was fighting for: for the pueblo and for the liberation of Peru. He didn’t agree with this.

He was always on the hacendados’ side and he always contradicted me and the others who fought against the hacendados. He always protested, and he always accused me, saying that I was inciting the pueblo, the Indians, to rebel.

Because I always fought against the hacendados, he couldn’t stand to see me. That’s how it was with us.27



While Herbert sat in jail, accused of orchestrating the attack on Ayrabamba, two more charges were levied against him. In November 1980, he and six others were accused of having downed telegraph poles and stolen telegraph wire in the nearby community of Puccka in the closing days of June. This accusation came from Grimaldo Castillo, who reported to civil guards that Herbert and the other six men all “belong to the faction of Shining Path, the same ones who continuously carry out meetings in the main plaza of the district of Concepción, carrying a red flag and threatening the authorities for the simple fact that the authorities don’t belong to this political organization.”28 Herbert staunchly denied the charges against him. He asserted that “he does not belong to any political party, much less is he an agitator with the Shining Path political faction.” He also denied carrying out political meetings in Concepción, though he noted that he did “attend the assemblies of the peasant community of Concepción in which truths about the pueblo’s problems are spoken.”29 The judge ultimately ruled in Herbert’s favor, noting that while it was clear the telegraph poles and wire had been vandalized, there was insufficient evidence to establish responsibility for the act.30

The second additional charge against Herbert was levied for a crime that was actually committed while he sat in jail. Someone detonated sticks of dynamite in the doorway of Grimaldo Castillo’s home in the early morning hours of October 14, 1980. The door was nearly destroyed, but no one was hurt. A civil guard reported that “the presumed authors of the terrorist attack on the home of the Governor of the district of Concepción Grimaldo Castillo Gutiérrez were the ringleading agitators of the Shining Path faction.” The guard then listed eight people, including Herbert.31 A subsequent civil guard report repeated these charges, asserting that all of the accused “continuously commit a series of offenses” against the public peace, holding meetings in the district’s main plaza under a red flag.32 Grimaldo Castillo blamed Herbert and four others, accusing them of being ringleaders who “carry out acts that go against the public peace.” Grimaldo Castillo added that the accused men were “trying to generate psychosis in the residents so that . . . they would become convinced and would join the Shining Path faction.”33

Herbert denied his involvement in the bombing and insisted that he did not belong to the Shining Path. His main defense was timing: he was in jail when Grimaldo Castillo’s home was bombed. As Herbert phrased it, his involvement was “an impossible crime, because I simply could not have been in two different places at the same time.”34 Again, the court agreed, ruling that it could not determine the guilt of the accused. But Herbert did not have the same fortune in the trial for the July 1980 attack on the Ayrabamba hacienda. He was convicted of the charges against him—assault and armed robbery—and sentenced to seven years in prison.35

Because of his “extremely bad economic situation,” Herbert could not afford a lawyer and had to represent himself.36 But even without the aid of an attorney, he made several impassioned calls for his release from jail, writing numerous letters in his own defense.37 Like the documents Llamojha had penned in earlier decades, Herbert’s letters often stressed the Parodis’ abuses, invoking the image of the gamonal, the extremely abusive local strongman. In a September 1980 letter, Herbert charged that his imprisonment was owing only to the “depraved maneuvers” of Ayrabamba’s hacendados, who were “scheming against the community of Concepción, as they are accustomed to doing when those whom they exploit resist their gamonalist impositions.”38 Another letter described Ayrabamba as a “stronghold of the blackest feudal gamonalist exploitation.” The same letter asserted that the Parodis “submerge our peasant community in gamonalist terror and perpetuate the exploitation to which they have tied us for more than a half century of pain and tears.”39 Herbert also made many appeals for his conditional release, stressing his good behavior in the Cangallo jail and in the community of Concepción. None of these strategies worked, and he remained in jail.40

After several months in the Cangallo jail, Herbert and his coaccused were transferred to the prison in the department capital, Ayacucho. From that prison, he and eleven others wrote of the abuses and mistreatment they were suffering there. Their troubling letter explained:


We twelve people find ourselves detained in the Ayacucho jail for nearly one year, without reaching the justice that belongs to us by right because of the bias of the Cangallo trial judge, Dr. Juan Flores Rojas, imputing our participation in the incident that took place on the tenth of July of last year, when in reality we had nothing to do with the action. . . . Some of us were taken by guards in our homes, even without arrest orders, only because of false, anonymous claims. Others of us were taken by sinchis [shock troops] on the path from our fields where we were working. . . . We have been inhumanely tortured by civil guards, sinchis, justices of the peace, lackeys of the hacienda, using ground chilis, hot water thrown on the most vulnerable parts of our body, using cactus spines and other things to batter us while naked; using tanks of water . . . to choke us until we faint.41



The letter closed by asking for a swift trial. I have found one additional letter from Herbert. In September 1981 he wrote to the Ayacucho courts requesting copies of old documents pertaining to Concepción’s 1965 legal conflict with Ayrabamba. He was probably planning to use those documents to support his legal defense, invoking history much as his father always did.42 But then he vanishes from the archival record. Just a few months later, Herbert himself disappeared.

Into Hiding

Llamojha could do very little to help his imprisoned son—he could visit, he could offer his advice, and he could bring him food, but he could not get Herbert out of jail. And it was not long before Llamojha was unable even to visit Herbert, as the mounting number of accusations against Llamojha himself forced him to go into hiding. Although Llamojha was in the city of Ayacucho at the time of the assault on Ayrabamba and had absolutely no involvement in the events there, various people nonetheless accused him of a role in the attack. Civil guards labeled Llamojha the leader of the assault, asking one Concepción resident to explain his involvement “in the recent terrorist attacks in company with other elements under the direction of known agitator Manuel Llamocca Mitma.”43 The guards also described an envelope supposedly sent by “the so-titled lieutenant colonel Manuel Llamocca Mitma, commander general of the armed forces of the liberation of Peru.”44 Llamojha recalled the accusations against him.


They blamed me. I don’t know how this group [Shining Path militants] entered the hacienda. I didn’t know.



These groundless accusations of involvement in the Ayrabamba assault were not the only spurious claims Llamojha faced. He was also accused of leading armed attacks on two military barracks. He told his CVR interviewers about these charges, explaining that his accusers were his longtime local enemies, the three abusive district authorities Grimaldo Castillo, Joaquín Chávez, and Raúl Agüero:


They were servants of the hacendados, until the end. They couldn’t stand the sight of me. So when the armed struggle began, they presented a document to the prefecture. This person Castillo got eleven people to sign, and they sent it to the prefect saying that I had taken the barracks in Huanta, and in San Miguel. I hadn’t even gone there! So, there came a really strong order for my capture.



When I asked Llamojha about this order for his arrest, he noted the role played by his brother Víctor and explained:


They accused me of belonging to the Communist Party that was organizing the armed struggle. Here, in Concepción, those two or three people who were against me, they tricked people into signing a document against me. My own brother got them to do all of this. The denunciation said that I was a terrorist with the community under my sway. So, six police officers came to the teaching cooperative.

They entered the cooperative. I was working upstairs on the second floor, in the secretary’s office; that’s where I worked. I don’t know what I was thinking, but I had closed the door. The police came up to the secretary’s office, but as it was closed, they didn’t knock on the door. If they had knocked on the door, I would have come out and they would have arrested me. The six police officers remained seated down below, on the first floor, because my compañeros had said to them, “He isn’t here. He has left the commission.” They were down there, waiting.

My compañeros came upstairs to advise me. “How are you going to get down? How are you going to leave? Where can you escape from?” they said.

So I said, “I will leave through the door, because they don’t know me.”

I came down from above, and the six police officers were sitting there. Because they didn’t know me, I greeted them—I shook their hands, and I left. I went to my house. You have to be serene; if you act nervous, they’ll get suspicious. I wasn’t nervous, I greeted them, I shook the police officers’ hands, and I left. After that, I didn’t return to my workplace, because the police came every day to wait for me.



Llamojha hid in the hills surrounding the city of Ayacucho for an entire month, sleeping amid cactuses. He told his CVR interviewers:


Happily, a teacher protected me. He was from the north, from Huachao, his last name was Regalado. As he lived down the hill, I went to his house and he gave me food. I was sleeping in the hills, and the bullets were flying, day and night. The soldiers walked around, shooting. The bullets passed right over me, whistling. The bullets made holes in the cactus pears, in the paqpas [maguey leaves], everything. I was there, the bullets were flying, I was sure they were going to kill me.



Knowing that his life was in jeopardy, Llamojha made the difficult decision to flee to Lima. Because of the urgent orders for his arrest, he knew that if he presented his national identity documents at the checkpoints, guards would arrest him immediately. He thus forged a birth certificate to attempt to escape. In our interview he explained:


I was hidden for a month. After that, my wife and I escaped to Lima.

It was in ’81, in December. There was a checkpoint leaving Ayacucho. I had made up a birth certificate to be able to get through, but they wouldn’t let you pass with just a birth certificate. You had to have your national identity document. But I couldn’t present that, because of my name. So I didn’t have any documents to present.

“If you don’t have documents, you can’t pass,” they said.

They took me inside the checkpoint. Then, because the police were busy stopping all the cars, I immediately left the checkpoint and got back on the bus. We rode to Pisco and then to Chincha. From Chincha, we had to take a car because people said they wouldn’t stop cars at the checkpoints; they’d just let them through.

Once we got to Lima, I looked for my son Walter at his workplace, because we didn’t have the money to get all the way to his house. But I couldn’t find him. We took a taxi to his house, but he wasn’t there either, so a neighbor paid the taxi driver.



That daring escape was not the end of Llamojha’s travails, for he was still a wanted man. He told his CVR interviewers:


When I arrived, my enemies had already communicated with Lima. So, they looked for me, going to the homes of all of my paisanos [fellow Concepción community members living in Lima].

My paisanos said, “No, he’s not here. He hasn’t been here in a really long time. He must be dead by now.”

The masses helped me. They never left me alone. That’s how the masses are. That’s why I like being with the masses, they protect me. They help me in everything.



Llamojha’s youngest daughter, María, followed her parents to Lima shortly thereafter. Knowing that soldiers would likely detain her because of the arrest orders for her father, the teenager employed her father’s own strategies: she forged identity documents using a fake name and crafted a letter that supposedly granted her official permission to travel without parental accompaniment.45

Llamojha was in hiding in Lima when his son Herbert disappeared. On March 2, 1982, Shining Path militants attacked the Ayacucho prison where Herbert and his co-accused were jailed in an attempt to liberate imprisoned members of their party. Witnesses later reported hearing explosions of dynamite and seeing large columns of smoke in the air. The well-coordinated assault managed to free 304 prisoners, of whom approximately 70 had been accused of being members of the Shining Path.46 We know that Herbert Llamojha escaped that night, but that is all we know. Police may have killed him right outside the jail, or they may have arrested him and killed him later. Or perhaps he fled the scene and then died elsewhere. His fate is unknown.

The first time Llamojha spoke to me about Herbert’s disappearance came toward the end of our first interview together, when I asked him how many children he had.


I have five, two men, three women. But the boy died. As it happens, they detained him over Ayrabamba. After that, there was the seizure of the Ayacucho jail. All the prisoners left, they escaped. My son, too, escaped from there. The Ayrabamba hacienda did this to my son. From there, my son, I don’t remember the date, my wife remembers, a group went to liberate all the prisoners. In this, many prisoners escaped and some who didn’t want to leave, stayed. My son escaped, and after that, we don’t know anything.



Llamojha broke down crying when he told me this, and I rushed to comfort him. All that mattered at that point in the interview was to give comfort to an elderly man in terrible emotional pain, and out of compassion, neither Alicia nor I broached the subject of Herbert’s disappearance with Llamojha again. Llamojha himself mentioned Herbert in another interview, after Alicia commented that it must have been difficult for Llamojha to be apart from his children during all his years of activism.


Yes, it was hard to leave them. As I was being pursued, it made me sad. My kids got used to being without me, to being on their own. That’s why, when my sons grew up, they helped me in the struggle, in representing the pueblo. That’s why they killed the one son. He was the bravest. They took my son from here [Concepción] and killed him.



Llamojha also wrote about the Ayrabamba assault in one of his personal notebooks but carefully avoided any mention of Herbert’s name. The passage reads as follows:

THE SEIZURE OF AYRABAMBA


The seizure of Ayrabamba occurred on the tenth (10) of July 1980. Days later, thirty-eight campesinos were detained by the instruments of exploitation, the Civil Guard, under the command of César Parodi, a murderous gamonal [gamonal de horca y cuchillo]. Eleven of the detained were kept in the Cangallo jail. A while later, they were transferred to Ayacucho, where an oral hearing took place in the months of September and October 1981 in the Ayacucho Court of Justice. When the oral hearing concluded, nine campesinos were sentenced, some to three years and others to seven years in jail.

The assault on Ayacucho’s dungeon jail took place in the month of March 1982, and in the massive escape that resulted, five of the nine prisoners sentenced, born in Concepción, fled. There only remained four who did not want to leave. They were:



1. Alfredo Hinostroza Palomino

2. Marina Loayza Palomino

3. Rosa Martínez Sulca

4. Teodocia Gómez Ochoa

Months later, they were transferred to Lima.47

Llamojha kept Herbert’s name out of this essay, his son’s constant absence surely too painful to even write about. Llamojha is not the only one who suffers; Herbert’s disappearance remains a searing hurt for the Llamojha family. Llamojha’s eldest daughter, Hilda, began crying when asked about Herbert. Through heavy tears she explained, “I lost my brother . . . when I think of him, I ask ‘where could he be?’ If he had just died, we could have recovered his body.”48 Walter Llamojha commented that Herbert’s disappearance “was very painful, for my mom, my dad, for us. We still miss him, to this day. What happened? What could have happened to him? It’s very worrisome and we always miss him.”49 María Llamojha explained, “I think it’s something that only people who have experienced can understand. It’s not . . . I mean you don’t have a person who has died and whom you can bury, and that’s very important. It’s not the same to have someone disappeared. That’s so terrible, and it was terrible for my mother, too, to not be able to find my brother’s body. Even today, it’s like a hole, like a wound that won’t heal.” She added, “You have no place to mourn, if he’s dead. And you always wonder. When I’m traveling, I always look at other people, wondering if maybe it’s him, thinking that maybe he had a nervous breakdown and doesn’t recognize us.”50
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FIG. 6.2 Herbert Llamojha, location unknown, late 1970s. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.

Herbert’s disappearance was soon followed by other nightmares for Llamojha and his family. The 1982 killing of district authority Grimaldo Castillo brought a renewed surge of state suspicion against Llamojha. Because of Castillo’s decades’ worth of abuses, Shining Path militants placed him on one of their notorious “black lists”—documents that recorded the names of particularly abusive individuals whom Shining Path activists would then target for assassination. Shining Path militants publicly executed Grimaldo Castillo in Concepción’s central plaza in late March 1982. They cut his tongue from his mouth, cut off his testicles, and hung him from a post, where he bled to death. As a warning to others, they placed a sign on his body that read: “This is how snitches and enemies of the pueblo die. Long live the armed struggle!”51 Tragically, this kind of absolutist violence became the Shining Path’s hallmark over the long course of the war. Worse still, as the first wave of black list executions came to an end and the state’s counterinsurgency gained strength, Shining Path militants turned their extreme violence against humble indigenous peasants whom they deemed insufficiently cooperative.

Llamojha made reference to this kind of violence when I asked his opinion about the Shining Path.


I thought it was bad. He [Guzmán] said, “we have to kill the pueblos’ authorities.” I didn’t agree with that. How could we kill authorities who are campesinos? It was a really bad idea to kill low-level authorities. They killed the governor who was here, and I didn’t agree with that. How could they kill the pueblo’s authorities? The authorities were from the pueblo itself, from the indigenous masses. I didn’t agree with that.

The Shining Path always had different kinds of ideas, ideas that went against the peasantry. They thought it was easy to lead, and when the campesinos didn’t easily submit themselves to Shining Path’s leadership, they [Shining Path militants] spoke against them and contemplated killing them. No way. That’s not how you lead. I didn’t agree with that.



In hiding in Lima at the time of Grimaldo Castillo’s assassination, Llamojha had nothing to do with this longtime authority’s death. Nonetheless, because Llamojha had denounced Castillo’s abuses for so many years, Castillo’s children blamed him for their father’s murder.


In the time that the armed struggle started, a group came here. They pulled Castillo out of the office—he worked in the post office—they pulled him out and they shot him in the plaza.52 So, his kids rebelled against me, saying that I had sent them [Shining Path militants] to kill him!



With so many accusations against him, life in Lima proved extremely difficult. At the most basic level, Llamojha had serious trouble finding employment, a major problem given his family’s perilous economic situation. At times the family worried simply that they would not have enough to eat. I asked him what kind of work he did in the 1980s.


Sometimes in construction, when I could find it. I couldn’t find work, because all the hacendados had put up all sorts of red tape against me. I couldn’t get work without my papers. I had to get statements of good conduct, and the police wouldn’t give them to me. Finally, I went to the prefecture in Lima and solicited this.
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FIG. 6.3 Llamojha (lower right), construction work, Lima, 1984. Photo courtesy of Manuel Llamojha Mitma.


“You have a record! How are you going to work? Businesses want someone clean, and you are fighting with the hacendados,” the prefect said to me. Then he gave me my document.

“Here it is, then. Your record. It’s so long, and for all of Peru. You have committed offenses against all the hacendados you’ve been around. How can we give you a letter of good conduct, when you haven’t had good conduct?”

That’s how it was. My son [Walter] housed us. We were there until 2000.



Llamojha’s difficulties finding work were compounded by the severe economic crisis of the mid-1980s. The ravages of internal war and the populist economic policies of Aprista president Alan García—in power from 1985 to 1990—plunged Peru into financial crisis.53 The economic catastrophe was particularly acute in Lima, as many of the country’s 600,000 internal refugees had fled there trying to escape the violence and devastation wrought by the Shining Path militants and counterinsurgent military forces in the Andean countryside. These internal refugees struggled to find adequate food, lodging, and employment, often arriving in Lima with minimal, if any, resources.54 Many of Lima’s poorest women responded to the crisis by participating in the Comedor Popular (Common Kitchen) movement, pooling resources to jointly acquire, prepare, and serve food to their impoverished families. Doña Esther was one such woman; she joined the Comedor Popular Santa Rosa de Lima, in Lima’s San Juan de Lurigancho neighborhood.


She started to work in the Comedor Popular, and we got our rations there. She was a leader and directed the Comedor. The other women considered her their leader and they named her to be the boss. Life got better for us with the Comedor. I started to work there, too, as a security guard, and so we had food. Our kids got to eat that food.



Adding to his difficulties, Llamojha became even more politically marginalized during the 1980s. A fellow activist from Ayacucho recalled seeing Llamojha in Lima during these years and commented: “It seemed really strange to me that a leader of his importance, because of all he had contributed to the peasant movement, wasn’t given his due. It’s really too bad.”55 Llamojha was also constantly harassed by police. His daughter María recalled that police always came to their house looking for Llamojha. And when she said he wasn’t home, they would force open the door and barge in. They would look through all of Llamojha’s papers, all of his things, searching the house “from corner to corner.” She explained: “That’s why my dad didn’t stay with us much. He was always in different places, fleeing from capture.”56

The police soon looked beyond Llamojha, targeting his two eldest children for arrest. Police interrogated Walter about one of his acquaintances, and when they grew dissatisfied with his answers, they simply arrested Walter and placed him in the notorious El Frontón prison, holding him on groundless charges. This was the same island prison where Llamojha had been held in the early 1940s, accused of being an Aprista revolutionary. Walter recalled how his mother traveled to see him. “Don’t cry. I’m going to get out,” he said to her, knowing that he had been wrongfully imprisoned. Doña Esther worked with lawyers to get her son out of jail. Just fifteen days after Walter was finally released, the El Frontón jail became the scene of one of the civil war’s worst atrocities. In June 1986, soldiers responded to a protest by imprisoned Shining Path militants in the jail’s “blue pavilion” by killing an estimated 119 prisoners, about 80 percent of the prisoners in that section.57

Llamojha later described this massacre, an atrocity his son Walter only barely escaped. In the pages of his personal notebook, Llamojha wrote:


GENOCIDE IN THE PRISONS

June 1986




In 1986, President Alan García Pérez ordered the killing of 286 prisoners of the dungeon prisons of El Frontón and Lurigancho.

In May of 2001, the ingeniero [general title of respect for educated persons, literally engineer] Ricardo Letts Colmenares formulated a criminal denunciation against Alan García, ex-president of Peru, before the Public Prosecutor’s Office, but this enemy of the Peruvian people archived it, with the argument that there was no such massacre of prisoners. That would mean that the prisoners died unnoticed; but the pueblo hasn’t forgotten this nor will it ever forget. There will quickly arrive a new prohibited dawn for the poor, where the pueblo will present itself before its enemy assassins, presenting them the corresponding bills so that they will pay dearly, that is to say with high interest.

The millionaires and their assassin governments will pay very (very) dearly, for the thousands and millions of campesinos, workers, and students assassinated throughout the country. The pueblo is the Supreme Authority. The millionaires know this very well.

I state and authorize this, signing and marking it in honor of the truth.58



Just as police arrested Manuel’s son Walter, they seized his daughter Hilda. Police stormed into her home in 1984 and arrested her, despite the fact that she was pregnant. When they questioned her about her father’s whereabouts, she answered that he was dead. The police then replied, “You’re a terrorist!” and took her to jail.59 Walter and Hilda’s only “crime” was their name: the arrests surely reflected the Peruvian government’s desire to intimidate Llamojha by persecuting his children.

Although the worst years of political violence wound down in 1992, after Guzmán was captured in Lima, life remained precarious for Llamojha and his family. It was still too dangerous, too risky, to return to Ayacucho. The 1990s were indeed difficult years for many Peruvians, as the regime of President Alberto Fujimori imposed harsh austerity measures and continued committing major human rights violations. That regime was also exceptionally corrupt, as Fujimori and his spy chief, Vladimiro Montesinos, engaged in systematic bribery. Worse still, Fujimori strangled Peruvian democracy: he shut down congress in 1992, staging a self-coup that allowed him to operate without the restraints of democratic procedure, and made numerous efforts to silence media outlets that opposed him.60

Llamojha offered angry opinions about Fujimori in the pages of his personal notebooks. In a May 2002 passage he wrote:


In the government of the dictatorial regime presided over by the disastrous foreigner Alberto Fujimori, 211 businesses were sold; but it is not known where the money from this sale is to be found.

This fact will be judged by the pueblo, for the pueblo is the Supreme Authority that will never forgive.61



In a subsequent passage Llamojha wrote: “Fujimori passed more than 120 laws that he felt like dictating. This is how it is, damn it!”62 Llamojha also denounced the damage Fujimori and his government were doing in the countryside, writing,


The current regime of “Cambio 90,” acting under dictatorial military authority, has promulgated its sinister laws with the aim of destroying the Campesino Communities’ ancestral social structure and system of collective property, and of selling their lands to the highest bidders to convert them into feudal estates. The campesino community members will be subjected to humiliation, treated like servants and slaves.63



It was not until the year 2000, when Fujimori’s regime collapsed in scandal and Peru transitioned back to democracy, that Llamojha and doña Esther felt safe enough to move back to Concepción. Many of Peru’s thousands of internal refugees similarly began returning home to their rural communities in this period.64 Even then, memories of the internal war’s violence and the power of old accusations continued to haunt Llamojha.


In 2000, I came back to this pueblo. At the very moment that I got out of the car, two people saw me and ran to the police post. “The terrorist has arrived!” they said.

The police post immediately communicated with Ayacucho, asking if there was an arrest warrant or not. There wasn’t. “There’s nothing,” they answered, and for that reason they didn’t detain me. But to this day, those two people can’t look at me.

After that, the mayor denounced me to Lima, presenting a document that said I had come to Concepción with twenty men and had attacked and seized the police post.



Nothing came of these frivolous charges, but they carried a sting that still hurts Llamojha today.65 He was being blamed for the very political violence that had upended his life. The terrors of the internal war had forced Llamojha to flee from the community he so loved and to remain away for nearly twenty years, struggling to survive as a displaced person. The revolutionary and counterrevolutionary violence had brought an abrupt end to his political activities and left him falsely branded a terrorist. Worse still, he had seen his children subjected to political persecution, including the permanent disappearance of his youngest son. These tragedies made the 1980s the most devastating period of Llamojha’s complex life and left him and his family with—as his daughter María put it—a wound that wouldn’t heal.
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FIG. A.1 Llamojha, Concepción, 2013. Author photo.





AFTERWORD

“You Have to Stand Firm”

THE ELDERLY ACTIVIST, 2000 – 2015


Using the bright glare of an exposed light bulb to help him see, Llamojha sat at his desk, looking through his many papers about past and present struggles. We had celebrated his ninety-second birthday earlier that day in May 2013, but that evening he had stubbornly resisted our calls for him to rest, relax, and go to bed early. He simply had too much work to do. Despite his failing eyesight and limited mobility, he remains determined to continue his activist work as an elderly man. This afterword reflects on Llamojha’s commitment to activism across the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. He pushes on, maneuvering through the terrible difficulties of aging, illness, and loss.

Although Llamojha has lived into the twenty-first century, he built his life as an activist in Latin America’s “century of revolution.”1 He fought for change in the heady years of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, when fundamental social, economic, and political transformation seemed not only possible but imminent, a time of incredible revolutionary excitement and exhilaration throughout Latin America and much of the world. He continued these struggles in the 1970s, when Peruvian activists fell into the kind of bitter infighting that hobbled much of the Latin American left, and he pressed forward through the 1980s and 1990s, when the militants of the Shining Path used extremist violence in their pursuit of revolutionary transformation. Llamojha’s political struggles took place on multiple fronts—local, regional, national, and international—and he fought his battles simultaneously as an indigenous man, a peasant, a father, and a leftist.

But Latin America’s century of revolution was also a century of counterrevolution.2 Llamojha was routinely jailed for his political efforts, harassed and sometimes tortured by police whose superiors had instructed them to detain this supposedly dangerous communist activist. These arrests sometimes took place during periods of authoritarian rule—under the military dictatorships that ruled Peru intermittently between 1948 and 1980—but many of the arrests took place when Peru had democratic governments. As in much of Latin America, repression of political activists in Peru was never confined to times of military rule. Just as crucially, Llamojha suffered the painful realities of local authoritarianism. Many of the figures who were most determined to stop Llamojha and see him imprisoned were district political authorities who were themselves of rural and indigenous backgrounds. Throughout Latin America, some of the most energetic counterrevolutionary efforts came from individuals of relatively humble origins who mobilized ideologies of anticommunism to further their own claims to economic, political, and social power.3 Llamojha also lived through two devastating decades of counterinsurgent violence that forced him to flee from his home and beloved community, that pushed him into a difficult existence as an internal refugee. That terror led to the arrests of three of his children and the permanent disappearance of his youngest son, Herbert. For countless Latin Americans caught in the horrors of twentieth-century dirty wars, Llamojha’s terrible experiences are all too familiar.

Latin America’s century of revolution and counterrevolution brought stunning changes that we find echoed across Llamojha’s life. His determined efforts to learn to read and write foreshadowed the astonishing expansion of education and literacy in twentieth-century Latin America. When he moved to Lima as a teenager, he was part of a wave of rural-to-urban migration that ultimately transformed most Latin American countries into places where more people lived in cities than in the countryside. His energetic fights for campesinos’ land rights were also part of broader efforts that eventually resulted in the effective dismantling of the hacienda system. Llamojha saw political connections forged across national borders, with new global solidarities forming around shared dreams of justice and change. He also witnessed the enfranchisement of indigenous peasants, long denied the right to vote because of their race, their class, and—for women—their gender. And in the first years of the twenty-first century, two men of Quechua heritage were elected into Peru’s presidency, something that would have seemed impossible just a few decades earlier.4 Llamojha has also lived to see the dramatic resurgence of explicitly socialist political projects in several Latin American countries, with left-wing governments coming to power in Bolivia, Chile, Venezuela, Brazil, and Ecuador.5

Sadly, many things also remained stubbornly unchanged across the twentieth century, even into the present day, despite the concerted efforts of activists like Llamojha. The divide between Latin America’s rich and poor remains stark, and anti-indigenous racism, though perhaps more muted in its everyday expression than in previous decades, still carries oppressive force. Injustices still pervade the countryside, leaving campesinos to fight difficult battles against powerful—often foreign—mining, oil, and agricultural corporations.6 Many Latin Americans continue to feel excluded and ignored by their governments, as democratic rule has not always created inclusionary political systems based on the meaningful, engaged participation of ordinary citizens.7 The forces of political reaction also remain strong. When Llamojha was a teenager, he boldly proclaimed, “Now Peru is mine,” certain that revolutionary triumph was at hand. But Peru has yet to become the kind of just and equal society he had envisioned.

With the disappointments and tragedies of twentieth-century upheavals, many activists turned away from social justice struggles. Some did so for their very survival, distancing themselves from political activism in an attempt to save themselves and their loved ones from the cruel nightmares of violent political repression. For many, it came down to a literal choice of life over death. Others moved away from activism in despair, their hearts broken by the betrayals of former allies, the tenacious persistence of inequalities and injustices, and the seemingly relentless crush of neoliberal economic policies. For many activists it seemed that one person would never be able to make a lasting difference and that thoroughgoing change would remain forever unattainable. Such activists’ dejection is easy to understand and easy to share. But Llamojha remains unwilling to give up, resolute in his commitment to keep fighting for change even as an elderly man. His continuing determination is one of the most remarkable characteristics of this very remarkable man.

Ongoing Struggles for Justice

On his return to Concepción in 2000, Llamojha immediately resumed his political work on behalf of his community, launching an effort for postwar justice even though he was almost eighty.


During the time of danger, they installed a barracks up in the area called Joyllor Jocha and they started to sack all of the pueblos. Thirteen homes were destroyed, right down to their foundations, but first they were looted. Soldiers would come into a home and loot everything. They took everything, even campesinos’ sandals, every little thing. Nothing at all was left in the houses.

Twenty-three little children were dismembered in the barracks. They grabbed the children by their feet and chopped them up.

When I arrived, the barracks was still here; the killings were still going on. So I started to write letters to send to Lima, to the ministry and to the government, to put a stop to this. I couldn’t let this be; I had to denounce it all. And that’s why the barracks pulled out of here. They came from Lima to see, to investigate, and then they immediately withdrew the barracks.



This sort of military violence typified counterinsurgency efforts in Peru’s Andean regions, as soldiers, particularly in the early years of the internal war, automatically associated indigeneity with support for the Shining Path. Driven by racist stereotypes of indigenous peoples as inherently violent and easily manipulated by political radicals, Peru’s military and political leaders incorrectly assumed that Shining Path militants effectively controlled indigenous peasants and responded by razing the countryside.8 Llamojha’s denunciations of military violence included an impassioned letter to the CVR decrying the abuses committed by soldiers stationed in his community. Llamojha wrote:


The cruel tragedy of the pueblos of the district of Concepción started that fateful day, Monday the 27th of September 1982, when by order of the then Peruvian president, the terrible figure Fernando Belaúnde Terry, more than 300 soldiers . . . took the pueblo of Concepción in an assault of blood and fire, and looted humble homes, proceeding with savagery and cruelty. They mistreated men, women, the elderly and children. They raped women and youth, doing so in the presence of their parents. Without showing even a minimum of respect for human rights, they savagely sacked homes as true enemies of humanity, taking everything from them. . . . The so-called “members of the Armed Forces of Peru” burned and destroyed homes, acting with cruelty and malice, like true enemies of the Peruvian people.9



Llamojha also prepared a detailed pamphlet about the abuses, condemning the military’s misdeeds and demanding the immediate withdrawal of the barracks. He made photocopies of the pamphlet and distributed them in Concepción’s central plaza, pasting the remaining copies on electrical poles throughout the community.

His postwar political battles were also intensely personal. Being back in Concepción brought hard, tangible reminders of all his family had lost. Herbert was gone, his still-unexplained disappearance an ongoing sorrow for his family. Even Llamojha’s home was destroyed: twenty years of political violence and harsh Ayacucho weather had left the family’s adobe brick house in ruins. He explained:


The soldiers knocked it down. They demolished the door in order to enter and then they seized all of my documents. The soldiers took all of this. And then they abandoned the house and the rain destroyed it all.10



Llamojha also lost his treasured document archive and personal library to the violence. He still speaks with much sadness about the fact that soldiers seized his archive when the violence began to escalate in 1982.


Because I traveled to all the pueblos of Peru, I recorded the situation of all the pueblos, in written form. I wrote and I gave each pueblo the original while I kept a copy; I kept the copies here. But because there was the danger of the armed struggle, soldiers came into my home and took away everything. What could they have done with it all? They took all the documents, from all of Peru. I don’t know what they took them for.

I also had all my books, I had a huge number of books in my pueblo. But when the armed struggle started in 1982, the army entered my house and they took all of my books. For what? What could they have done with so many books? A huge number of books. I had a big suitcase full of them, and the soldiers took them all.



In the three decades that have passed since the Shining Path launched its armed struggle, Llamojha has rebuilt some of his library and document collection. When I emailed him—via his daughter María—a photograph of a letter he wrote in 1958, María told me, “I read him the letter you sent. He remembered it and got really excited. He was astonished that you have these documents! He asked me to see if you have others. He hopes you can send all that you have so that he can conserve them in his personal archive. . . . He was so happy with the letter that I printed it off and once he had it in his hands, he didn’t want to let me have it back, and he packed it away carefully among his things. He’s so loving, like a kid with a new toy.”11

He eventually managed to reestablish part of his document collection, storing his papers in a large bureau in his Concepción home. He commented:


I have documents about all the struggles I went through. I have everything here. People can come here and read, study everything that happened in Concepción. I’ve got documents about Concepción since its foundation. I investigated and searched for all the documents in Lima.



These documents and books are important to Llamojha in and of themselves; he treasures them as a historian and intellectual.12 But these archives also matter greatly to him because as he has advanced in age, writing and teaching have been two of the key ways he has managed to continue pressing for change.13

During the first years after his return to Concepción in 2000, he found an effective method for sharing his political ideas: the radio. For a few years, he hosted a daily radio program on which he told local listeners about the history of Concepción and its surrounding communities. He also used his radio program to denounce continuing injustice. He told his CVR interviewers:


The police used to be good, but not anymore. Now they’re against the pueblo. For example, in Concepción we have a police post, and it’s good for nothing. When we go to make a complaint, they don’t attend to us. They demand money, beer; they’re good for nothing. As we now have a radio in Concepción, I talk daily for an hour, and I attack the police there. I tell them to go to hell. For the poor, there is no justice.



After returning to Concepción, Llamojha also began educating individuals directly. University students writing their senior theses often traveled to Concepción in the first years of the twenty-first century to interview him about Ayacucho’s past. His daughter María recalled how he requested a Peruvian history monograph shortly after his ninetieth birthday; he wanted to study it so that he could better answer questions from the university students who came to visit him.14 These visits from students were deeply important to him. After the sudden death of Esther from an aneurysm in May 2011, his Lima-based children brought him to the capital and urged him to move there permanently. He refused: he wanted to be in Concepción, where students and campesinos would be able to find him and seek his advice. When he was in Lima for a subsequent medical appointment, Llamojha commented:


In recent years, students have been coming to Concepción from the university in Ayacucho. They always come to ask me about the peasantry, about what Peru was like, about what the arrival of the Spaniards was like. All of that. Because of that, I always have to study! Happily, the students never leave me alone. I’m always happy there [in Concepción]. Here [in Lima] I’m sad!



These connections with university students are not new. I have found documents showing that Llamojha’s ties with university students stretch back all the way to the 1950s, and he recalled how during the 1960s and 1970s he often gave talks to students at Ayacucho’s San Cristóbal de Huamanga University and at Lima universities, including San Marcos and the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru.15


The universities of Lima always called me. San Marcos, the Catholic University, they always invited me to talk about the peasantry, about the struggle with the hacendados and the problems in the countryside. San Marcos was like my home! They’d feed me there, and I’d even stay and sleep there. Many students wanted to know about these things, so they’d gather at night. They’d ask about Peru, about how it has been since the arrival of the Spanish, about how campesinos live in the sierra, about how the hacendados behaved. This is what the students asked.



These memories, though, are tinged with nostalgic sadness. In one interview Llamojha commented:


Back then, we were really strongly united with them [university students]. I was really well treated, they respected me. That’s how we used to be. Now, I’m poor and no one comes to see me. What is my fate?



As an elderly man, the main way Llamojha has been able to share his ideas and experiences is through writing, a task he has always loved.


I always wrote. I liked to write histories. I also wrote poems, but it’s hard to think them up. I wrote about the question of the struggle, that’s what I wrote about. Now, too, a book is going to be published. I have writings, loose sheets about the struggle, and I’m going to publish a book. The campesinos are demanding I do this.



A few years after his return to Concepción, Llamojha self-published a 158-page book titled History and Tradition of the Pueblo of Concepción. It describes Concepción’s precolonial history under the Inka and the community’s experience under Spanish colonial rule. Llamojha’s anticolonial perspective is clear: he describes the “genocide perpetrated by the voracious and bloodthirsty Spaniards who invaded the territory of Tawantin Suyo [the Quechua term for the Inca Empire].”16 He offers a detailed description of the envarados (indigenous authorities), discussions of Concepción’s geography and topography, and a history of the community’s migrant club in Lima. The book then documents Concepción’s annual celebrations of Carnaval and Easter and goes on to detail the community’s struggles against the Ayrabamba hacienda.

When he entered his eighties, Llamojha began spending much of his time filling the pages of his personal notebooks, recording as much of his diverse historical knowledge as he could. He generously shared some of his notebooks with me, and they revealed an exceptional range of historical interests and knowledge. He notes, for example, that celebrations of Christ’s birth have been commemorated on December 25 since the fourth century, that Peru has manufactured noodles since 1860, and that the first modern Olympic games were held in Athens in 1896. His notebooks are also packed with richly detailed information about Ayacucho’s precolonial, colonial, and republican history. Importantly, he has used these notebooks to voice his continuing dedication to social justice struggles. Two passages from the early twenty-first century are particularly instructive. In the first, from January 2004, he writes about those who had to flee their rural communities during the years of the internal war, just as he and Esther did.


DISPLACED PERSONS

During the years of political violence in Peru, more than 300,000 were displaced from the pueblos of Peru’s whole interior. Their lands were left abandoned. When they wanted to return to their pueblos, they were impeded by the secret agents of the dominating high society, and the soldiers and police did not permit them to enter their pueblos. This is how it is, damn it!



A second passage—written when Llamojha was ninety-one—likewise shows his enduring activist commitment:

Sunday, the first of January 2012.


Today, Sunday, the first of January begins the year two thousand twelve, another year of pain, blood, and tears that we the poor will continue suffering. We continue to suffer the tragedy of our fate but the damned dominant class of Peru and the Planet will disappear when their day arrives. This is how things are. Viewed from the dialectical point of view, everything has a beginning and end.

Chainam chay majtakúna. [Quechua: This is how those people are.]



Beyond writing and teaching, Llamojha worked to remain active in local politics, attending meetings of Concepción’s village council. In one interview he also relayed that he was helping campesinos who had recently occupied some vacant lands near Concepción.


Down below, in the valley, some campesinos have seized land. They’ve occupied unused land, and they’re going to form a new pueblo called Puka Orjo Pampa. I’ve now got to write about how this land was—it was empty in distant times, and it wasn’t even a hacienda in the Spanish era. It was empty land, and the campesinos lived there with their cattle. Now, the campesinos have taken the land. And now I have to act. I’m going to write about the land’s borders.



Llamojha’s continuing commitment to social justice struggles is not surprising: he dedicated his life to the fight for change and for justice. Although he accomplished much during his years as an activist, he also faced enormous personal hardships, including repeated imprisonments, political marginalization, and the loss of his son. Yet as he looked back on his life during our interviews, he expressed no regrets about his activist past.


Regrets about the struggle? No. I don’t regret anything, I have no regrets. Nothing turned out badly, it was always good. There was triumph in all the activities. I’d like to go back to that time! Because I was with the masses, because the masses respected me.



But while he may not regret the past, he does fear for the future. One of his sharpest concerns as an elderly activist is that younger people have forgotten his generation’s past political efforts and grown apathetic about social justice struggles.


The new generation doesn’t take much of an interest. They’re barely interested. So only us older ones are continuing the struggle.



In another interview, he reflected:


How we struggled for Concepción! Now the new generation doesn’t know how to struggle. They don’t know much about what the struggle was like back then, because they’re youngsters.



Llamojha’s concerns about the younger generation eased somewhat when he earned some long overdue public recognition of his life of activism. In September 2010, the scholars Ricardo Caro and Valérie Robin published a feature story on Llamojha’s life in the national newspaper La República.17 The following year, he was formally honored by his community. At a November 2011 ceremony commemorating the fifty-seventh anniversary of Concepción’s recognition as a district, local authorities presented Llamojha with a trophy and a large golden medal, honoring the work he had done for Concepción. That evening, he danced in a celebration with members of his family, moving to the music with a crutch under his arm. Alicia asked him how he felt about this special recognition.


I felt really happy when they congratulated me. They have recognized my struggles from those times, and that’s why the mayor told me I had to be there, so they could record my statements.



He has also witnessed some political vindication of his generation’s activist work. With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, countless observers spoke about the global triumphs of capitalism and liberal democracy. For many, it seemed that utopian political projects and socialist experiments—the “dreamworld” of Marxism—had come to a definitive end.18 But in the first years of the twenty-first century, popular protests and democratic elections have brought leftist governments to power in several Latin American countries. Socialism has proved very much alive, as have trenchant national and international opposition to that political turn. The inspiring dreams and bitter debates that so shaped Llamojha as a younger man continue today, just as they surely will tomorrow. The legacies of twentieth-century political struggles and counterstruggles endure.
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FIG. A.2 Llamojha with Hilda, Walter, and María Llamojha Puklla, Concepción, 2011. Photo by Alicia Carrasco Gutiérrez.

The Difficulties of Aging

As an elderly activist, Llamojha has also had to confront the hardships of aging. Those hardships include a creeping feeling of loneliness, greatly exacerbated following his wife’s sudden death. Although his eldest daughter, Hilda, her husband, and her son moved to Concepción from Lima following doña Esther’s death, Llamojha has often felt alone, cheered mainly by calls from his children. In a passage from May 23, 2012, he wrote:


This morning, my daughter María called. She’s now back in Lima. She told me she’s well and that she’ll come back [to Concepción] soon. Talking with her left me happy. She worries about me, and I’ll be waiting for her return.19



A passage from the following day:


In the morning, my daughter Delia called me . . . she works in a hospital, as she is an obstetrics nurse. When I got this call from my daughter, I was really happy. Delia lives with her husband in Arequipa. She studied at Ayacucho’s San Cristóbal University.20



These calls helped him greatly, but he still felt quite lonely. Many mornings, he would walk out to Concepción’s central plaza and sit on one of the benches, hoping that someone would join him for a conversation. Hilda has noted that her father loved visits and the chance to talk about the past but became sad and depressed when he did not have visitors.21 In one of our interviews he recalled some French scholars’ visit to Concepción.


On their first trip, we spent four days together. We talked all about the struggle. It was lovely. My life is really happy when [such visits] happen. When it doesn’t, I’m sad. I feel like crying.



Advancing age has also brought serious physical hardships. In a passage from January 2012, Llamojha describes his day’s activities. The quality of his once beautiful handwriting has deteriorated, and the page is dotted with blotches of white correction fluid. At the bottom of the page, he has written: “I don’t know why I can’t write well. I’m like a donkey.”22 In his interview with the CVR, he lamented the fact that he was no longer able to craft the intricate stamps he had once made to adorn his political documents:


Now they don’t turn out well. I don’t know why. I think someone has done witchcraft against me.23



Part of the problem is that Llamojha is losing his eyesight. A stroke in 2001 left him with partial facial paralysis and weakened vision. Over the next few years, additional retinal damage occurred and left him completely blind in his left eye. Sadly, the vision of his right eye also began deteriorating rapidly. The loss of his vision is particularly upsetting for him, as his failing eyesight means that it is harder and harder for him to do what he most loves: read and write. In a May 2012 notebook passage he laments, “I can’t write well because my vision is failing. My fate is sad.”24

His notebooks also describe his ailing health. In a passage from 2004, he wrote about the day’s emergency trip to the city of Ayacucho. His blood pressure had been dangerously high for three days, and after a worried phone call from his daughter María, he agreed that he needed to go to the department capital for medical treatment.25 That health emergency had no lasting consequences, but in 2008, on a short walk to a local store in Concepción, he fell and broke his hip. Most doctors were unwilling to operate, given his advanced age. The family finally found a doctor prepared to do so, and Llamojha’s children and other relatives pooled together money for the expensive surgery and medicines. Always energetic, always determined, he then stubbornly refused the doctor’s orders to rest and recuperate. A week after the surgery he insisted on getting up and going for a walk. The ensuing damage to his hip required another surgery. After the second surgery, his mobility remained hampered, and he had to walk with the aid of a crutch. He commented on his reduced capabilities in a January 2012 notebook passage:


Today is the birthday of my deceased wife, Esther Honorata Puklla Fernández. If she were alive, she would be 79 years old this year. Today, my daughter Hilda, accompanied by her son Manuel and her husband Eulogio, went to the cemetery to visit her mother’s grave. I could not go because of my disability [invalidez] as I cannot go on foot. That’s why they went to the cemetery alone. It’s more than two kilometers out of town. In addition, a torrential rain fell and got them wet.26



Failing health is not Llamojha’s only concern as an elderly man. In our interviews, he sometimes grew frustrated at himself, upset at his inability to recall names or events, and asserted that he couldn’t remember anything anymore.


I’m losing my memory. Someone has done witchcraft against me. I even forget my name. I used to get mad when people talked like that.

“I’m even forgetting my name,” they’d say.

And I’d say, “How can you forget your own name?” But sure enough, in the questions I’m asked, I can’t even remember my own name easily. It’s strange, but it’s true!



Llamojha’s health problems suddenly turned acute in April 2014, when he suffered a massive stroke while at home in Concepción. His family rushed him to the nearby hospital in Vilcashuamán, and he was quickly transferred to a hospital in the city of Ayacucho because of the severity of his condition. He regained consciousness after two days in the hospital, but he was largely paralyzed and could speak only with great difficulty. After he had spent several days in the hospital, a doctor informed the family that he would have to leave by the end of the day: there was nothing more the hospital could do for him. His family managed to bring him to Lima, where he remained bedridden in his son Walter’s home.

Notified of Llamojha’s illness by the historian Ricardo Caro Cárdenas, Llamojha’s longtime political rival Andrés Luna Vargas—of the Vanguardia Revolucionaria faction of the CCP—visited Llamojha in Lima. The men had not seen each other in decades. Llamojha asked Luna Vargas what the CCP was doing these days, and Luna Vargas generously replied, “Nothing . . . you didn’t leave us even a single hacienda to demolish. You demolished every last one!”27

That moment of laughter and joy, though, was surrounded by much sadness. Llamojha was deeply upset by the fact that he was mostly unable to move, that speaking was so difficult, and that he was so far away from his beloved Concepción. His family worked hard to comfort him, staying by him constantly. It seemed unlikely that he would live much beyond his ninety-third birthday, but with his astonishing will to continue fighting, he made remarkable improvements. He poured his energy into physical therapy, and by August 2014 he was able to stand for brief periods and had regained much of his speech. By September he was once again walking, if only for a few short meters. Today, in August 2015, he is eager to return to Concepción and resume his activist work. His determination is both moving and inspiring.

Confronting the devastation of unrealized political dreams, the nightmares of counterinsurgent terror, and the ruthless advances of age, many would have understandably retreated from the fight for social justice. But Llamojha remains compelled to continue working for change. During our interviews he reflected on the responsibilities of an activist. His ideas seem a fitting close for this book.


You have to struggle. You have to organize the masses well and not abandon them. You have to continue the struggle until you attain all the peasantry’s goals, until you attain the goals of the pueblo, which needs to liberate itself from the clutches of tyranny.

I like struggling with the masses when they stand firm. It gives you strength, you see, it gives you worth and courage. The struggle is really lovely when the masses are united.

In the peasant struggle, you have to stand firm. You can’t waver and lead the masses. The masses recognize their leader. When their leader stands firm and doesn’t get frightened, the masses support him. You have to struggle without getting demoralized, because if you lose heart, everyone gets demoralized. You have to fight until the ultimate triumph.



Manuel Llamojha Mitma died in Lima on May 31, 2016. Following his death, his family returned him to Concepción for burial.
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