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This is a work of historical fiction. But it isn’t the history that you know.

In our history, the nations of South America were bystanders to World War II, watching in safety as Europe, East Asia and North Africa were consumed by war. The countries of South America were largely neutral, looking to their own affairs.

There were tangential brushes. The Falklands and the Guianas belonged to warring European powers. The Axis’ agents and espionage networks were active, particularly in Argentina, Chile, Paraguay and Bolivia, before, during and after the war. In the south, the German warship Graf Spee retreated to Uruguay after the Battle of the River Plate, before finally scuttling itself. In the north, the Colombian navy pursued and sunk a Nazi submarine playing on its shipping. Brazil sent men overseas to fight in Europe. But mostly, South America was left alone.

But it didn’t have to be like that, there was the Colombia-Peru War of 1932, followed by the Chaco War of 1932-35, and then the Peru-Ecuador War of 1941. If things had turned out a little differently, everything could have gone very wrong. In our history, the Peru-Ecuador War of 1941 lasted only a month, but its origins stretched back a century. In the story you are about to read, this conflict turns out very differently. This is the history where things went very wrong, and a continent was bathed in flame.

The history of the nations of South America is well worth studying. It’s a history of idealism and cynicism, greed and generosity, comedy and tragedy. I commend the reader to study that real history. You will be well served.

This is a work of fiction, we make no apologies. Much has been taken from real history as we know it, of economics and geography, of various historical persons. But I warn you, liberties have been taken with characters and personalities; they may be different in greater or lesser degree than the men who actually lived and died. No disrespect is intended. Here and there, a few persons have been made up altogether, but represent the sorts of personality that turn up frequently and so people very much like them have lived.

Although this is fiction, there may be errors of various sorts in the portions that purport to draw from actual history. These errors are mine and no one else’s, and I certainly acknowledge them.

***
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“The circumstances which bring men to war may be likened to a process of fire. For always there is a spark, and on occasion, this spark will find its way to favourable tinder, there to simmer and smolder, to flash and flare and then blaze until finally it burst into the conflagration which consumes all before it.”

Velasco Ibarra, 1967

****
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BERLIN, DECEMBER, 1937

Hitler does not stand. Instead, he genially waves the South American visitors to take a seat. The Minister, Velasco, and the Colonel Alba, gingerly settle into chairs at the far end of the long table. The rest of the German cabinet resume their seats, watching the Fuhrer warily.

“I regret,” Hitler begins, “that the press of European matters, particularly the struggle of our brother, Commander Franco, does not allow us much time. But be welcome, tell us of matters in South America.”

“Thank you, Great Fuhrer,” Velasco replies. “Ecuador is a proud country with an honourable history, like Germany itself, but like Germany threatened by a great enemy whose designs would drive our noble people into the sea.”

“You speak of Peru, of course,” Hitler interrupts, checking his notes, “the fabled land of the Incas.”

Velasco pauses, trying to think how to respond to this. “It is said that the Inca began in the lands of Ecuador, though over time, their conquests extended the length of the Andes.”

“Indeed?” Hitler asks with every sign of earnest fascination. “How marvelous, the Inca folk were a remarkable race, superior to the lowly Indians who surrounded them in every way. I hear that they left remarkable ruins behind, strange lost cities and pyramids. And they began in Ecuador you say?”

“Yes, they did,” Velasco says. “The Indians of Peru, the Indians who still make up the majority of Peru, were their slaves. When the Inca fell, they were no match for the Spanish. The monuments of the true Inca are found through Ecuador.”

“Quite remarkable. I should like to see that for myself sometime. How is the climate in Ecuador?”

“Very moderate,” Velasco replies. “European in nature, why much like Berlin itself.”

“Really,” Hitler asks. “But doesn’t Ecuador rest upon the equator? I would think it would be a tropical bath.”

“It would be, but we are sheltered by the mountains, and the cold ocean current. Ecuador has the most European climate in South America. Because of that, we have been blessed with a greater immigration of the white races. Particularly Germans.”

“Is that so,” Hitler beams. He turns to Canaris. “Is this true, Herr Canaris? Is there a little piece of the German nation straddling the Equator?”

“There are many Germans in South America,” Canaris answers. “Particularly in Argentina and Chile, but in Ecuador as well. I believe that the largest German communities are in Chile.”

“I should wonder then,” Hitler muses, “why the Chileans are not here as well? Don’t we have connections there?”

“Many of the Chilean Germans are Jews or communists,” Velasco says quickly, a light film of sweat appearing on his forehead. “Not all, by any means. But many.”

Hitler looks to Canaris, who shrugs.

“What of Peru?”

“Indians and Bolsheviks,” replies Velasco quickly. “And Jews.”

“Well,” Hitler says, “that stands to reason, where you find Bolsheviks, you also find Jews, and the reverse. It is just as in Russia, the Indians are like the Slavs, a slave race, too easily lead. A simple, childlike race of savages, as Karl May shows us, without the wisdom to see through the lies of communism.”

Velasco opens his mouth and closes it.

Abruptly, Hitler’s manner changes. He becomes blunt and businesslike.

“What is it that you want from us?”

Velasco nods to Colonel Alba, who begins to stand up. Hitler raises an eyebrow. Alba sit down. He clears his throat.

“We are a small, but valiant nation, preparing to defend ourselves from a powerful enemy. Already that enemy has made war upon our neighbor. Now it seeks to claim our territory. Our-”

“Lebensraum,” Hitler offers, “living space. To steal land from the European people, and fill it with Slavs and Bolsheviks.”

Alba blinks, but has the wisdom to nod twice. “Yes, exactly. They have numbers and powerful supporters. We need assistance.”

“What sort of assistance?”

“Weapons,” Alba answers, “and munitions, artillery, armour, aircraft, radio. Perhaps trainers. Whatever you can spare, even trucks.”

“And you assume we have vast quantities to spare, to just give you? You assume we are not confronted by true Bolsheviks far more insidious and ruthless than the schemers you face? You feel that we are not troubled by Slavs in endless numbers, Poles and Russians and Ukrainians. That we are not ringed by enemies lead by these selfsame Jews. The German people are not forced to the precipice, standing almost alone in a sea of mongrel races, betrayed from without and within?”

“The Aryan peoples must stand together,” Velasco says. “No matter where they are, against the rising red tide. You have come to the aid of virtue in Spain.”

“So you see us coming to the aid of our friend, Commander Franco,” he asks, “and you think to yourselves, ‘ahh, these are just the chaps to save us from the horde of Indians and Bolsheviks?’ What of your friends to the north, the Americans?”

“Unfortunately, their business interests are substantially greater in Peru than in Ecuador. And so they favour our enemies.”

“And behind business interests, are the Jews,” Hitler says knowingly. He glanced around at his cabinet, nodding in affirmation, “You see how it all comes together?”

“We’ve often thought so,” Velasco agrees.

Abruptly, Hitler’s manner changes again, becoming businesslike. “We will consider your request,” he says. “There are many demands upon our resources, but perhaps we can find something to spare for you. Thank you for your time. Now, you must excuse us, we have a long agenda.”

Solemnly, Hitler stands as Velasco and Alba came forward to shake hands. They exchange greetings with the rest of Hitler’s cabinet and are escorted from the room.

“One more thing,” Hitler calls.

The two Ecuadorans stop.

“Your President, Napoli Bonifaz,” he offers.

“Yes?” Velasco replies carefully.

“Is he by any chance related to the famous French General?”

Colonel Alba clears his throat, but Velasco speaks first.

“He has never spoken of it. But many French and Germans came to Ecuador after the battle of Waterloo, finding Europe no longer sympathetic to them. So it is certainly likely.”

“Ahh,” Hitler replies, “interesting. Thank you, you may go.”

He watches as the two men left, and once they are safely out of earshot he turns to his cabinet.

“What an extraordinary thing,” he bursts out suddenly, barking a few short laughs. “I have never imagined such a thing. Why, they were right out of a comic opera!”

There is a round of sycophantic laughter.

“Did you see the Colonel?” Goebbels chuckles. “I was nearly beside myself. With all his gold braid and epaulets, I was almost ready to ask him to carry my luggage.”

“Yes,” Goering laughs, “I was almost certain that Canaris had hired a couple of actors to play a prank upon us.”

“Imagine that,” Hitler muses, “a lost country of Aryans on the Equator, amid the ruins of pyramids and temples, facing hordes of Indians and Bolsheviks. Why, it’s out of Karl May. No, it’s more bizarre even than May would write.”

“We should send them to Benito,” Himmler offers, “I’m sure he would love them.”

“Actually,” Canaris replies, “they have already met Mussolini, who indicated that he was quite receptive.”

“Has he made a commitment?”

“Not yet.”

“Of course he would be receptive,” Hitler says thoughtfully, “our friend Benito is hungry for overseas colonies. I’m sure he would love an opportunity to carve himself a slice of South America in some fashion. But make no mistake: things will be decided here in Europe; it would be a mistake to get involved in such a sideshow.”

“I do not see any merit in getting involved,” Himmler says. “Let the South Americans deal with their own matters. I can see no benefit to us.”

“We do have interests and supporters in South America,” Canaris suggests. “We have assets there. Perhaps a friendly government might allow us to advance those interests.”

Hitler shrugs, steepling his fingers.

“What do you say, Herman?” he asks Goering.

“Like Heinrich,” Goering replies, “I see no real advantage in... as you say... being diverted by a sideshow. And to play too heavily there might antagonize the Americans.”

Hitler shrugs at the mention of the Americans.

“Our assets in South America,” Hitler asks thoughtfully, “do they amount to much?”

“They are small remote countries,” Himmler replies, “of no great consequence.”

“True,” Hitler notes. “But they have come all this way, and their enemies are our enemies. I would not see Bolshevism defeated here, only to have the Jews establish a new fortress somewhere else.”

He shakes himself, seeming to make a decision.

“The great battle is coming. Even Spain is merely a sideshow. Still,” he paused thoughtfully, “if beggars come to our table, it is only polite to throw them a few crumbs. Let us see if we can spare them a few Reichsmarks and rifles, it might do some good. I’m sure our friend Benito will chip in.... And Heinrich, send a letter to our friend Henry Ford. Ask him to help out. After all, this is America’s domain; we should encourage the Americans to choose the right party, not antagonize them. Help, but not too much help. We are here to win victories, gentlemen, not enemies.”

Hitler watches for a second as the secretary transcribes notes.

“Very well, now the next item on the Agenda...”

***
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GUAYAQUIL, ECUADOR, August 12, 1890

Neptali Bonifaz walks along the docks late at night, heedless. He is a young man, well dressed and far from his usual circles. The night is warm, but he is cold with rage. He has just finished another row with his father. He resolves to leave Ecuador, to find his place in the world. Too long he’s been in the shadows of his father, a Peruvian diplomat. He can’t stand the man. He is Ecuadorian, like his mother, like his family. 

Neptali stands astride two nations, his father of Peru, yet his mother is Ecuador. Ecuador is where he was born. He considers his father’s offer to arrange a Peruvian passport for him to travel on. What would his friends say to that? No. Ridiculous. No matter where he goes, he will always proudly carry Ecuador with him. 

No to the passport. No to his father. He reaches into his pocket, finds a handful of Peruvian coins, and flings them into the sea. Eventually, he marches back to his home, but the rage, the anger, never quite abates.

***
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THE PRELUDE TO WAR

In South America, the expulsion of the Spanish had gives rise to a succession of quarreling republics, jealous of their territories, protective of their sovereignty, and uncertain of their borders.

Everywhere, poorly demarcated borders become a source of conflict. Between Chile and Argentina, Bolivia and Paraguay, Columbia and Ecuador, Ecuador and Peru, Columbia and Peru.

For the Andean nations, the peculiar topography of the area contributes to tensions. In simple terms, the Andean nations share a sort of layered geography.

To start with, there are the coastal and lowland areas, the lands colonized by the Spanish, the lands of Europeans and Europeanized Mestizo, with cities and towns, ports and roads. 

Moving inwards, we come to the uplands and highlands, the hill country, dominated by primarily Indigenous villages and farmers living almost traditional lifestyles, as well as large landowners. This leads to the Andean mountain ranges. 

Beyond them lie the vast Amazonas jungle, called the ‘Oriente’ in Ecuador, or the ‘Selva’ in Peru, but always the rain forest, thinly populated, inaccessible, difficult to hold and reach, extending to the poorly delineated borders of the territories held by Brazil.

It is that rain forest which is often a source of strife. Brazil easily establishes its claims to the interior by following the Amazonas River system. The coastal nations of the Andes each claim large inland domains, but have rather more difficulty establishing control over these territories due to the vagaries of mountain passes, trails and river courses. Territories which could be cleanly drawn on a map were often inaccessible or indistinct. 

Even today, the interiors remain thinly populated and subject to conflict. Governance is sometimes light. For Colombia, for example, a long standing guerilla movement, FARC, has controlled a large portion of the interior for decades.

Disputes between Ecuador and its neighbors went back a long way. In 1887, Peru and Ecuador submit their territorial disputes to the King of Spain, a process called the Espinoza-Bonifaz Convention. But it falls apart as the Ecuadorans were not prepared to accept the undisclosed decision.

Following this, in 1890, Peru and Ecuador enter into direct negotiations. From this comes the Herrera-García Treaty which gives Ecuador access to the Amazonas River, dominion over the Napo and Putumayo rivers, part of the provinces of Tumbes and Maynas, and the Canelos region. The Treaty is favourable to Ecuador, recognizing or conceding its claims to the interior, and quickly proceeds to ratification in 1891. 

Peru has just undergone a devastating defeat by Chile in the War of the Pacific, and has negotiated from a position of relative weakness. Consequently, Peru introduces a series of amendments over the next year, which Ecuador rejects. The treaty breaks down.

In 1916, the Munoz-Suarez Treaty is signed between Columbia and Ecuador. At the time, it is a rational agreement, wherein the parties demarcated lands south of the Putumayo, a navigable river, as the boundary. Ecuador makes territorial concessions in favour of securing a stable border with Columbia.

Subsequent events will lead the Ecuadorians to denounce the Treaty as the product of a ‘secret pact’ between Peru and Columbia.

It will set the nation on a path to war 25 years later.

***
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THE SALOMAN-LOZANO Treaty

Sometimes you’re just walking along minding your own business, and a car jumps the curb, and pastes you. 

That must be how the Ecuadorans feel about the Saloman-Lozano treaty between Columbia and Peru, when they learn of it.

Negotiated in secret in March 1922, under the Peruvian dictator, August B. Leguia, the Treaty was another attempt to sort out the issues of the ‘Oriente’ between the parties. The winding paths of rivers meant that Peru had easier access, de facto access, to territories claimed by Columbia. 

In the Treaty, Peru cedes to Columbia a ‘corridor to the Amazonas’ including the town of Leticia, in return, Columbia agrees to the Putumayo river as a mutual border, and concedes the area south of the Putumayo river to Peru. What this meant is that Peru would now literally surround Ecuador, bordering its interior on three sides. 

Significantly, the Treaty also saw Columbia recognizing Peruvian claims to territory claimed by Ecuador. Essentially, the Treaty kicks Ecuador to the curb, freeing Peru to deal with the little country at its leisure.

Of course, a secret treaty can’t be secret forever. When Leguia is overthrown by Sanchez Cerra in 1928 the Treaty becomes public. The result is fury in Peru, which sees the concession of Leticia as a surrender of Peruvian territory. The Peruvians immediately repudiate the Treaty.

Meanwhile, Ecuador, in outrage, also breaks diplomatic relations with Columbia, argues, with some justification, that they have literally been sold down the river to Peru, particularly given their own treaty with Colombia only six years before.

The fallout from the Salomon-LozanoTreaty will lead almost directly to both the Colombia/Peru war of 1932, and the Peru-Ecuador war of 1940.

***
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ECUADOR 1920S, SOCIAL Divisions and Tension

“South America is legend for its contradictions and the contrary nature of its peoples. We are peoples who seem to flee from victory, who lionize failures; we drive our heroes away mad with frustration, and elevate our monsters to contented glory. If the rest of the world does things one way, then we seem compelled to do it another way.

All of this by way of preamble. It is fashionable to lay at blame for the Andean wars upon Ecuador, to trace the years of blood and suffering that reshaped a continent, to the ambitions and dreams of a triumvirate of scheming madmen, to build an empire on the backs of other nations. But the truth is that the war came about not because Ecuador was strong and ambitious. But because it was weak and afraid.”

Velasco Ibarra, 1967

Ecuador, like many Latin American states, originally found its politics divided between Liberals and Conservatives. This is a pattern inherited from Spanish colonial times, and which will divide Latin states again and again. But of course, every state, every nation is unique. The struggles might be common, but in the individual cases, that does not make them less earnest or less desperate. The broad picture might be familiar, but each nation is rich in subtleties and complexities that determine its fate.

The Conservatives are typically the great land owners, called Latifundistas, primarily a class of aristocratic landowners controlling vast estates, known as Haciendas, with patron or semi-feudal relationships to the tenant farmers who worked the fields. The Latifundista are inherently aristocratic and autocratic. There is a huge gap of wealth and political influence between the Latifundista and the common people. The Latifundista estates form nearly autonomous communities, with a high degree of self-sufficiency.

Economically isolated, the landholder class are regional aristocrats or strongmen who rule local economies in an almost feudal manner. They venerate the Catholic Church as a dominant social institution they look towards and ape the manners or European aristocracy. Regressive and reactionary by nature, they are paternalistic to an extreme degree. They dominate the inlands and the Sierra, existing in uneasy tension with the local Indigenous, and with the urban Agro-Mercantile elites of the coast. 

The Liberals, on the other hand, are an elite based not on land, but on commerce and trade. They look to America for inspiration and ideology. They are nominally democratic and populist, focusing on export markets and capitalism. They emphasize the development and export of cash crops, and the integration of Ecuador with foreign economies, and some commitment to basic infrastructure as an investment. 

Ultimately, the Liberals in Ecuador come under the control of what are called Agro-Mercantilists: Banks, financial combines, wholesalers, and the more industrious planters who manage the gathering, sale and export of cash crops. Essentially, they are a rival elite to the Latifundistas, as wealthy and powerful in their own way as the landed pseudo-aristocracy, but with a completely different orientation and outlook.

The particular structure of Ecuador’s economy favours large landowners on one hand, and large commercial export concerns on the other, and relatively little in the way of domestic industry. There isn’t a lot of scope for a broad middle class as would emerge in Europe or the United States. 

Instead, the Ecuadorian middle class is confined to a residue of professionals: Lawyers, doctors, engineers, teachers, journalists, accountants, etc. They form a relatively small sliver of population, although large in comparison to the elites. Their numbers allow them to dominate the army, forming the bulk of the officer class. 

Because of their role as technocrats, the middle class tend to identify their interests with the Liberals, and to support the Agro-Mercantile elites, both politically and economically. Of course, their attitudes vary with their location; the thin sprinkling of the middle class inland, the lawyers and doctors and teachers, tend to be reactionary supporters of the Latifundista. But most of the middle class is concentrated in the cities and towns of the coasts, and so cleave to the Agro-Mercantilists. 

Overall though, the middle class are socially conservative, staunch advocates and supporters of the church, and conscious of class and racial distinction and entitlement, particularly their own superiority over the lower classes and races. The middle class, largely impotent on its own, focuses on guarding and advancing their entitlements jealously. 

The cacao export booms that took place during the Liberal era after 1895, and in particularly the Arroyo Presidency of the late 1920s, brought a flush of wealth and luxury consumption to elites and middle classes, but had little impact on the poor and working class, who instead endured an onerous and predatory system.

Cacao, the bean used to make chocolate, is the basis of Ecuador’s commercial economy, representing 80% of its exports, and 13% of the entire World’s production. A booming cacao market creates land-hungry plantations and estates. But increasing production can only be achieved by the expansion of cacao planting, comes at the expense of subsistence and food farming. Massive expansion of estates displaces small holdings as well as tenant farmers and Indigenous. One result is monopolization of local political and economic power in the hands of landowners to an even greater degree.

Those displaced, the small farmers, tenants, the poor, the indigent and Indigenous, often end up as landless agricultural labourers or squatters. Busts in the market lead to unemployment and further displacement, squatters occupy abandoned estates. But in many cases, displaced and landless population drift to the cities and towns.

But things aren’t much better there. Cacao didn’t require a lot of processing, so there is little in the way of employment opportunities there. There is work for accountants, lawyers, factors, stevedores, warehouse guards, etc.; but little work involved in refining, and therefore not much in the way of economic spin offs. 

Without an ‘engine’ to drive industrialization, most manufacturing is small scale, relatively simplified and aimed at local markets. The middle class and upper classes prefer to import luxury goods rather than buy locally, which undercuts the consumer market, already small in a country of less than two million in 1930. There are significant industrial products in use - telegraphs, railroads, locomotives, but most of the stock, equipment and parts are imported at substantial cost, which makes them expensive and undermines the economic utility of their use.

The result, together with the steady stream of displaced drifting into cities and towns, is a situation where the supply of ready available labour, particularly unskilled or semi-skilled labour, readily exceeds the demand. This is a recipe for extremely low wages, long hours and poor working conditions, all of which comes to pass. To make matters worse, the working poor are almost entirely excluded from the political process.

Of course, economic development requires some skilled trades. Railways, for instance, require specialized and trained personnel;engineers, conductors, brakemen. Shoemakers, bakers, artisans of all sorts form classes of skilled labourers, not middle class by any means, but whose particular training and abilities set them apart from the unwashed masses of the day labourers. Unlike the middle class, they could not afford to entirely ignore the rest of the working class, people from whom they spring, who are their customers and friends, and who in bad times, they might end up rejoining.

An intelligentsia emerges, splitting off from the middle class and skilled trades - intellectuals, thinkers, writers, academics and journalists, union organizers, teachers; hewing to socialism of various brands, from mild leftism of the Christian Socialist variety to outright Communism, looking to European solutions to intractable social problems. Although numerically tiny, they offer leadership and ideas, an intellectual structure and analysis to large numbers of people who find the conventional ideologies to be a poor fit.

All of these groups are essentially excluded from the political process which is essentially a struggle between two groups of elites. Instead, constituencies and classes seek influence through irregular channels.

The middle class tends to throw its support to whichever elite it is most proximate too; as most of the middle class is situated on the coast they tend to support the Agro-Mercantilists. The middle classes domination of the army tends to ensure that middle class values are somewhat represented in the political process. But overall, they are too divided to be a real political force. 

The intelligentsia’s tactic is promotion, publication and dialogue; attempting to engage the middle class; but also attempting to engage and enlist other social classes. It’s an essentially thankless and futile task. 

The Indigenous, of course, are excluded entirely, for the most part; they are people of the hinterlands, the Sierra and the Highlands. Almost entirely excluded from Ecuadorian politics, they are a voiceless population, inhabiting the interiors, rubbing shoulders, sometimes uncomfortably, with the great Landholders. Often ignored, subject to racism, sometimes displaced, sometimes hired on as day labourers. They prefer to be left alone.

The urban poor or day laborers found all doors shut to them, and together with skilled trades are a seething volatile mass, people who see the least benefit from boom times and prosperity, who are most frequently victimized by other parts of society, and who are the first to suffer in bad times.

The situation of the rural poor, itinerant laborers, small farmers, tenants and subsistence squatters is almost the same. But the patriarchy of the Latifundistas offers slightly more security and stability; if at the same time exerting a great deal of social control. Still, when the Latifundistas are inconvenienced, it is the rural poor that starves.

The bottom line is that Ecuador is a fractured society. The Latifundistas and the Agro-Mercantiles are equally interdependent and incompatible. As often as not, their goals and priorities are at cross purpose. But neither can fully dominate the other. The middle class is a bottomless pool of frustrated ambitions. 

Voting in Ecuador during this period is confined to literate males over the age of 21. In practical terms, roughly 3 to 4% of the country is allowed to vote in elections. As an example, in 1931 in the Presidential election, a total of 68,000 votes are cast in a population of roughly two million. Even assuming one third of the population is under age, that still leaves over 1.3 million potential voters. Even counting only males of voting age, say six or seven hundred thousand, this means that roughly one in ten theoretically eligible ‘voting age males’ are allowed to participate in one of the fiercest, most open elections of that era.

Of course when you have an electoral process which is so thoroughly unrepresentative from the very beginning, the tendency of powerful constituencies to meddle is irresistible. The Army is frequently the arbiter of elections; the ideological perspectives of the officer class weigh heavily upon, or even displacing the electoral process. Often the army decides how votes are counted, whether votes are counted, or whether results are thrown out entirely. Incumbent presidents or politicians frequently manipulate the vote count, and a number of Ecuadorian elections are tainted by fraud. 

Formal politics in Ecuador are a contest, corrupt, exclusive and bitter, between two powerful but unrepresentative elites, with the rest of the country largely unrepresented, unconsidered and thoroughly unwanted.

Beyond that, rural and urban poor, Indigenous, skilled laborers, intelligentsia and other groups struggle to even have a voice, embrace radical ideologies, argue, mount strikes and revolts, and attempt to find channels outside the normal political process to express their aspirations and grievances, or to find a way to force their views and agendas onto the table.

Ecuador is a country drifting steadily towards ungovernability. Stalemates and ambitions, aspirations and revenge, unacknowledged tensions, ideals and ideologies, boiling and simmering, the lubrications of compromise and money, evaporating away.

What could possibly hold it together?

***
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ECUADOR - HISTORY - 1830 to 1920

General Juan Flores, a Venezuelan lieutenant of Bolivar’s, is the first, third and fourth Ecuadorian President. At this time, Ecuadorian society is already divided between the landed caudillos, who will become the Latifundistas, of the Highlands or Sierra, who establish the capital inland at Quito; and the merchants of the coast, who will develop into the Agro-Mercantiles, centered around the port city of Guayaquil.

Flores establishes himself with the Latifundista class, marrying into the Quito local aristocracy. He proves to be a Machiavellian politician, chiefly interested in maintaining power, skilled at eliminating or co-opting his enemies. He wastes a lot of time and money in territorial conflicts with Peru.

During this time, Ecuador is a nearly medieval society. The Indigenous are largely ungoverned, except for the requirement to pay tribute. Land tenure and debt peonage approach serfdom. 

The embryonic society is already dividing along class and regional lines. The Sierra versus the Coast, the landowners versus the merchants, with peasants and urban poor and Indigenous on the outside looking in, applying pressure where they can. Hand in hand with the aristocracy, the church is a major force, a vast landowner in its own right, deeply conservative and controlling.

Flores has a remarkable record of holding on to or finding his way back to power. But eventually, opposition coalesces in the coastal city of Guayaquil, and he is driven off in 1845. He spends the next fifteen years abroad, scheming to overthrow the Ecuadorian government.

This marks a tumultuous period in Ecuadorian society, as liberal and conservative elites struggle for power. The main leader of the period after Flores was vanquished is General Jose Urbina, who comes to power in 1851, rules until 1856, and remains a dominant figure on the political scene. 

During this period of relative liberalism, led from the coast, slavery is abolished, the custom of exacting tribute from the Indigenous is ended, and efforts are made to prune back the church. All of which tends to favour the business classes of the coast and undermine the landed gentry of the Sierra. 

It also marks the beginning of cacao’s (chocolate’s) dramatic expansion as an export crop. In 1850, Ecuador produces roughly 6.5 million kilograms of cacao. By 1890 the crop is 18 million kilograms, an increase of threefold, and an increase marked by a massive increase in cultivation, expropriation and consolidation of lands, and shifts from subsistence to cash crop agriculture. During this time, 1850 to 1890, the value of Ecuador’s exports goes from barely a million to over ten million dollars, an increase of over 1000%. Essentially, this period sees the steady and erratic erosion of a neo-feudal land aristocracy, and the rise of the coastal business elite dependent on foreign trade. 

But the balance of power is hardly stable, and if the landowners are giving way to the businessmen, it is hardly a smooth or even transition. In the absence of Flores, the new rulers of Ecuador cannot agree on anything. They spend as much time fighting with each other, through regional power centers, or simple power struggles, as they spend governing. Stability is rare, and as the late 1850s wear on, Ecuador becomes increasingly ungovernable.

This culminates in an almost complete breakdown between 1857 and 1859, later known in Ecuador’s history as ‘the terrible year.’ It begins with President Robles moving the capital from the mountain city, Quito, to the coastal metropolis, Guayaquil, literally a shift of the seat of government and symbolic power from landholders to business elites. 

The landholders don’t take this lying down, and revolt by May, 1859, aligning themselves with a new triumvirate centred back in Quito, which included Garcia Moreno. President Robles sends General Jose Urbina to quash the rebellion, and he overruns Quito by June, 1859. 

Garcia Morena, ousted from Quito, flees to Peru, which is already deeply involved in territorial disputes with Ecuador over the last few years. Peru provides Moreno with weapons and ammunition. Morena believes he has Peru’s backing. 

Morena then approaches General Franco, the number-three man in Robles’s government, trying to enlist him in a coup. Peru makes a better deal with Franco, who signs a secret deal and makes his own play for power, taking over Guayaquil.

With General Franco now in control of Guayaquil, President Robles then moves the capital to Riobamba, handing the government over to a man aptly named Carrion. 

Meanwhile, another member of the former Quito triumvirate, Carvajel, invades from Columbia and manages to take over Quito. A local politician named Pinzano establishes yet another government based in Loja, with local support. It’s all fun and games when someone loses an eye.

As 1859 draws to a close, Ecuador is divided between four and seven rival warring governments based in Guayaquil, Quito, Riobamba and Lojas, and suffers meddling and invasions of both Peru and Columbia. 

Peru is a particularly noxious party, playing all sides against the middle. From 1858 onwards, it claims vast territories of the Ecuador interior and blockades the Ecuador coast, earning first the supplication and then the enmity of the business classes. Slowly Peru’s favour slides from the business class towards the landowners and it declares support for Quito, over Guayaquil.

Preparing to invade, Peru proposes that the Ecuadorians form a single coalition government to negotiate an end to the blockade and territorial dispute. Franco in Guayaquil is the first to meet with the Peruvians. 

When Moreno, who has more or less been allied with Peru the whole time, finds out that the Peruvians are also negotiating with Franco, he becomes enraged and breaks off relations. This is probably the best thing he could have done.

Franco, meanwhile, is able to get most of the rival governments of Ecuador behind him as he negotiates with the Peruvians. However, they deny him authority to negotiate away any territory or sovereignty. 

The Peruvians land an army, Franco ends up signing a treaty doing exactly what he was forbidden to do. 

In the end, this is a disastrous move, uniting all his rivals against him. Garcia Moreno eventually comes out on top, pushing out the Peruvians, overthrowing Franco, tearing up the treaty and uniting Ecuador under his rule. Nationalism, particularly anti-Peruvian nationalism, is Ecuador’s first great unifying force.

This sets the stage for what becomes known as Ecuador’s Conservative period. A country transitioning from feudalism and landed elites to neocolonialism and business elites, is now ruled by a son of that landed elite. Moreno is a man committed to tradition, fighting the future bitterly every step of the way, ruling with an iron fist from 1860 to 1875. In such a polarized society, it is no surprise that he will die violently, hacked to death on the steps of the Legislature, with dark rumours of conspiracy swirling around.

But Moreno is a man fighting the tides of history and economics. The result is no end of bitterness. Ecuador is a society without compromise. On the one hand, there is Moreno, and behind him, the landholders, highlands and the church, clinging ferociously to power, preserving their entitlements at all costs. On the other hand, there are the liberals of the coast and the business classes, steadily growing richer, Ecuador’s economy shifting to cash crops and exports and luxury imports, with demands for infrastructure and education.

During the Moreno era and through the Conservative period, these interests are at war. Ecuador continues to lurch forward awkwardly, Railways and roads are built, schools established, universities reformed, and the army remodeled with Prussian advisors. Conservatives react with social puritanism, brothels are closed, and corruption is purged. During the Conservative period, Ecuador makes the transition to an export-based economy, the liberals steadily eating away at their rivals’ power and control.

But the position of the unrepresented classes remains tenuous. The progress which has been made in the 1850s more or less comes to an end by the 1860s. Given the tensions between Liberals and Conservatives, and the slow but bitter shifting of power, neither class can really afford to truly alienate the disenfranchised constituencies. Nevertheless, there are Indigenous revolts in the interior in 1871 and 1884, driven by pressure from landholders, expansion of cacao plantations, the steady infiltration of a cash economy, regional recessions and fluctuations in cacao prices.

What keeps things together, though, is prosperity. Ecuador’s economy continually expands, cacao production increases steadily, exports increase dramatically, money flows in. With that money comes a flood of imports and luxury goods. A rising tide floats all boats, and everyone, even the landholders, the poor, the peasantry and the Indigenous benefit, though not quite to the extent of the business classes.

This is the world that Neptali Bonifaz is born into in 1870, a nation riven with tensions, papered over with prosperity. Bonifaz himself is utterly unrelated to the Corsican Bonaparte clan. That would be a little white lie a man named Velasco tells to Adolph Hitler on the spur of the moment. Bonifaz is born in Quito in 1870 to an Ecuadoran mother, and a father who is a Peruvian diplomat; he is clearly a member of the Latin American conservative classes.

From 1879 to 1883, the War of the Pacific between Chile, Peru and Bolivia prove a boon to Ecuador. For one thing, it completely diverts Peru’s attention, giving Ecuador a period of stability and freedom from meddling and border tensions. Further, the war means the diversion of trade, with Guayaquil the only significant port on the Andean coast not belonging to a warring party.

It is around this time that Neptali Bonifaz has the falling out with his father, which drives him to embrace radical Ecuadoran nationalism and renounce his Peruvian heritage. The conflict passes, the two men reconcile, and Bonifaz’s life continues along its normal track, punctuated only by bouts of loud and sentimental nationalist activism.

By 1895, though, the tenuous balance that sustains Ecuador’s society fails. The Conservative Era ends with a series of military rebellions and a scandal over ‘selling the flag’ – an incident where Chile bribes Ecuadorian officials to put their flag a Chilean warship so Chile can sell it quietly to Japan. The government falls and Ecuador undergoes a period of chauvinistic nationalism, with Bonifaz in the thick of it.

From 1895, through 1920, the Liberals are firmly in control, and Guayaquil dominates the nation. The railroad from Guayaquil to Quito is finally completed. The legal underpinnings of debt peonage and the semi-feudal system of the highlands are swept away, in an effort to weaken the landowners. The church is stripped of power and privileges, eventually losing its lands and forced from the political sphere.

These initiatives are not accepted lying down. In 1895-96, there is a bloody civil war as church leaders incite followers to rise up against atheists. God turns out not to be on their side. The church is forced to accept a substantial loss of political power and influence, and is pushed almost entirely out of the political mainstream, leaving them to ally more closely with the landholders.

The business interests, or Agro-Mercantile elites, however, are no better friends of democracy than the landholders. Most of their moves are aimed at undermining the power of their rival elite. Ecuador continues to suffer coups and takeovers any time occasional efforts at democracy produce the wrong result. The Indigenous of the interior are disenfranchised, of course, but are left alone. The peasants of the highlands find their condition improved at the expense of the landholders, but only as a means of weakening those landholders. On the other hand, the poor and the workers of the coasts remain poor and marginalized. Again, prosperity papers over the cracks for them, but the seeds of socialism, anarchism and Marxism begin to sprout.

During this period, a decades-long effort to resolve the Peruvian border eventually drifts to failure under the Conservatives by 1890. On the other hand, negotiations between Ecuador and Columbia finally produce a treaty resolving border disputes by 1916. This is the same treaty that will be the seed of later disaster. Border disputes are of little interest to a commercial aristocracy, and are only causes for the nationalist elements of Ecuador when it is convenient for the elites to wave the flag. Anti-Peruvian sentiment is occasionally stoked by remembrance of the abortive invasion and General Franco’s traitorous treaty.

Real power in this period inevitably drifts into the hands of a coalition of business and banking interests known as ‘la Argolla’ (the ‘ring’). Through wealth, business deals and loans, these interests work together to control both Ecuadoran business and politics. No politician can succeed without their support, every politician curries their favour. Their loans to the government guarantee influence, which they use to loot the treasury. And of course, they pay their debts by printing their own money. It can only last so long.

***
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ECUADOR - 1918 TO 1929, a decade of turmoil

1918 marks the beginning of the end of Ecuador’s tenuous period of stability. Ecuadorian society has never resolved its conflicts, not really. It has gotten by for a long time by ignoring them, using ongoing prosperity to maintain social peace. That is only going to last as long as the money lasts.

Ecuador has been very lucky. Very, very lucky. Throughout the 19th and early 20th century, demand and prices for its main cash crop, cacao, has increased steadily and remains high. Ecuador benefits from the demand and dislocations of the War of the Pacific, remains out of trouble, and prospers during World War One.

But then, in the 1920s, a whole bunch of things start going wrong. The end of WWI produces a worldwide recession, resulting in a decline of both price and volume of cacao sales. To make matters worse, British colonies in Africa begin to grow and export cacao, leaving the Ecuadorans with new and fierce competition. A few years in, new plant blights and diseases strike the cacao plants, further undermining production.

Times are tough for La Argolla. They respond in two ways: 

One is by printing more money. Luckily for them, in that era, banks can print their own money. This leads to a wave of hyperinflation. 

The other response is to tighten their belts, reducing outlays and demanding increased contributions and taxes from other constituencies. Unfortunately, tightening the belts for the business class means a giant ‘screw you’ to all the other social classes and constituencies, some already utterly destitute. That doesn’t go over well.

The first sign of things going badly is in March of 1920: New agricultural taxes lead to uprisings in Cuenca. Shortly after, in May 1920, revolts against taxes in Chimborazo leave fifty Indigenous dead. A few months later, in August 24, 1920, there is another uprising in Ricaurte against taxes. In a period of recession and hyperinflation, taxes are unaffordable. Unfortunately, the government sees its best options as raising taxes and extending its tax base to previously marginal groups. The result is conflict. May 1921, yet another uprising at Guano, Chimborazo.

In 1922 Juan Manuel Lasso Ascásubi attempts to launch a socialist revolution from the Guachalá hacienda in Cayambe. It is brutally suppressed, but it and previous uprising mark the growing discontent and political agitation of the Indigenous. Excluded from the political process, they make themselves felt through uprisings, demonstrations and direct appeals, which are mostly squashed or ignored.

Socialism and anarchism bursts into full flower. Urban workers have never been in a good position. Population from the countryside tends to flow to the cities. But the cities lack an industrial base, simply being focused on export of cacao beans with little refinement. What little industrial and economic activity occurring is primarily shipping and domestic production. The result is a perpetual labour surplus, leading to most employment being day labour, no job security, low wages and poor conditions. As long as times are good, one can make a living. In bad times, periods of unemployment, recession, hyperinflation, the conditions are brutal. 

The recession following World War One is especially brutal. Workers begin to organize. Railroad workers, a skilled and semi-skilled class, organize a strike which spreads. Soon the railroad strike becomes a general strike paralysing the city of Guayaquil. The government calls out the police and army. November 15, 1922, police forces massacre as many as a thousand striking workers in Guayaquil. The scale of fatalities is astonishing. A thousand people in a country which at the time sports barely a million and a half people. 

As appalling as the numbers are, the ferocity and ruthlessness of the massacre is chilling. Unarmed strikers are literally herded up against walls or into alleys and shot. From the balconies and upper floors of houses, the business elites and middle classes open fire, murdering fleeing workers as casually as hunters at a turkey shoot. The back of organized labour is broken. The situation of workers remains bad and continues to get worse, leaving a perpetually angry and discontent underclass.

The massacre does not bring social peace. In September 13, 1923, the army kills thirty-seven Indigenous on the Leito hacienda in Tungurahua. A few years later in 1925, there is another uprising in Azuay. In January, 1926, the Peasant Workers Syndicate of Juan Montalvo, the first peasant-Indigenous organization in Ecuador, leads an uprising at Changalá hacienda in Cayambe over land tenure.

Liberalism in Ecuador, rule by the agro-mercantile commercial business elite of the coasts, spends the 1920s failing. A social consensus built on prosperity is falling to pieces, and so is the country.

In July 1925, the army steps in, led by a group called the ‘League of Young Officers’ throwing out a particularly corrupt and ineffectual government in a bloodless coup. The Ecuadoran middle class is finally making its play for power. Up to this time, Ecuador’s economy has never supported a large or politically active middle class. Mostly, the middle class has provided the backbone of the army and business and government bureaucracies, and it has thrown its minimal political support to whoever it has been closest to. The ongoing crises have pushed the middle class up against the wall. Now, through the army, it is pushing back.

The junta of the ‘League of Young Officers’ gives way in 1926 to a civilian government under Isidro Ayora, who then sets out to reform Ecuadoran society. Ayora invites an American advisor, Edwin Kemmerer from Princeton to come in and reorganize Ecuadoran government and infrastructure. With Kemmerer’s assistance government departments are reorganized, a central bank is established and given control of monetary policy. Technocratic reorganization flushes out the corruption that has become ingrained under la Argolla. The result is a windfall of government revenues. A windfall which surges forward under recovering cacao prices (by 1928 cacao export revenues is up to 15 million dollars) and a reviving export boom. 

Neptali Bonifaz, by this time a successful landowner and nationalist, is a part of this movement. The landowners have traditionally been a reactionary lot, emphasizing personal virtue and incorruptibility. Bonifaz has truckled at the institutionalized corruption of La Argolla. Now he steps forward to head the Central Bank, making him a key figure in the success of Ayora’s reforms.

Good times are back, and with good times come a period of social peace. The Ayora government enacts a series of progressive social reforms, including civil service pensions and worker protections. Once again, the rising tide is floating all boats. Despite this, the spoils of reform and prosperity are uneven. Once again, the Indigenous see little of it. The working and urban classes remain destitute. Awash in money, most of it goes to luxury and excess, as Ecuador’s middle and elite classes gorge themselves on imported goods or travel abroad.

Unfortunately for Ayora, the stock market crash of 1929 is just around the corner.

***
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ECUADOR - THE GREAT Depression and Despair

Ecuador’s economy and society has always been tied to the outside world. It has been lucky for a long time. That streak has come to an end.

With the great depression, the whole world has gone into the toilet. For Ecuador, the bottom drops out completely. In 1928, cacao exports amount to 15 million dollars. By 1932 it falls to 7 million. By 1933, it is down to 5 million. Exports are below the levels of 1850.

With the collapse of the cacao market goes government revenues. Without government revenues to support social programs, without a viable economy, the tenuous consensus and social peace is gone.

The middle class as represented by Arroyo has failed. The business elites represented by the liberals are discredited. The landowners have no solutions. The underclasses are cut adrift and on their own.

This is a recipe for instability. Any group might try for power. But no social or economic class can marshal the support to hold it. In 1931, Ecuador is a country for which every solution has failed. It is a country ripe for a fascist movement.

***
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AUGUST, 1931

Colonel Luis Larrea Alba leads a bloodless military coup against the Isidro Ayora government.

Colonel Alba may have been a member of the League of Young Officers of 1926, but he has never supported the technocratic approach of the Ayora government. Born 1895, and 36 years old by this time, Alba has come from the middle class, which has gone on to form the core of bureaucracy, business and officer corps. Photographs of him from the time show a handsome, thoughtful young man, his clean-shaven features serious and reflective.

But Alba is a little bit more thoughtful than his peers. Witness to the social upheavals of the 1920’s, he is perceptive enough to recognize the underlying causes and even have some sympathy for the underclasses driven by them. From his vantage point, Alba perceives the schisms running through Ecuador’s society. Alba is far more a leftist than the Ayora group, his views verging almost on socialism. 

More than anything though, Alba is a professional. He takes military matters seriously as a calling, studies the art of war, publishes academic papers and even teaches. His views and approach to politics are defined by the history and traditions of the Ecuadoran military. 

With the clear failure of the Ayora government brought on by the depression, Alba acts, sweeping aside Ayora and seizing the reins of power on August 25, 1931.

At which point, he discovers that it just isn’t that easy.

You need money to be a socialist. The Ecuadoran economy is in free fall, and the government is broke. This isn’t a matter of simply retuning and reforming as Ayora had done; the cupboard is bare. There are no resources, nothing to retune or reform.

To make matters worse, Colonel Alba finds himself without support. Too far to the left, neither the landowning elite of the highlands nor the business elite of the coasts are prepared to accept him. He is a bit too radical even for the middle class. And he has insufficient connection to the workers, the peasantry or the Indigenous to rely upon them - these groups, subject to too many army massacres, are wary.

Under other circumstances, he might succeed. But between a rock and a hard place, he has no choice, and he is smart enough to realize that.
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