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How do you remember something
that has disappeared? 

That eternal question has long had
a special significance for the Argen-
tine people, who just some thirty years
ago collectively saw an estimated
30,000 people "disappear" from their
midst during a decade of civil unrest.

On the broadest of levels, Argen-
tine society has covered much ground
since the military dictatorship that
waged the "Dirty War" handed over
the reins of power to a democratic
government 25 years ago.  Having
swung from prosecution of the pre-
siding military officials, to a general
amnesty for all involved parties, in-
cluding leftist militants, and then back
again to prosecution of the military,
enough security has been created that
citizens can openly begin the process
of remembering the "disappeared." 

The roughly 300 former clandes-
tine torture centres used by the mil-
itary have begun, in the last decade,
to be refurbished into museums of
memory. The anniversary of the mil-
itary coup d'état — March 24, 1976
— has since become a rallying day
for human rights activists. Torch light-
ing and marches are an annual ritu-
al on a day sanctified as of 2004 as a
national holiday. The third such of-
ficial commemoration of the coup
anniversary saw the beginning of a
new chapter in Argentina's trailblaz-
ing experience with post-genocide
memory – the placement of artisan
baldosa (street slab) plaques on
streets for each of the "disappeared." 

As opposed to analogous com-
memorations of mass killings set

apart in an enclosed museum, the
plaques are spread through the very
space in which the "disappearances"
took place.

"It's an urban intervention, and
you'll see it, even if you don't want
to," said Gisela, of the Memory and
Justice Group for Almagro and Bal-
vanera neighbuorhoods.  

Organizers declined to share their
last names.

Now operating as a horizontally-
run coordinating committee, some
18 Neighbourhood Memory and Jus-
tice groups organize the placement
of the plaques in their respective
neighborhoods.

Some 200 plaques have already
been placed, according to Osvaldo
Pérez, an organizer of the San Telmo
branch and a participant from the
project´s inception.

The project has also already spread
inland, where disappearances were
just as common, including in the
northern Jujuy and La Rioja provinces.

The groups tend to start from with

the official 1984 National Commis-
sion on the Disappeared (CONADEP),
which listed 9,000 names, and then
place the 30 to 40 cm baldosa plaque
in the sidewalk in front of a site of a
family member or friend’s choosing.
Traditionally, the site is a place where
the disappeared person lived, stud-
ied, was politically active, or even,
from where they were hauled off by
the military.

Although the city sidewalks are of-
ten a mixture between city and pri-
vate property, organizers reported
very little resistance from landlords,
city officials, and potential political
opponents.

"The truth is that we expected more
opposition," said Pérez. "There have
been a few exceptional cases — in
one, paint thrown on a plaque — but
mostly, any opposition has been from
family members who just don't want
it. We ring the bell, ask them if they
want to get involved, and sometimes
they say no. But the idea is for the
whole neighbourhood to get in-

volved."
One critic of the era’s militants,

whose publication makes use of the
term "terrorists" to describe the
rebels, sounded a note of approval.

"It seems great to me," said José
D’Angelo, founder and director  B1
(Vitamins for the Memory of the War
of the 1970s) Magazine. "The histo-
ry of the 70s is complicated. Our en-
emy is simplification. But I think fam-
ily members and friends are com-
pletely within their right to remember
their loved ones. I think it’s great." 

The design of the plaques, whose
construction depends on private do-
nations, varies, but the format of the
inscription does not: "Here (lived/dis-
appeared/studied)/ People's mili-
tant/ Detained disappeared/ Name/
By state terrorism/ Neighbourhoods
for memory and justice."

The neighbourhood groups, which
include those of Boedo, Liniers, San
Cristóbal, San Telmo, La Boca and
Barracas among others, came about
organically.

In the wake of the 2001 financial
crisis, neighbourhood assemblies
sprouted throughout the city, and
they soon became a forum for citi-
zen activism whose demands in-
cluded an end to the impunity of dic-
tatorship military officials as well as
homage for the disappeared.

"This is not about a monument,"
said Fanny, also of the Almagro-Bal-
avanera group. "It's a mark. It leaves
a mark on the city, on everyone."

Baldosa organizers do not aim to
create a non-partisan project.

"It's a political act, no doubt, and
it's our politics," said Cristina of the
newly organized Memory and Jus-
tice Group of the district of Morón,

Greater Buenos Aires.
Only one prerequisite needs to be

met for a baldosa – that the disap-
peared to have been a member of the
civilian population, with no distinc-
tion made between active members
of the armed Montonero or ERP guer-
rilla groups and less politicized con-
temporaries also carried away by the
military death squads.

"It's for those who fought for jus-
tice," Mónica, of the Almagro-Bala-
vanera group said, echoing the pop-
ular progressive ideologies of the era
that were embraced by opponents of
the dictatorship.

The project will soon be present-
ed as a 300-page book to be published
by the Argentine Institute for Mem-
ory. The release date is scheduled for
this fall, potentially coinciding with
the 2009 anniversary of the 1976 coup.

Not all advocates of the disap-
peared, however, are expressing en-
thusiasm over the baldosas project.

"We aren’t in agreement with this
project —our children aren't for step-
ping on. They are for us. We are still
seeking justice for them. They are
above the ground. Very high above
the ground," said Mercedes Meroño,
of the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo
group whose weekly marching made
the plight of the disappeared inter-
nationally famous while the military
junta was still in power.

But with the word spreading, sub-
urbs like Morón continue to prepare
the lists and ready the plaques.

"It's a way to reclaim their own
space," said Argentina "Tina" Elba
Carrión, human rights secretary of
Ituzaingó, the Buenos Aires province
suburb being included in the Morón
group.
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Sidewalks of the disappeared
A group is placing plaques on spots where people taken by the military dictatorship
lived, worked and were abducted
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A plaque marks the place where a disappeared person lived.
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The park on the borders of San Tel-
mo, La Boca and Barracas, three
blocks from Puerto Madero, is sched-
uled for a serious makeover to the
tune of 20 million pesos this year.
Parque Lezama is said to be the site
of the founding of the first colony of
Buenos Aires, by Pedro de Mendoza,
when Spanish settlers made a home
near the port in the name of the king.
Excavation of the park in 2007 failed
to prove it.

But the park is certainly the foun-
dation of historic San Telmo and it
sits bursting with busted fountains,
riddled with ragged tree trunks
stuffed with litter, and awash in ag-
ing felines and their brood. It is also
home to weekend crafts fairs, con-
certs and the National History Mu-
seum.

“Parque Lezama is a part of our
heritage, a point of pride and po-
tentially rich. It is an asset to the
neighbourhood and to the city at
large,” said Alberto Martinez, archi-
tect and member of the San Telmo
preservation society, San Telmo
Preserva.

The Ministry of Environment and
Public Space will begin a project of
recovery for Parque Lezama this year,
sources at the ministry said. It will be
the second overhaul this decade, sim-
ilar to an attempt in 1999 by the city
to restore the completely run down
lot to a semblance of its former self,
after some 70 years of wear and tear.
Ten years later, much work remains
to be done.

“The plan will include repairing
broken fountains throughout the
park, planting a flowers and a rose
garden the spirit of the original park
landscape of the 1930s,” the Ministry

of Environment and Public Space
told the Herald. Plans were devel-
oped with the historic looks of the
park in mind.

“In 2008, an interdisciplinary team
met to study the historic landscape
of the park. We presented our find-
ings to the city, including documents
that show the original flower beds,
pathways, and general design of the
park; fountains, murals and the rose
garden,” said Martínez.

The city plans to install iron fenc-
ing and to tear up asphalt and con-
crete to be replaced with gravel in
the style of the park that appears in
San Telmo narratives and in the
memories of longtime residents.
Twenty million pesos is estimated for
investment by the city government.

“The plans include iron wrought
fencing around the border of the park
and security cameras,” said a source
at the Ministry of Environment and

Public Space. 
Do residents like the idea of an iron

fence surrounding the park that is
currently open space?

“My personal opinion in this case
is that a fabulous iron fence would
respect the original design of the park.
Parque Lezama historically was bor-
dered by an iron fence,” Martínez ex-
plained.

The park has its fair share of va-
grants and, in the summer, it over-
flows with music fans attending free
concerts in the ampitheatre on the
northeast corner. Fountains will need
protection from the local elements
in the way of added security. 

The park has been vandalized and
pilfered in recent past. In 2007 thieves
removed the clock from the face of
the National History Museum and
made off with it. Two months later,
bronze figures of Romulus and Re-
mus were stolen from next to a stat-

ue of a wolf, depicting the birth of
Rome. 

“It is our hope that we can inform
and educate the public on how to
care for the park so that we can main-
tain it and enjoy it for years to come,”
Martínez said.

One important feature of the Par-
que Lezama makeover is a proposed
bike path that will border the park
and connect it with Caminito in La
Boca and with the Costanera Sur Na-
ture Reserve. A new children’s play-
ground and a solarium is also men-
tioned to be in the works, said sources
at the Ministry of Environment and
Public Space.

Carlos Thays’ original design will
be restored in areas of the refitted
greenery. Recently, a fresh coat of
street art was added to the wall bor-
dering the park, brightening up the
corner where youth and families con-
gregate for rock in the open air. 

PARQUE LEZAMA TO GET A MAJOR MAKEOVER

Twenty million pesos for the vintage park
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