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Abstract1

The discovery of a probable Second World War criminal hideout, located on the jungle´s border 
between Argentina and Paraguay, led to a detailed analysis of each construction and to the 
excavation of the shelter itself and its surroundings. 

The Second World War failed to generate in Latin America any type of specific building or 
military structure. It is true that a great quantity of Nazis sought refuge on the continent 
and on Argentina and Paraguay, with or without the assistance of either the government or 
local groups. As far as we know, they did not require special military constructions for the 
purpose or civil buildings that would serve as hideaways. The criminals dwelled in normal 
houses of greater or lesser luxury, their children attended state schools, they used hospitals 
just like other citizens and, save for a few exceptions, went mostly unnoticed, although some 
communities took pride in protecting them (Goñi 1998; Jackisch 1987, 1997, 1998; Jackisch and 
Mastromauro 2000; Klich 1999; Mending 1998). A few of them, like Mengele, lived in hiding 
moving from one country to the next, but beyond the fact that they had to hide, disguise 
their identity or bribe authorities, there were no structures built for them (Camarasa 2008). 
The finding of a site—apparently built for the purpose of hiding someone safely in a rather 
inaccessible settlement located on the right side the Paraná River—turned out to be important 
archaeologically and historically (Schávelzon and Igareta 2017a). The settlement is organized 
around a central dwelling, a house in the modern sense of a family residence, but including 
many other structures and walls, used for secondary functions, made with local stone.

The settlement found have three main buildings and several ancillary structures, located  in 
a small and well protected rocky gorge on the jungle area were was living the second greatest 
concentration of Second World War refugees in the country. Its study allowed the development 
of the idea that local neo-Nazi groups had built an inaccessible hideout for unknown purposes 
at the end of a valley between rock cliffs. The site had not been mapped in the national or 
provincial cadastres until 1999, although was located near the town of San Ignacio, Misiones, 
Argentina (Stefañuk 1991). The difficulties in accessing the place kept it hidden. The first 
reference to appear in newspapers dates to 1976, but this was an isolated episode. Nevertheless, 
we believe that the site was related to the end of one set of activities and the beginning of 
another, being first a hidden locally supported Nazi site and later on  a neo-Nazi sanctuary. The 
construction associated with Nazism might date to 1945 (or a year before), while the site may 
have been abandoned around 1955. Three distinctive main constructions were identified at the 
site, as well as associated lesser structures and a great quantity of low walls and other possible 
defenses and small buildings and terraces. The construction was carried out using simple 
stone, most slightly uncut, which marks a strong difference with the modern architecture of 
his time who existed yet on the sorrouding cities. It is difficult to envisage the existence of 
modern houses with twentieth-century designs, including sanitation and the spatial layout 
in use in a bourgeoisis-like house, built in an architectural style that looks poor, old and of 
lesser quality. Without detailing this contradiction, almost nonsensical due to the poor quality 
of construction, while at the same time highlighting how well camouflaged the construction 

1 This abstract is based on the text of Daniel Schávelzon, 2017, Franco’s Fascist Activities in a Nazi Hideout? : Teyú 
Cuaré, Misiones, Argentina, published in: International Journal of Historical Archaeology vol. 16, nr. 32.



xii

is in its surroundings. The main hypothesis is that it was the work of a group of local people 
untrained in modern construction, who had previously only built uncut stone or wooden 
cottages, as is today the area. These builders had to adjust their knowledge to blueprints which 
demanded certain amenities: toilet with toilet paper, running cold/hot water, a wood stove, 
internal bathroom, bath tubs, paved floors, large windows, servants’ quarters, and a steady 
supply of water. This unusual architecture was the result of building per the requirements, 
without attracting unwanted attention, with no contact with the nearby towns, leaving no 
written records, lacking an experienced work force, with minimum access to iron pipes (barely 
a few meters), practically lacking wall tiles (except for the bathtub area), with few tiles (to cover 
kitchen and bathroom floors), few bricks (used only for inside walls), and using a minimum 
of lime and cement. No road led to the town of San Ignacio, seven km away, until 1999. It was 
perhaps built in a short period, choosing what was possible rather than what was desirable, 
without contact with the city market for construction materials. In spite of these restrictions, 
one of the buildings shows elements that refer to Germanic building traditions in design, 
decoration, construction, and the use of space and topography (Weimer 2005). 

Argentina is a country that since the National Constitution of 1853 started being open to 
international immigration. Clearly, at that time it was not entirely open, as Sub-Sahara 
africans did not have permission to enter the country. There had always been restrictive 
mechanisms that were based in covert forms of racism, but the policy towards Europeans 
was always an open one. That, and its strong development in the nineteenth century, led to 
the settlement of relatively big Germanic populations along the territory, from Germany or 
different regions among his borders, from eastern France to the Volga Russians, as the limits 
constantly changed. The element in common was the tongue; language was the nucleus of 
their identity as German. An important amount of them settled in the Misiones jungle region, 
between Brazil and Paraguay, in a zone that just before 1900 was integrated to Argentina. It was 
possible to obtain land free or at low prices, though much effort had to be put into adapting 
the jungle environment. Colonization was supported and the National State did not apply 
taxes or restrictions. There are no accurate figures, but it is possible that in the country by 
1945 there was over 100,000 German speakers; only between 1933 to 1945 arrived 45,000 just 
from Germany alone (Mending 1999; Sarramone 2011). And it was a powerful group (or groups) 
with a strong identity. The Second World War generated conflicts between them because part 
of that population was Jewish, and while there were admirers of Hitler there was also strong 
opposition. Even though, the topic was still present and many militant groups tried to attract 
them to the political cause. Military governments in Argentina were pro-Germanic since 1900, 
especially toward Prussian as they travelled there to be trained (Potash 1971a, b), and the anti 
Semitic and anticommunist traditions were strong in the upper classes from which the military 
hierarchy came from. Nazism did not have a big impact in Argentina as this high society was 
principally Catholic, but the State and its armed forces –that during the most part of the 
century ran the country-, admired Franco’s and Mussolini’s fascism far more than Hitler’s. For 
that reason Argentina did not ally with the United States but remained neutral during the 
war, until a few months before its end. Argentina could not face alone in the continent in an 
opposit position with the United States and the other Latin American countries, but also the 
people in charge of the governement didn’t want to set aside the policies they admired: the 
country was at least a possible safe-haven, if the war was lost. When the war came to an end, the 
current Argentinian president was a Hitler admirer, anti-Semite, anticommunist, and product 
of a sequence of three military leaders that took turns to govern after the coup d’etat of 1943. 



xiii

The last of these terms had General Edelmiro Farrel as president and General Juan Perón as 
vice-president, who in 1946 became president in free elections. Perón was partially instructed 
in Italy and had observed and published content about the German military instruction. He 
shared his ideology and politic views with European fascisms and generated in Argentina a 
populist-nationalist policy, which was confrontational with the United States. It was a vertical-
militarist government, where the leader was worshipped in a very similar way as Perón’s idols. 
His government freely allowed (and helped bureaucratically), all Nazi refugees or fascists who 
requested shelter. An office was established in Italy for that purpose, having in charge an ex 
Nazi SS soldier from Argentinan origin. Because of this, several high-ranking personalities like 
Adolf Eichmann came to Argentina. Some of them even became part of Peron’s and his wife 
personal guard and friends (Martínez 1984). They had protection and didn’t need to hide as 
could have been expected by the end of the war, all was simple and without restrictions, very 
few were deported after years and years of international attempts that were boycotted by the 
governments. Finally, with time, the Second World War became just a memory, something that 
happened far away and a long ago. 

Excavations inside and outside the structures and the discovery of four garbage pits yielded an 
assemblage of several thousand objects which allowed the dating of the place and its activities 
with near certainty. The story of the occupation of the site began in Prehispanic times and it 
is common to find, scattered in the jungle, knapped stones and Guaraní pottery, which bear 
witness to the many centuries during which nomadic indigenous groups used the area before 
and after the Spanish conquest. A hypothesis not yet proven is that the War of the Triple 
Alliance (1861–56) between Brazil, Uruguay, and Argentina against Paraguay brought about 
the construction of simple walls made of stacked stones, small terraces, and paths surrounded 
by vegetation. Such elements are easy to find in the region even though the war was far away. 
There are also remnants of activities like logging and other early twentieth-century uses along 
the river. The area is strategic since it marks the boundary between Argentina and Paraguay 
where the Paraná River is the narrowest. For those who know the area, it is a difficult but direct 
route for smuggling across the border. The discovery of a couple of coins and other elements 
of earlier XXth century can be explained perhaps by the fact that European immigrants 
crossed there into Paraguay from Brazil from 1870 onward. It is a good place to cross the river, 
although it is difficult to cross the jungle, considering there are open places with easy access 
to the border nearby. The objects found in the buildings and in the associated garbage pits 
allowed the dating of the constructions to between the 1940s and the 1950s, with a greater 
concentration around 1945. There are few remains prior to that date and even fewer dating 
to the period after the 1950s, and all of these are not associated to domestic life but to passing 
travelers, fishermen, military maneuvers, or sporadic visitors. We believe that the complete 
site was in use between 1945–1955, and there are older remains.

Two significant findings support the Nazi presence. A group of four coins placed under the 
foundation of Structure I: two German coins minted in 1938 and 1940, a 1942 Argentine coin, 
and a 1944 Paraguayan coin. And, within a metal box hidden inside a wall in Casa de Piedra
Structure I (a small settlement similar to others that surround the main area), another German 
can containing coins from Yugoslavia (1938), two from Germany (1939), and one each from 
Argentina (1939), Slovenia (1942) and Bohemia (1940–44). The coins were associated with a 
photograph of Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini together and other objects from that time. 
The most recent coin is from 1944 and the oldest from 1938, that help the dating. 
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The grounds for considering the site as a hideout for Nazi refugees are: the dating of the site to 
around 1945 at the end of the Second World War, the only time at which all those coins could 
have coexisted, as well as the great density of luxury items, including part of two expensive 
German porcelain sets and objects such as military buttons. Most intriguing is the existence 
of some high quality glassware, expensive medicines, silver-plated cutlery and glassware, 
women’s cosmetics, remains of winter female clothes and wooden gloves (under the tropical 
sun?), and other luxury objects not to be used in a jungle environment. The use of a bath tub 
and a water closet with toilet paper is evidence of a daily life of people from outside the region. 
Indeed, the presence of coins, photographs, and documents associated to World War II, the 
hidden location of a site that went unnoticed almost until the twenty first century –with two 
exception– the simple but modern building that turned out to be more functional than the 
regional one, the fact that it was all done in secrecy and without the necessary resources, the 
absence of documents on the place –it is not registered in regional cadastres nor are there land 
ownership papers–, the lack of way of communication with other towns, the inexistence of 
references to it as a geographical place among the neighbors, the difficult access via the river, 
or worst walking, even for those who know the area, the fact that it is an impossible site to live 
in due to the excess dampness and the rocky outcrops that enclose it, the absence of arable 
land, the financial investment needed to build and maintain the settlement, the enclosing walls 
which hampered circulation and the different actions taken to modify nature on the banks of 
the river to give an impression of inaccessibility. And above all, the fact that the settlement 
is centered on a structure which was the main house, made up of only two bedrooms, a small 
kitchen, a bathroom, a sitting room, and an annexed servants room. In other words, it is a good-
sized settlement for a family and a large retinue of servants in their immediate surroundings. 
Considering the objects found in the garbage pits, it seems the compound was not occupied 
permanently by those who commissioned it or for whom it was designed and built. And 
although there are luxury objects, there are few of each kind and there is little that can be 
attributed to domestic household consumption. Conversely there is more evidence of objects 
related to a broader and poorer social group including canned food, which is nonsensical when 
there are hunting, farming, and fishing opportunities in the region (albeit outside the enclosed 
settlement) and when fishing in the river is not only exceptional but famous. This leads us to 
conclude that the finished settlement was in use for a short time, or awaited its dwellers, and 
was maintained and kept in good conditions with only sporadic use for some years. 

The history of the protection of Nazi criminals in Argentina is well known as a part of the 
Argentinean history. But what the Nazi ignored in 1945 just before the end of the war, the same 
of the local Nazi admirers, was what would happen to them upon arrival in a country that was 
ready to welcome them but which had ever changing military governments and great political 
instability. Until the accession to power of Perón in June 1946 there were no real guarantees of 
protection (Buchrucker 1987; Goñi 1998; Martínez 1984). Was the settlement quickly built and 
then became unnecessary? We must remember that Eichmann, latter on, lived free in a normal 
home in a normal city (Arendt 1965).

The first public association of Teyú Cuaré with Nazism dates to 1976 (Botinelli 1976), with the 
beginning of a military dictatorship in Argentina, when a journalist arrived at the site with 
Navy and Police help and spread the news. It was he who, by publishing the discovery, made the 
place known, but rapidly forgotten again. The site remained abandoned, but it was associated 
with Martin Bormann for the first time –without any probe-, claiming that it was the house in 
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which he was sheltered during Peron’s government. We ignore what caused the publication 
of the story, which had the support of the State, but there was little material evidence beyond 
an interview with a local fisherman who was of German Jewish descent. He believed his father 
had seen Hitler’s secretary once when he was a child, and that´s all. Thus came into being a 
legend which placed Bormann at a precise location when up to then several books had claimed 
that he lived as a refugee moving around the region (Farago 1974, Manning 1981, Whiting 
1996), thus supporting the regional legend that he had chosen that part of the world as his 
shelter. The books written by Nazi-hunters coinciding with the region were unaware of the 
existence of the site. However, the belief took hold and from that year on wards neo-Nazi 
supporters began to arrive and turned the site into a place of worship, leaving messages on 
the walls or destroying them in search of treasures. The oldest graffiti belongs to a local man 
with a German surname dated 1978. Unfortunately, when the State Park was created in 1999 
it accepted the local memory and the wall legends and placed signposts as a true, informing 
the visitors that one of the constructions had housed Bormann, and this belief is only slowly 
being abandoned.
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Foreword

By Randall McGuire

Many horror movies begin with a scene of archaeologists excavating ancient remains. Their 
excitement builds as they carefully scrap and brush the soil away to reveal a precious artifact. 
Then, suddenly, the evil that they have released envelops them and their glee changes to 
horror. In many ways, the excavations of Daniel Schávelzon y Ana Igareta at Teyú Cuaré reflect 
this popular image of archaeology. Schávelzon and Igareta found hidden evil. Their excavations 
did not, however, release the evil but rather they use the craft of archaeology to show us how 
this evil was hidden for decades.

The discovery of a cluster of buildings concealed in a remote location in the jungle of the Teyú 
Cuaré, was nature preserve it, presented a mystery. Built of stone in a foreign architectural 
style, with defensive features and an escape tunnel, no one could easily explain who built these 
structures or when they built them. Did 12th or 13th century Jesuit Missionaries build them? 
Did they shelter local smugglers and/or fishermen? Or, were they the detritus of the War of 
the Triple Alliance? Schávelzon and Igareta’s craft revealed that the structures at Teyú Cuaré 
were not remnants of a forgotten past. They analyzed the architecture and material culture to 
expose a closely guarded secret: that these structures harbored Nazis who had fled Europe with 
the fall of the Third Reich in 1945. 

Archaeologists employ their craft to study the material world. People live in a material world 
that entails ceaseless and varied interactions between people, things, and landscapes.  People 
may take that world for granted; yet it shapes our behavior, thought, and being even as our 
desires and actions transform it. The craft of archaeology explores the impact of the material 
world on the most diverse realms of human life.  This craft seeks to understand how things 
and landscapes have joined with human actions, emotions and relations to make and remake 
society and culture from ancient times to the present. That craft turns into political action 
when archaeologists seek to apply their knowledge to a critique of the world and making 
changes in the world (McGuire 2008). We see such action in this book.

Horror movie archaeologists also embody the popular image of archaeologists as scholars who 
study the ancient past. The research does not, however, fit this stereotype. Rather, their study 
joins a rapidly growing body of archaeological research on the contemporary world (Harrison 
and Scofield 2010; Graves-Brown et al. 2013). Archaeologists have used their craft to study a 
wide range of 20th and 21st century phenomena including abandoned or destroyed homes 
(González-Ruibal 2005; Yazdi 2010), modern borders (McGuire 2013, De Leon 2015), totalitarian 
regimes (Funari et al. 2009), urban ethnic conflict (McAtackney 2011), mass graves (Cohen 1992; 
Renshaw 2011), wars (González-Ruibal 2016), natural disasters (Dawdy 2010) and trash (Rathje 
and Murphy 1992).

The craft of archaeology privileges archaeologists’ creative study of critical modern issues 
including politics, memory, heritage, everyday life, human rights, ruination and time. With its 
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emphasis on the recent past, this archaeology is well positioned to engage other disciplines 
including geography, history, heritage studies and art. Contemporary archaeologist study 
a material world that forms part of the lived experience and/or recent memory of existing 
publics. They marshal this materiality (objects, ruins, photographs and digital media) to 
appeal to a wide variety of publics and help people think critically about their own societies.   

The greatest strength of contemporary archaeology has been the production of powerful 
micronarratives of specific homes, factories, events, farms, ruins etc. These micronarratives 
provide the local action for global thinking. They fill in detail and demonstrate the mundane 
experience of larger processes. At Teyú Cuaré, archaeologists revealed the mundane reality of 
a Nazi refuge that sprang from the defeat of the Nazis in Europe and from the relationships of 
Argentina with Germany and Nazism.

Contemporary archaeology always works with texts (government documents, newspapers, 
books, magazines, maps, etc.). At Teyú Cuaré, Schávelzon and Igareta found a structure 
marked on a 1943 map but no other documented reference to the refuge until a journalistic 
report in 1976. Documents could not solve the mystery and we should not be surprised by 
this. There was a mystery because the perpetrators wanted to hide what they had done and 
protect the evil harbored there.  In modern Argentina, building homes and other structures 
generates documents, deeds, tax records, building permits, etc. Here the perpetrators hid a 
physical reality of stone, wood and glass in a documentary silence. They created this silence 
intentionally and with great effort.

The archaeologist’s craft is particularly well suited to uncovering secrets, such as the hidden 
Nazi refuge in the Teyú Cuaré Nature Preserve. It is not dissuaded by documentary silences. 
Archaeological methods reveal, lay bare and strip away the earth, vegetation, and detritus that 
obscures the material manifestations of human life. Archaeology can expose that which people 
purposely hide such as the photographs, coins and papers in a dulce de membrillo tin. More 
importantly, people take for granted their mundane lives and thus they inadvertently leave 
clues to their secrets (German porcelain, buttons and glassware, Luger bullets, silver cutlery, 
German and Central Europe coins, and high valuable oil lamps) in their garbage.

Archaeologists study objects, architecture, the natural and cultural landscape and other 
aspects of the material world we live in. In their excavations, they record the position of objects 
in three-dimensional space. They describe the characteristics of each of these things and they 
look at how they are related in space and time. From these observations, archaeologists can 
reconstruct the date of events, the uses of objects, constructions and landscapes, material 
styles and ideological expressions of material things. With this information Schávelzon and 
Igareta could solve the mystery of Teyú Cuaré.

It should come as a surprise to no one that right wing interests built a refuge for Nazis in 
an obscure and secluded part of Argentina. It is common knowledge that Nazis fleeing the 
collapse of the Third Reich went to German communities in Argentina. There local people hid 
them, often with the assistance or at least the probably complacency of local and/or national 
government agencies and officials. The most famous of these fugitives was Adolf Eichmann 
(Arendt 1963). His capture fed rumors about other senior Nazi figures such as Martin Bormann 
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who many in Argentina falsely believed had taken refuge in Teyú Cuaré. So what does the 
archaeology done at Teyú Cuaré tell us that we did not in some broader sense, already know?

Schávelzon and Igareta’s study draws on contemporary archaeology’s fascination with ruins 
and ruination. This archaeology studies ruins as an interesting phenomenon rather than just as 
a medium to gain other information. Popular and scholarly interest in ruins and ruination goes 
far beyond archaeology into art and the popular imagination. This interest manifests itself in 
coffee table books and websites full of artistically appealing photos of modern ruins, abandoned 
shopping malls, industrial sites, amusement parks, homes and other remnants of the modern 
world. Some researchers have called this ruins photography “ruins porn” that sensationalizes 
contemporary ruination. Ruins imply mystery and appeal to people. This fascination brings 
people into the ruins at Teyú Cuaré where the mystery has been solved. Once there people 
can engage the site and the interpretations of Schávelzon and Igareta to critically think about 
and understand not just the Nazi refuge but also the larger historical processes, relations, and 
politics of Fascism in Argentina. 

The archaeology of the contemporary excels in an archaeology of everyday life. Archaeologists 
enter into a creative engagement with ordinary materials that allow us to reveal intimate 
details about the mundane life of the people that we study. Because archaeologists of the 
contemporary work in a setting not so removed in time from today, these details resonate 
directly with the experience and everyday life of extant people. 

The archaeology of everyday life at Teyú Cuaré reveals the banality of evil (Arendt 1963). By 
that I mean the common place existence of individuals who committed great evil.  Archaeology 
gives us a view of people at Teyú Cuaré desperately trying to maintain a German way of 
everyday life while in a semi-tropical refuge. They set their table with German porcelain, which 
suggests homesickness in a foreign land. Their collection of coins from European countries, 
post cards and photos cut out of magazines indicates a nostalgia for a lost past. These are 
very commonplace and banal human emotions that we all can relate to. But, we know better. 
Symbols such as swastikas and brown shirts and our historical knowledge of Hitler and 
Mussolini confront us with the evil that the refugees committed in Europe. It was not devils or 
demons who committed this evil but rather people, not so different from us, and this we should 
never forget.

Archaeologists of the contemporary have done extensive research on totalitarian states 
and human rights (Cohen 1992; Funari et al. 2009). These efforts have taken three foci: (1) 
Illuminating the material strategies that supported and challenged dictatorships, (2) Providing 
incriminating evidence in courts, and (3) Memorialization both to help the mourning process 
of victims and relatives and to remind us to fight for human rights. Argentinean archaeologists 
have been global leaders in this aspect of contemporary archaeology. Most of this work has 
focused on the military dictatorship of the 1970s. The Equipo Argentino de Antropología Forense did 
some of the earliest mass grave excavations in the world to identify the disappeared and bring 
closure and justice to their families. Based on this experience they have become the global 
experts on mass grave excavations and they have conducted excavations and served as advisors 
to others (Cohen 1992). In Buenos Aires, at the Club Atlético, archaeologists stripped away earth 
and construction fill to lay bare a torture chamber of the Military Dictatorship, in Córdoba, the 
Argentinean military turned a former cavalry stable into a torture center. Decades later, a court 
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listened to the testimony of survivors and archaeologists used their craft to link that testimony 
to spaces of torture and imprisonment in the stable. The court convicted the army officer in 
charge. At Teyú Cuaré, Schávelzon and Igareta have continued this study of totalitarianism and 
extended it to an earlier time and made more comprehensive the how was the real material 
Argentina’s support of Nazi and Franco Fascisms.

The modern visitor to Teyú Cuaré, unlike the characters in a horror movie, can walk unafraid 
among the ruins. The evil that the archaeologists revealed will not attack them. It will, however, 
confront them with a history that should not be forgotten. Men and women made this history 
of evil and we must constantly struggle to prevent its remaking.

Randall H. McGuire
SUNY Distinguished Professor 
Department of Anthropology

Binghamton University
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