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It was a chance encounter with Abimael Guzmán’s brother-in-law in 1986 that first stoked my 

interest in the bespectacled philosophy lecturer and leader of Peru’s infamous Maoist guerrilla 

movement, Shining Path. 

Nico La Torre, a Stockholm-based engineering student whose sister Augusta had married Guzmán, 

claimed Shining Path had declined aid from Russia and China and stole weapons from the Peruvian 

government. He denied the group trafficked drugs and dismissed reports of its atrocities, blaming 

them on the government. He described his brother-in-law as “very sincere”, although “they didn’t 

always agree”. 

But by the time of his capture six years after the meeting, Guzmán, who died in a military prison last 

week aged 86, had almost brought the Peruvian state to its knees in a brutal war in which nearly 

70,000 people were estimated to have died. 

Manuel Rubén Abimael Guzmán Reynoso, known as Chairman Gonzalo to his followers, was born 

near the southern port of Mollendo in 1934, the illegitimate son of a prosperous importer against 

whom he held a life-long grudge. The acrimony was mutual. “His father wishes Abimael was dead,” a 

Peruvian diplomat related to the family told me at the height of the blackouts, bombings, 

assassinations and village massacres that shook the country between 1980 and 1992. 

But after his mother’s death, Guzmán was taken back into his father’s home in the city of Arequipa. 

At the exclusive La Salle College run by Jesuit priests, he was remembered as a wealthy student who 

loved ice cream, a loner with a talent and zest for organising. 

Guzmán went on to study law and philosophy at the National University of San Agustín, where he 

met Miguel Angel Rodríguez Rivas, a formidable logician who became his role model. They fell out 

after Rodríguez Rivas turned against Stalin. Years later, Guzmán was ambushing army patrols while 

his former mentor lectured at the Center of Higher Military Studies. 

The young Guzmán was fond of Fyodor Dostoevsky and the contemporary poets, Pablo Neruda and 

César Vallejo. He was also fired up by Fidel Castro’s success in Cuba. Feudalistic Peru in the 1960s 

was a cauldron of Marxism. Peasant uprisings began to erupt. 

By now head of philosophy at Ayacucho’s University of San Cristóbal de Huamanga, Guzmán caught 

the eye of China. He and Augusta were invited to Beijing. He gleefully recalled in an interview: “They 

told us anything could be used for an explosion, and then we picked up our pens and they blew up, 

and we sat down and our seats blew up.” 

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, when a leftwing military dictatorship launched a disastrous 

agrarian reform program emphasising collective farming, and from which indigenous communities 

felt excluded, Guzmán built peasant, student and teacher organisations that constituted the 
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backbone of his “Communist Party of Peru by the Shining Path of José Carlos Mariátegui”, formally 

created in 1969. 

Mariátegui, founding father of the Peruvian left, had argued that Peru’s indigenous communities 

should be the heart of its socialist revolution. Yet while Guzmán exploited indigenous Andean 

millenarian myths and aspirations, it was Andean communities who suffered the most. They were 

crushed between the pathological demands of Shining Path militants — women and children alike 

were savagely executed if they withheld their support — and the mostly terrified, poorly trained 

armed forces. 

By the time of Guzmán’s 1992 arrest, half the country was under a state of emergency. About 40 car 

bombings had taken place in Lima that year alone. With his capture, Shining Path effectively 

collapsed. 

Mysteriously, it emerged that Guzmán had become a widower shortly before he ramped up the 

violence in Lima. A video showed him kissing a clearly dead Augusta, saying: “We have to understand 

that either we are or we are not communists.” Was it possible that Augusta, like her brother Nico, 

came to have misgivings? 

Suspicions rested on Elena Iparraguirre, who replaced Augusta as Guzmán’s second-in-command and 

was jailed for life in 1992. Iparraguirre and Guzmán married in 2010. Neither couple had children. 

For Guzmán, they would have been a distraction from the demands of the “armed struggle” in 

which, as he told his followers, “reactionary flesh will be stripped and shredded and those black 

scraps of offal will be buried in the mire”. 
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