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HISTORICAL INFORMATION 
 
Appearance of Life is not just a historical story. Though the Dirty War ended in Argentina in 1983, Las Madres, the 

Mothers, efforts to bring justice for the children and to unlock the secrets of Argentina’s past is still alive and 

strong: 

 

 

July 2012 

 

'Wasn't just one or two children': Ex-Argentine dictators 

jailed for baby thefts 
Enrique Marcarian / Reuters 

 

 

Members of human rights groups and other organisation react after 

hearing the verdict in the trial of former Argentine dictator Jorge Videla 

and other military officers in Buenos Aires on Thursday. 

BUENOS AIRES, Argentina -- Three key figures from Argentina's 

"Dirty War" got hefty jail terms for the systematic theft of babies from 

political prisoners during the 1976-1983 dictatorship, an Argentine court 

ruled on Thursday. 

 

The missing children -- stolen from their parents and illegally adopted, often by military families --  are one of the most 

painful legacies of the crackdown on leftist dissent in which rights groups say up to 30,000 people were killed. 

 
Just over 100 of the children have discovered their true identities, but many families are still searching more 

than three decades later. Activists say there could be several hundred more individuals who do not know they 

were taken as babies from their parents. 

 

"This is what we were seeking. We never wanted revenge, we were never hateful, we didn't ask for anything 

more than justice and justice has been done," an elderly man who identified himself as Francisco Madariaga's 

grandfather told local television. The sentences in the case known as "The Systematic Plan" investigated the 

theft and illegal adoption of 34 of the stolen infants.  

 

The 11 defendants included former junta leaders Jorge Rafael Videla, 86, and Reynaldo Bignone, 84, and ex-

navy officer Jorge Acosta, 71, -- known as The Tiger. They are already serving life sentences for previous 

human rights convictions. Videla was sentenced to 50 years in prison as the architect of the plan, while Acosta 

got 30 years and Bignone got 15. The other defendants were also ordered to serve sentences of various lengths.  
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Natacha Pisarenko / AP 

 

Former dictators Jorge Rafael Videla, second from right, and Reynaldo Bignone, right, wait to listen the verdict 

of Argentina's historic stolen babies trial in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on Thursday. 

 

Videla, who is unrepentant about rights abuses committed by the state, described himself as a "political 

prisoner" during the trial and said any abductions that did take place were not part of a systematic plan.  

"The women giving birth, who I respect as mothers, were militants who were active in the machine of terror," 

the former dictator said in his closing remarks. "Many used their unborn children as human shields."  

 

The baby thefts set Argentina's 1976-1983 regime apart from all the other juntas that ruled in Latin America at 

the time. Videla other military and police officials were determined to remove any trace of the armed leftist 

guerrilla movement they said threatened the country's future. 

 

"This is an historic day. Today legal justice has been made real — never again the justice of one's own hands, 

which the repressors were known for," prominent rights activist Tati Almeida said outside the courthouse, 

where a jubilant crowd watched on a big screen and cheered each sentence. 

 

500 babies stolen? 
Witnesses included former U.S. diplomat Elliot Abrams. He was called to testify after a long-classified memo 

describing his secret meeting with Argentina's ambassador was made public at the request of the Grandmothers 

of the Plaza de Mayo, a human rights group whose evidence-gathering efforts were key to the trial.  

 

Abrams testified from Washington that he secretly urged Bignone to reveal the stolen babies' identities as a way 

to smooth Argentina's return to democracy.  

 

Thirty years after the collapse of Argentina's brutal military dictatorship, Alfredo Astiz, the so-called "Blond 

Angel of Death" and 11 others have been jailed for human rights abuses. Europe's Channel 4's Jonathan Miller 

reports. 

 

"We knew that it wasn't just one or two children," Abrams testified, suggesting that there must have been some 

sort of directive from a high level official — "a plan, because there were many people who were being 

murdered or jailed."  
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No reconciliation effort was made. Instead, Bignone ordered the military to destroy evidence of "dirty war" 

activities, and the junta denied any knowledge of baby thefts, let alone responsibility for the disappearances of 

political prisoners.  

 

The U.S. government also revealed little of what it knew as the junta's death squads were eliminating 

opponents.  

 

The Grandmothers group has since used DNA evidence to help 106 people who were stolen from prisoners as 

babies recover their true identities, and 26 of these cases were part of this trial. Many were raised by military 

officials or their allies, who falsified their birth names, trying to remove any hint of their leftist origins.  

 

The rights group estimates as many as 500 babies could have been stolen in all, but the destruction of 

documents and passage of time make it impossible to know for sure. The trial featured gut-wrenching testimony 

from grandmothers and other relatives who searched inconsolably for their missing relatives, and from people 

who learned as young adults that they were raised by the very people involved in the disappearance of their 

birth parents.  

 

Six others were convicted and sentenced by the three-judge panel on Thursday: former Adm. Antonio Vanek, 

40 years; former Gen. Santiago Omar Riveros, 20; former navy prefect Juan Antonio Azic, 14; and Dr. Jorge 

Magnacco, who witnesses said handled some of the births, 10. Former Capt. Victor Gallo and his ex-wife 

Susana Colombo, were sentenced to 15 and five years in jail, respectively. Their adopted son, Francisco 

Madariaga, testified against them and said he hoped their sentences would set an example.  

 

Retired Adm. Ruben Omar Franco and a former intelligence agent, Eduardo Ruffo, were absolved.  

According to Argentine judicial procedure, the basis for the convictions and sentences won't be revealed until 

Sept. 17, said the president of the judicial tribunal, Maria del Carmen Roqueta.  

 

Reuters and The Associate Press contributed to this report.  
 

 

New York Times / Associated Press 

December 11, 2009 

Former Argentine Navy Officer to Be Tried in Torture Deaths  

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS 

BUENOS AIRES (AP) — A former navy spy goes on trial Friday in the torture deaths of two French nuns, a journalist 

and three founders of a human rights group that he infiltrated during Argentina’s military dictatorship. 

Known as the blond “Angel of Death” for his choirboy looks and reputed ruthlessness, Alfredo Astiz, a former captain, is 

accused of playing a crucial role in the efforts of the 1976-83 military junta to eliminate leftist dissidents and suspected 

sympathizers. 

To infiltrate the rights groups, a youthful Mr. Astiz posed as the brother of one of the thousands of Argentines who were 

abducted and presumably killed by security forces at clandestine torture centers. 

Mr. Astiz is among 19 former members of the navy who are being tried as part of a long-awaited case involving 

abductions, torture and murders inside the Navy Mechanics School. Human rights groups say that more than 5,000 

political prisoners passed through its torture chambers and that fewer than half survived. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/argentina/index.html?inline=nyt-geo
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“Only a fraction of the people responsible are on trial here,” said Luis Alem, the government’s deputy secretary of human 

rights. “We hope this will be the starting point and that they get life sentences.” 

Mr. Astiz, 58, is accused of playing a central role in the kidnappings and disappearance of two French nuns, Alice Domon 

and Léonie Duquet; an investigative journalist, Rodolfo Walsh; and several founders of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, 

a group that began gathering in the plaza outside the presidential palace shortly after the 1976 military coup to demand 

answers about their children’s whereabouts. 

The group, guided by the two nuns and another who would later flee the country, also gathered at a neighborhood church 

to discuss what they had learned. There, a young man who called himself Gustavo Niño said his brother had disappeared, 

and he became a regular at the meetings. 

Prosecutors say Gustavo Niño was in fact Mr. Astiz, and in December 1977 he helped security forces identify and kidnap 

the two nuns and 10 other members of the group. 

Mr. Walsh also disappeared that year, a day after he published a letter accusing the junta of violating human rights. 

Witnesses said Sister Duquet was imprisoned at the Navy Mechanics School before her body was tossed from a plane into 

the Atlantic Ocean on one of many “flights of death” meant to dispose of prisoners’ bodies. 

But currents pushed her body ashore, and she was buried in an unmarked grave. It was not until 2005 that Argentine 

forensic anthropologists identified her remains and those of another of the group’s founders, Azucena Villaflor. 

Mr. Astiz denies knowing about the death flights, and his lawyer says that as a uniformed member of the military he was 

following orders to protect the nation from extremist violence. 

He was convicted in absentia by a jury in France in 1990 and sentenced to life in prison for the disappearance of the nuns. 

Italy also gave Mr. Astiz a life sentence for the deaths of three of its citizens, and he is wanted in Sweden for another 

killing in Argentina’s “dirty war” against dissidents. 

Argentina tried Mr. Astiz before, in 1985. But a pair of amnesty laws passed that year halted the proceedings. Argentina 

reopened the cases in 2005 after the Supreme Court annulled the amnesties.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/f/forensic_science/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier
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New York Times 
September 17, 2007 

 

 
 

Argentine Church Faces ‘Dirty War’ Past  

 

By ALEXEI BARRIONUEVO 

 

LA PLATA, Argentina, Sept. 10 — A simple wooden cross hanging from his neck, the Rev. Rubén Capitanio sat before a 

microphone on Monday and did what few Argentine priests before him had dared to do: condemn the Roman Catholic 

Church for its complicity in the atrocities committed during Argentina’s “dirty war.” 

 

“The attitude of the church was scandalously close to the dictatorship” that killed more than 15,000 Argentines and 

tortured tens of thousands more, the priest told a panel of three judges here, “to such an extent that I would say it was of a 

sinful degree.” The panel is deciding the fate of the Rev. Christian von Wernich, a priest accused of conspiring with the 

military who has become for many a powerful symbol of the church’s role. 

 

The church “was like a mother that did not look for her children,” Father Capitanio added. “It did not kill anybody, but it 

did not save anybody, either.” 

 

Father Capitanio’s mea culpa came nearly a quarter century after the junta was toppled in 1983 and democracy was 

restored. But in some ways, it occurred at just the right time. Through the trial of Father von Wernich, Argentina is finally 

confronting the church’s dark past during the dirty war, when it sometimes gave its support to the military as it went after 

leftist opponents.  

 

That past stands in stark contrast to the role the church played during the dictatorships in Chile and Brazil, where priests 

and bishops publicly condemned the governments and worked to save those being persecuted from torture and death. 

 

Officially, the church has maintained its silence throughout the trial, even knowing weeks in advance that Father 

Capitanio had been compelled by the tribunal to testify. The priest said in an interview that he was not ordered by the 

church to testify and was not speaking on its behalf. 

 

Father von Wernich worked as a police chaplain during the dictatorship, from 1976 to 1983. He escaped to Chile but was 

found in 2003 in the seaside town of El Quisco by a group of journalists and human rights advocates. He was working as a 

priest under the name Christian González. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/alexei_barrionuevo/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/international/countriesandterritories/argentina/index.html?inline=nyt-geo
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/r/roman_catholic_church/index.html?inline=nyt-org
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/organizations/r/roman_catholic_church/index.html?inline=nyt-org


Page 6 of 6 
 

 

Some three months of often chilling testimony in the trial illustrated how closely some Argentine priests worked with 

military leaders during the dirty war. Witnesses spoke about how Father von Wernich was present at torture sessions in 

clandestine detention centers. They said he extracted confessions to help the military root out perceived enemies, while at 

the same time offering comforting words and hope to family members searching for loved ones who had been kidnapped 

by the government.  

 

His lawyer, Juan Martin Cerolini, said Father von Wernich was a “Catholic scapegoat” for those who wanted to prosecute 

the church. “The witnesses did not say that he tortured, kidnapped or murdered,” Mr. Cerolini said in a recent interview. 

“Nobody said he participated in any act of torture.” 

 

Calls to Father von Wernich’s home parish were not returned. 

 

[Testimony in the trial ended Thursday. Now a three-judge panel will read documents into the record before convening to 

decide Father von Wernich’s fate; a decision is not expected until October. He stands accused of involvement in seven 

murders and 42 cases of kidnapping and torture. He faces life imprisonment if found guilty, though many expect the 69-

year-old priest will be sentenced to live out his days under house arrest.] 

 

Father von Wernich has declined to testify; he appeared only a few times during the proceedings at the request of the 

judges seeking clarification in other witness testimony. At those appearances, he wore a bulletproof vest and sat behind a 

glass screen. 

 

There is little question that human rights advocates hope to make an example of him. Hernán Brienza, a journalist who 

helped find the priest in Chile and wrote a book about the case, said he believed that about 30 other Argentine priests, 

some already dead, could have been brought up on human rights charges for their involvement in torture. But Mr. Brienza 

said that if Father von Wernich was found guilty, he was likely to be the last to be tried. 

 

Either way, Father Capitanio, a 59-year-old priest from the town of Neuquén who attended the same seminary as Father 

von Wernich, said he saw the trial as a noble effort. “There are some who think that this trial is an attack on the church, 

and I want to say that this is a service to the church,” he said in his final words to the tribunal. “This is helping us search 

for the truth.” 

 

The von Wernich trial takes place as Argentina’s neighbors are also continuing to unearth human rights violations from 

their dictatorships. In Brazil, the government of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva just last month released a 500-page report — 

after an 11-year investigation — that sought information about the cases of government opponents who were killed or 

“disappeared” by state security forces from 1961 to 1988. More than 350 people are known to have been killed.  

 

And in Chile late last month, a court said it would put on trial a Catholic priest for his suspected involvement in the 

assassinations of 28 opposition figures in October 1973, at the beginning of Gen. Augusto Pinochet’s rule.  

 

In Argentina, however, there was a much tighter relationship between the clergy and the military than existed in Chile or 

Brazil. “Patriotism came to be associated with Catholicism,” said Kenneth P. Serbin, a history professor at the University 

of San Diego who has written about the Roman Catholic Church in South America. “So it was almost natural for the 

Argentine clergy to come to the defense of the authoritarian regime.” 

 

Those days may be over. After he finished his testimony on Monday, Father Capitanio was surrounded by a sea of elderly 

women from the Mothers of May Plaza, a group that has pushed successive Argentine governments for answers since the 

dirty war began in 1976. They wore white scarves in their hair bearing the names of family members who disappeared. 

Dabbing away tears, they clung to the priest, kissing him on the cheek and whispering their thanks. 

Father Capitanio said that he felt that a weight had been lifted — and that he was not alone. “Many men and women of the 

church, bishops as well, have come to agree with my way of looking at the reality of the church’s role,” he said. “We have 

much to be sorry for.”  

 

Vinod Sreeharsha contributed reporting from La Plata, and Andrew Downie from Rio de Janeiro. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/d/luiz_inacio_lula_da_silva/index.html?inline=nyt-per
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/p/augusto_pinochet/index.html?inline=nyt-per

