

[image: Image]





[image: images]
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CHAPTER 1


A POPE OF SURPRISES


IN SPITE OF THE RAIN, one hundred and fifty thousand people thronged St. Peter’s Square, in Vatican City, on the evening of March 13, 2013. Many of them had been waiting all day, huddled under umbrellas. Around the globe—in Manila, the Philippines; in Nairobi, Kenya; in Buenos Aires, Argentina—Catholics were gathered in public places. Or they were in their homes and offices, staring at TV screens or hunched over their cell phones. They were all waiting to find out who the new pope would be.


Twitter feeds buzzed with guesses. Most popes of the last two thousand years had been Italian, and the Italian favored this year was Cardinal Angelo Scola, archbishop of Milan. Some felt it was time for a Latin American to head the Roman Catholic Church, and the name they talked about most was Cardinal Odilo Pedro Scherer, archbishop of São Paulo, Brazil. Or perhaps a pope from the United States? An unlikely pick, but still considered a possibility, was Cardinal Sean O’Malley, archbishop of Boston.


All that the people waiting could do was guess, because the 115 cardinals gathered to elect the new pope were locked inside the Sistine Chapel. They were sworn to absolute secrecy, and they had no way to communicate with the outside, other than smoke. For many centuries, at the end of a day’s voting, the electors had signaled the results through the chapel’s chimney. If white smoke appeared, that meant a pope had been chosen. If black smoke, the voting would continue the next day.


Shortly after seven o’clock, white smoke went up from the chimney of the Sistine Chapel. A pope had been chosen. The mighty bells of St. Peter’s began to clang the good news. The Italian crowd shouted, “Viva il papa!” (“Long live the pope!”) But still no one knew who the new pope was.


More than an hour later, a red-robed cardinal appeared on the central balcony of St. Peter’s. He spoke in Latin, the official language of the Vatican, the governing body of the Catholic Church. He announced that the new pope was Jorge Mario Bergoglio (pronounced “Ber-GOAL-io”), to be called Francis.


Who? Most of the crowd in St. Peter’s Square had no idea who Bergoglio was, or even what part of the world he was from. The name sounded Italian, but he was not one of the Italian cardinals. The TV commentators, who’d thought they were prepared to explain who the new pope was, stammered. They were learning on the fly, along with the rest of the world.


A Google search revealed that Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio was archbishop of Buenos Aires, Argentina. His nickname there was “Bishop of the Slums.” He would be the first pope from South America—in fact, the first from the Americas, as well as the first from the Southern Hemisphere.


More meaningful, perhaps, he was the first pope to choose the name Francis. Saint Francis of Assisi, a thirteenth-century monk, is revered by Catholics, and even by many outside the Catholic Church, as a joyful lover of God’s world. He was a rich young man who willingly threw away his possessions and threw in his lot with the poor.


When Pope Francis himself stepped out on the balcony, the onlookers saw immediately that he was not wearing the pope’s traditional red velvet ermine-trimmed cape. The cross hanging on the chest of his white cassock was not the papal jewel-encrusted gold cross, but one of plain gray metal.


In the dark, wet square, thousands of cell phones flashed like fireflies to capture this historic moment. Francis paused before speaking, looking out over the vast crowd. He gave the sign of blessing. To the millions of Catholics around the world watching this moment on television, his expression was tender, as if he was greeting his beloved family.


“Brothers and sisters,” Pope Francis said in Italian, “good evening.” He joked that his fellow cardinals had to go to the ends of the earth to find a new pope. He led the people in the familiar prayers: the Our Father, the Hail Mary, and the Glory Be.


At the end of his brief appearance, Francis blessed the people in a final prayer, as expected. But first, he asked the people to pray silently for him. The supreme pontiff bowed low, and a hush fell over the amazed crowd. Francis had been the head of the Catholic Church for only a couple of hours, but already he had surprised the world over and over.


•  •  •


The Argentinian cardinal Jorge Bergoglio had an Italian last name because his family had emigrated from Italy in 1929. Before that, his grandparents Giovanni and Rosa Bergoglio had owned a coffee shop in Turin, in the northwest Piedmont region of Italy. The Bergoglios were reasonably well off, and their twenty-one-year-old son, Mario, had begun a good job at the Bank of Italy. However, they decided to sell their business and leave Italy. Three of Giovanni’s brothers had already moved to Argentina, and Giovanni and Rosa wanted to join them.


In those days, the late 1920s, many Italians thought of Argentina as the land of opportunity. Stretching from the tropics almost to Antarctica, this second-largest South American country was rich in natural resources but sparsely populated. While Italy was suffering through an economic depression, Argentina offered a high standard of living and a good chance to succeed in business.


Furthermore, in Italy the dictator Benito Mussolini had seized power. He turned the country into a police state and would eventually lead Italy into World War II on the side of Nazi Germany. The Bergoglios were eager to escape Mussolini’s fascist regime.


Giovanni and Rosa Bergoglio and their son, Mario, made the trip from Genoa to Buenos Aires in 1929 on the Giulio Cesare. They had originally bought tickets for an earlier ship, the Principessa Mafalda. If they had sailed with that ship, the future Pope Francis’s story might have ended before it began.


The Principessa Mafalda was a luxury liner, but it was old and poorly maintained. On its last voyage, in October 1927, a propeller shaft broke and punctured the hull. The Principessa Mafalda sank near the coast of Brazil, and more than three hundred of its crew and passengers drowned.


But the Bergoglios had delayed their trip, waiting until they could sell their house and coffee shop in Turin. As a result, they made the five-week voyage across the Atlantic safely and arrived at the port of Buenos Aires, Argentina, on February 15, 1929. It was the middle of the summer in the Southern Hemisphere, but Rosa Bergoglio walked down the gangplank wearing her full-length fur coat. Although she must have sweltered in the steamy air, she kept the coat on—the family savings were sewed into its lining.


•  •  •


The Bergoglios didn’t settle in Buenos Aires, the capital city of Argentina, at first, but traveled on up the Paraná River to the city of Paraná. There Giovanni’s brothers welcomed the newcomers to their four-story, turret-topped home, which they jokingly called the “Palazzo [palace] Bergoglio.” They had built this fine house, equipped with the first elevator in town, with the profits from their paving company.


At that time, Argentina was prosperous from selling exports, including wheat and beef. Its economy was the eighth largest in the world. It seemed that Argentina was on track to become, as some said, “the United States of South America.”


However, the Bergoglios’ comfortable life in Paraná didn’t last long. By 1930 the Great Depression was sweeping over the world. Businesses failed, and workers lost their jobs. European countries no longer had money to buy goods from abroad, including exports from Argentina.


The government of Argentina, weak and corrupt, was unable to steer the country through the crisis. It could not even pay its own employees. In 1930 the army seized control of the government. For more than ten years afterward, the country was ruled by an alliance of the upper class and the military. Elections were held, but they were rigged to get the results the rulers wanted.


Meanwhile, the Great Depression deepened in Argentina as well as the rest of the world. No one had money to spend on paving work, and the Bergoglio paving company went out of business. By 1932, the family was penniless. They had to sell their fine “palazzo” for a tiny fraction of what it was worth. They even had to sell the family tomb. Giovanni, Rosa, and Mario Bergoglio left Paraná and moved to Buenos Aires in search of work.


Luckily, Mario already had a helpful contact in Buenos Aires. On business trips to that city, he had stayed in the guest house of the Salesians of Don Bosco, a teaching order of Catholic priests. Mario had made friends with Father Enrique Pozzoli, who was also his spiritual mentor. And Pozzoli, too, had immigrated to Argentina from Italy, some years ago, so he understood the struggles of immigrants.


When the three Bergoglios arrived in Buenos Aires, Pozzoli took them under his wing. As an important leader in the community, he was able to get them a loan of two thousand pesos, which was enough to buy a warehouse and begin selling goods. Mario could not do the work he was qualified for as a certified accountant, since he did not have Argentinian credentials. But to help support the family, he took any kind of job. He started out making deliveries on a bicycle.


The Bergoglios lived first in Almagro, an Italian working-class section of Buenos Aires. They were devout Catholics, and their social life centered on their church, St. Anthony of Padua. One Sunday in 1934, two of Mario’s friends introduced him to their sister, Regina María Sivori. The father of the Sivori family was of northern Italian descent, and the mother, like the Bergoglios, had emigrated from the Piedmont district of Italy.


The following year, in December 1935, Regina and Mario married. By this time Mario had found better work, as a bookkeeper for various businesses. The young couple were able to buy a modest two-story house at 531 Membrillar in the suburb of Flores. Flores was about five and a half miles from the Plaza de Mayo, the central square of Buenos Aires. In the 1930s, Flores was a lower-middle-class neighborhood, with small houses and unpaved streets.


One year after the wedding, on December 17, 1936, Regina and Mario Bergoglio’s first child was born at home. He was baptized Jorge Mario Bergoglio on Christmas Day, by the family’s good friend and priest, Father Pozzoli. Jorge’s godfather was his maternal grandfather, Francisco Sivori, and his godmother was his paternal grandmother, Rosa Bergoglio.


A year later, Jorge’s brother Óscar was born. To help Regina, Grandmother Rosa picked up little Jorge every morning and took him to her house around the corner. From age one to age five, Jorge spent most of his waking hours with Grandmother Rosa.


Many, many years later, two months after his election as pope, in a speech to a huge assembly in St. Peter’s Square in Rome, Pope Francis would say that everyone finds their faith through another person. “I had the great blessing of growing up in a family in which faith was lived in a simple, practical way. However, it was my paternal grandmother in particular who influenced my journey of faith.”





CHAPTER 2


FAITH, FAMILY, AND SOCCER


IN 1936, THE YEAR OF Jorge Bergoglio’s birth, one-third of the residents of Buenos Aires were immigrants. Argentina had been colonized by Spain in the sixteenth century and ruled by Spain until the beginning of the nineteenth, and many of the immigrants were from Spain. But there were also large numbers of immigrants from France, Russia, and Germany—and, most of all, from Italy.


Although the Bergoglios lived in an Italian neighborhood, Mario did not encourage his children to learn Italian. Spanish was the official language of Argentina, and he wanted them to be fully Argentine. So at home, Mario and Regina deliberately spoke only Spanish. However, Grandmother Rosa and Grandfather Giovanni spoke Italian, and Jorge spent most of his days with them. As a result, Jorge grew up speaking Italian, as well as Spanish, fluently.


Grandfather Giovanni told young Jorge stories from World War I, while Grandmother Rosa introduced Jorge to Italian literature. She read to him from I Promessi Sposi (The Betrothed), an epic nineteenth-century novel by Alessandro Manzoni. The romantic and patriotic story, the memorable characters, and the portrayal of Christian ideals as well as human weakness made a lifelong impression on the young boy.


Jorge learned from his grandmother that life was a journey of faith. Every day she prayed the rosary, a cycle of prayers to remind Catholics of the main events of their faith. She taught young Jorge to recite the prayers too, keeping track with a rosary string of beads.


Jorge could see how close and real God’s love was to Grandmother Rosa, and that she experienced it through Jesus, his mother, Mary, and the saints of the Church. To Rosa, the saints were dear friends who showed her how to live a Christian life and helped her through hard times. She told Jorge many stories of the saints, including Joseph, Jesus’s human father; Saint Francis of Assisi, lover of God’s world and the poor; and Saint Thérèse of Lisieux, a young French nun of the nineteenth century.


Grandmother Rosa took Jorge, and later his brothers and sisters, to the Good Friday candlelight procession in Flores. Good Friday, the Friday before Easter Sunday, commemorates the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, and the procession made a deep impression on young Jorge. By the light of the thousands of candles held by worshippers, he gazed at the life-size statue of Jesus on a funeral bier. Grandmother Rosa had the children kneel with her. “Look,” she would say. “He’s dead, but tomorrow he will rise again.”


Once Grandmother Rosa took Jorge to church in a different neighborhood, at the church of St. Francis de Sales. An important event had taken place there in 1934, she explained. Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, visiting Buenos Aires from Rome, had said Mass there. On that special day, Rosa explained, more than a million people had received Communion. And since 1939, that same Cardinal Pacelli had been the present pope, Pius XII.


Grandmother Rosa taught Jorge Christian values, as well as the doctrine and the rituals of the Church. She was scornful of greed for possessions, and for the money that could buy them. “A shroud doesn’t have pockets!” she would say. In other words, no matter how much money you have when you die, you can’t take it with you.


Later in life Jorge Bergoglio was skeptical of political ideologies, the groups of ideas that explain and justify one political system or another. Some of this attitude may have come from his grandmother. As a young woman in Italy, Rosa Bergoglio had lived through the struggle between two ruthless ideologies, communism and fascism.


The Communists, on the one hand, rejected all religion as ignorant superstition. Soviet Russia, the first Communist country in the world, was a prime example. After coming to power, the Communists had closed churches, arrested priests, and used schools to erase religious beliefs and replace them with atheism, the belief that there is no God.


Mussolini’s Italian fascists, on the other hand, wanted to use the Catholic Church as a tool to control the people. Rosa, as a young woman, had been a leader in Catholic Action, working to keep the Church in Italy independent of the government. She often spoke to women’s groups. When the fascists shut Rosa out of a lecture hall, she would give her speech from a soapbox outside the building. She even spoke against the dictator Mussolini himself—a dangerous thing to do—from the pulpit of her parish church.


Although Grandmother Rosa was a passionate Catholic, she was able to judge people by what they did, rather than which church they belonged to. This was unusual at the time that Jorge was growing up, because prejudice against Protestants was strong among Catholics, as well as the other way around. The Bergoglios, like most Catholics, did not associate with Protestants.


One day, walking along the street in Buenos Aires with his grandmother, Jorge noticed two women wearing the headdress of the Salvation Army, a Protestant charitable organization. He asked her if these women were nuns. “No, they are Protestants—but they are good Protestants,” Rosa told him.


Jorge’s parents were also devout Catholics, and they took the teachings of the Church very seriously. For instance, they did not welcome divorced or separated people to their home, and the children were not allowed to visit a friend with such parents. The Bergoglios also avoided associating with people who were atheists or even socialists. However, Mario didn’t share the prejudice against Jews that was common among Christians at that time. He made sure Jorge understood that Jesus himself was a Jew, and that Jews had been unjustly persecuted for centuries.


Mario was deeply pious, like his mother, Rosa. At home, he led the family in praying the rosary every night before dinner. On Sundays, the family walked the seven blocks to Mass at the Basilica of San José de Flores, on the Avenida Rivadavia. The Bergoglios were a growing family—besides Jorge’s brother Óscar, there was soon a sister, Marta; and then another brother, Alberto.


Inside San José de Flores, rebuilt in 1883 in the Romantic style, there was something to catch young Jorge’s attention everywhere he gazed. Under the high-vaulted ceilings, there were gilded altars, colorful statues and icons in every niche, and carved wooden confessional booths along the aisles. A large statue of San José (Saint Joseph), patron saint of families, holding the baby Jesus, looked down from over the main altar.


The church of San José de Flores was not just for Sunday worship. Any day of the week, people could drop in to say a prayer, go to confession, or light a candle. They could stand in reverence before the paintings and statues along the walls, and touch or kiss them, as Grandmother Rosa showed Jorge. That was a way to express love and respect for a saint, a person who helped connect others with God.


A statue of Our Lady of Luján, patron saint of Argentina, stood in the back of the church near the door. It was a copy of a famous statue of Mary, mother of Jesus, which had arrived in Buenos Aires in 1630. It was supposed to be delivered to a settler in Santiago del Estero, hundreds of miles to the northwest. An oxcart carried the terra-cotta statue as far as a plantation west of Buenos Aires. But then, as the legend went, the oxen refused to move any farther until the statue of Mary was taken out of the cart.


As a result, this statue stayed near Buenos Aires, ending up in a shrine in the basilica of Luján. The statue was said to have performed many miracles. Centuries later, millions of pilgrims visit Luján every year.


•  •  •


In the years when Jorge was growing up, the Bergoglios went home from Sunday Mass to a leisurely midday Sunday dinner. There was always some kind of pasta, perhaps cappelletti (a hat-shaped pasta) with stew. Or maybe the potato dumplings called gnocchi, a favorite of Jorge’s; or maybe Piedmontese risotto, a rice dish. According to family lore, Regina had known nothing about preparing food when she married Mario, but Rosa Bergoglio had taught her to be an excellent cook.


The Bergoglios had to be very careful with their money—they couldn’t afford to buy a car or take vacations. But they always had good food on the table. Likewise, the children always had decent clothes to wear. Regina was a clever seamstress, using the good fabric left in a worn-out shirt of Mario’s, for instance, to make clothes for her sons and daughters.


Regina and Mario were a happy couple, in spite of so much hard work. He would often come home with flowers or other little presents for her. Together with their children, the grandparents, and many other relatives in Buenos Aires, they led a rich family life. Father Pozzoli was part of this circle too, and Jorge’s Sivori grandparents would often invite the priest to dinner with the whole extended family.


On weekends Mario sometimes had to bring home extra work, bookkeeping ledgers to balance. However, he never complained about working so hard. He was a cheerful, even-tempered man who never punished his children physically, unusual in those times. Years later, Jorge’s sister María Elena would say that his personality reminded her of their father’s.


While Mario pored over the ledgers, he lightened his work by listening to records of opera and popular Italian singers. The music filled the small house, to the enjoyment of all the Bergoglios. The family also entertained themselves on weekends by playing card games.


Mario, like most residents of Buenos Aires, was a soccer fan. He was intensely loyal to the underdog San Lorenzo team, founded by a Salesian missionary. He went to all the matches at the local stadium, and he took his family along. Jorge learned early to jump up and cheer when their team made a goal, and to shout names (“Good-for-nothing! Sellout!”) at any referee who decided against San Lorenzo.


Regina Bergoglio’s passion was for opera, and on Saturday afternoons she would gather the children around the family radio to listen to opera broadcasts. She explained the story of each opera—Otello, for instance—beforehand. As the opera went along, she reminded the children what was happening: “Listen up, now he [Otello] kills her.” Although Jorge’s mind sometimes drifted, these Saturday afternoon programs gave him a lifelong love of classical music.


•  •  •


Jorge started kindergarten in 1940 at the Sisters of Mercy Convent on the Avenida Directorio, a few blocks from home. The nuns noticed that he was a child with his own ideas, even at a young age. He loved to be outdoors, rather than in a classroom. And as Sister Maria Ilda remembered later, he “learned to do multiplications by going up and down the stairs. That was his method; the other children learned from a sheet of paper or by counting on their fingers.”


The nuns were all fond of Jorge, a happy, affectionate boy. But he felt a special connection with one of the Sisters, Dolores Tortolo. She prepared Jorgito, “little George,” for First Communion when he was eight years old.


Sister Dolores made sure that Jorge knew the catechism, the basic principles of the Catholic faith in question-and-answer form. She explained that Communion is the most important sacrament, or holy rite, in the Catholic Church. In Communion, Christians share bread, as Jesus Christ shared bread with his disciples at the Last Supper. Catholics believe that Christ is actually present in the Communion bread and wine.



Basics of the Roman Catholic Faith



The Roman Catholic faith is summed up in the Nicene Creed, dating from the fourth century:


I believe in one God,


the Father almighty,


maker of heaven and earth,


of all things visible and invisible.


I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ,


the Only Begotten Son of God,


born of the Father before all ages.


God from God, Light from Light,


true God from true God,


begotten, not made, consubstantial with the Father;


through him all things are made.


For us men and for our salvation


he came down from heaven,


and by the Holy Spirit was incarnate of the Virgin Mary,


and became man.


For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate,


he suffered death and was buried,


and rose again on the third day


in accordance with the Scriptures.


He ascended into heaven


and is seated at the right hand of the Father.


He will come again in glory


to judge the living and the dead


and his kingdom will have no end.


I believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life,


who proceeds from the Father and the Son,


who with the Father and the Son is adored and glorified,


who has spoken through the prophets.


I believe in one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church.


I confess one Baptism for the forgiveness of sins


and I look forward to the resurrection of the dead


and the life of the world to come. Amen.


This set of beliefs is usually recited during the Sunday Mass before Communion.


These were all essential ideas for a young Catholic to learn. But perhaps most important, Jorge absorbed from Sister Dolores her attitude of hope and joy in the Christian life.


Before his First Communion, Jorge needed to make his first confession of sin. Sister Dolores described how he would do that, and what it meant. Kneeling in a confession box, he would tell a priest what he had done that he shouldn’t have done, and what he hadn’t done that he should have.


Jorge would promise to repent—he would say that he was sorry, and that he would try not to commit those sins again. Then the priest would say a prayer asking God’s forgiveness, and give Jorge a penance, some action to help cleanse the soul. The action might be some good work, and it would probably include saying prayers such as the Our Father or Hail Mary.


Jorge’s grandmother had taught him, early on, that every human being commits sins, because they are imperfect. But God is always ready to forgive and help. Jorge knew that his father and his mother, his grandparents, and even especially good people, such as Father Pozzoli and Sister Dolores, went to confession to admit their sins and repent. Now he, too, would have a way to be sorry for his sins, to be forgiven, and to get help in becoming a better person.


On the day of his First Communion, in 1942, Jorge and the other children in his Communion class dressed in white. The girls wore white dresses, and Jorge wore a new white suit and white shoes. After the service, the Bergoglios celebrated with a big party.


•  •  •


In school, Jorge went on from the Sisters of Mercy Convent to Public School No. 8, the Cerviño School, five blocks from the Bergoglios’ house. He adored his first-grade teacher, Estela Quiroga, and she loved Jorge. He was a polite and kind boy as well as a fast learner. Jorge’s classmates liked him too, and many of the boys were as eager to play soccer as he was.


From going to San Lorenzo soccer matches with his father, Jorge was an enthusiastic fan. After school, Jorge and the other boys ran to the nearby Herminia Brumana Square to play. In these neighborhood soccer games, Jorge wasn’t a very good player, according to one friend, Hugo Morelli. But neither were any of the other boys.


But Jorge was different from his friends, in a way that they all noticed: he read for fun, and he read a lot. In his spare moments between school and family chores and playing soccer, Jorge always seemed to have his nose in a book.


Jorge’s parents both enjoyed going to the movies, and they often took him along. There were always Italian movies playing in Buenos Aires, because of the large number of Italian immigrants. Two of the movies Jorge loved best were La Strada and Rome, Open City. La Strada is the tragic story of a brutish circus strongman and a simpleminded but loving young woman. In Rome, Open City, a courageous Italian woman dies trying to save her husband, a resistance fighter, from the Nazi occupiers.


•  •  •


In the background of Jorge Bergoglio’s childhood, Argentina—and the world—were suffering through the Great Depression and then World War II. But Jorge was protected and nurtured by his strong, loving family, including his grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins, as well as his parents and brothers and sisters. The Catholic Church, which he knew through people like Father Pozzoli and Sister Dolores, was also strong and loving.


In many countries, including the United States, there is no established religion. But in Argentina, Roman Catholicism had been the official religion of the country since the nineteenth century. The government paid the bishops their salaries, and the president of Argentina could veto a bishop’s appointment. In turn, the president had to be a baptized Catholic. The government in Argentina did not provide much in the way of social benefits to citizens who were unemployed or poor, and the Church was the main safety net for people who needed food, shelter, and medical help.


•  •  •


World War II broke out in Europe in 1939, when Jorge was almost three. Although Argentina did not join the combat on either side, the war caused hardship to the country. The Argentinian economy depended on exports, but the war cut off all exports to the Nazi-occupied continent of Europe. Great Britain still welcomed goods from Argentina but refused to pay for them until the war was over.


The United States entered the fight against the Axis powers—Germany, Japan, and Italy—in 1941. In 1942 all the countries of Latin America followed suit—except Argentina. This was partly because of Argentina’s unusual population, with a large of number of German immigrants. Also, many in the Argentinian upper classes and in the military were sympathetic to the Nazis. They believed the fascists were preventing the spread of communism.


The United States pressured Argentina to join the Allies, punishing the country by cutting off all trade. But Argentina remained stubbornly neutral until a few months before the war ended in 1945. Meanwhile, the people of Argentina steadily lost faith in the ruling political party, which kept itself in power through rigged elections. In 1943 the military—including a young officer named Juan Domingo Perón—seized control of the government.


When Jorge was nine, World War II ended. It was a day of great relief and excitement for Argentinians with European connections. For years, the many Italian immigrants in Buenos Aires had heard nothing from the relatives they’d left behind in Italy. The Bergoglios and their neighbors flocked to San José de Flores for a celebration Mass, and afterward neighbors shared news from across the Atlantic Ocean.


•  •  •


National elections were held once more in Argentina in 1946. At this time the Church supported Juan Perón. Peronism seemed to be an appealing third way in politics, between the atheistic communism of Soviet Russia and the fascism of Nazi Germany and Mussolini’s Italy. Perón, already very popular, won the presidency by a landslide. He and his cabinet moved into the Casa Rosada, the pink mansion on the Plaza de Mayo that housed the national offices.





CHAPTER 3


THE DIGNITY OF WORK


IN ARGENTINA, THE FIRST FEW years after world war II were hopeful for most citizens. Argentinians were fiercely proud of their country, and President Perón appealed to their pride. Argentina, Perón promised, did not have to be dependent on Europe to buy its agricultural exports, or on European companies to run its industries. Argentina could become a strong, self-sufficient industrial nation. Perón’s government took control of the Central Bank of Argentina (heavily in debt to the Bank of England), the railways (owned by British and French companies), and the major exports of the country.
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