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Map of the Ayacucho, Huancavelica, Junín, and Lima regions of Peru.
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Carlos Iván Degregori

FOREWORD

Surviving the Flood: The Multiple Lives of Lurgio Gavilán

This is an exceptional book. More precisely, this is the his-
tory of an exceptional life. Lurgio Gavilán was a child soldier in the 
ranks of the Shining Path guerrillas. He was not recruited, nor was 
he kidnapped or taken by force, a common practice in the years fol-
lowing those in which Gavilán joined the organization. At the age 
of twelve, he decided to join to follow in his brother’s footsteps. He 
wanted to see the world, to change the world—at least his world—
which was on the margins of, though not marginal to, the rest of the 
country.

It was the beginning of 1983. Shining Path, as he put it, “flooded 
the countryside,” and for many of the rural poor, its totalitarian na-
ture wasn’t yet apparent. And so its authoritarian rigidity was ac-
cepted in many places as an expression of the “toughness” necessary 
for restoring an order that seemed unjust or nonexistent. The army 
had just arrived in Ayacucho.

With his Little Red Book, which he couldn’t read, under his arm, 
the boy Lurgio, a guerrilla fighter now, wandered over peaks and 
through valleys (more over peaks, to tell the truth, including Apu Ra-
zuhuillca, the highest mountain in the northern part of Ayacucho).1 
He saw the burning of villages, witnessed more than a few deaths, 
participated in combat, and took part in executions of adolescents 
like himself whom Shining Path condemned for errors such as fall-
ing asleep on nightly guard duty or, like the young girl who cooked for 
and deloused the troops, “because, they said, she had fallen in love 
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with a policeman in Tambo.” Some young people began to become 
aware that they were part of the horror and terror: “Little by little we 
began to understand that the Party was a monster that assassinated 
its own people.” They talked among themselves about the possibility 
of escape, but how and where? By this time they were hated by many 
of the peasants, whose violence could be equally cruel. “Of course, 
how could they not have hated us if we had burned their village?” 
Gavilán remembers.

Two years after joining Shining Path, Gavilán is wounded in battle. 
An army officer who approaches with the intention of putting a bullet 
in his head sees a dirty adolescent boy who looks even younger after 
two years of living from hand to mouth. He drags him to his feet, 
ready to shoot. Gavilán feels fear but acts brave; he has to die “shout-
ing long live Shining Path!”

At the last minute the officer feels pity for Gavilán and decides to 
take him with them. During the entire journey, the village patrollers 
(ronderos) implore the officer to kill the terrorist (terruco). Gavilán, who 
speaks almost no Spanish, is protected by the officer and ends up at 
Los Cabitos camp, in La Mar province (which happened to share the 
name of the main regional army base), the notorious location of the 
crematoriums, where those who entered lost all hope.2

At Los Cabitos the officer burns Gavilán’s lice-covered clothes. 
Gavilán discovers that he isn’t the only refugee, that there are several 
girls and boys, former terrorists like him, also living in the barracks. 
His gratitude survives today, although he also knew of “Shining Path 
prisoners who served the soldiers’ sexual appetites and were later as-
sassinated.”

As a child soldier in the Peruvian army, Gavilán ends up going to 
school in Huanta. He is a model student, earning the confidence of 
the young officers, and adapting to military life. When he turns eigh-
teen, he reenlists in the army, rising eventually to become a sergeant, 
and then his life takes another dramatic turn. I will leave the details 
for him to relate, but Gavilán later abandons the army to become a 
novice with the Franciscans at the colonial convent of the Alameda de 
los Descalzos in Lima.

And, then, in yet another turn, Gavilán leaves the army to study an-
thropology at San Cristóbal University in Huamanga province, an in-



Foreword  /  xi

stitute of higher learning itself healing from the terrifying war years.3 
Once again, he is an outstanding student. Soon he is named assis-
tant professor, and a few years later he earns one of the scholarships 
offered by the Ford Foundation through the Institute of Peruvian 
Studies. Currently he is at the Ibero-American University in Mexico 
City, the institution that originally published this extraordinary auto-
biography.

I got to know Gavilán at the Institute of Peruvian Studies. He is 
contained and soft-spoken, with a gentle personality. “How did you 
ever get to be a sergeant with that voice?” I ask him. “I can yell too,” 
he says. It was at the convent, in the waning evening hours when he 
would be reading the day’s epistle or a passage from the Bible, that 
they taught him he didn’t necessarily have to speak in that military 
tone or feel obliged to shout. Today he is sparing even in his gestures; 
only once did I see tears in his eyes, and that was when we said good-
bye: he was leaving for Mexico, and I was ill.

His itinerary resembles him. This memoir is centered in those prov-
inces that have been most battered by violence in all Peru—La Mar, 
Huanta, and Huamanga—but it doesn’t overwhelm the reader with 
bloody details. He tells everything, or almost everything, but with-
out getting lost in the most brutal stories. Although Quechua is his 
first language, his Andean Spanish is nevertheless extremely beau-
tiful, and he employs turns of phrase and regional cadences in that 
language that enrich the text.

A contribution of this book is that it helps to humanize the mem-
bers of Shining Path, especially those in its lower ranks, and moves 
past the simplistic idea that they were a kind of “incarnation of 
evil.”4 Hundreds of child soldiers and thousands of adolescents or 
very young adults were drawn to the organization by its discourse and 
some of its actions. They weren’t aliens from another planet. Suffi-
cient time has passed for us to try to understand in greater detail who 
these people were, why they did what they did, how a totalitarian ide-
ology took them in—at least for a time—and how the terrorist project 
came to describe a veritable parable.5 Hundreds are now reintegrated 
into society, many without even having served prison time. The vast 
majority of these people are totally immersed in new lives. Some may 
feel a degree of nostalgia for bygone times, or continue to espouse 
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radical ideas or lifestyles, but they no longer favor political violence. 
Only a very few continue on that path.6

This reality and this autobiography both say a great deal about that 
which, in another article, I have called Shining Path pyramid.7 Gavilán 
was at the base of that pyramid. He didn’t become a village patroller, 
like so many others, but a soldier instead. He didn’t really have an 
alternative. And when he returned to his village he found it destroyed: 
without a school, without a future. Everything had to be (re)built.

There are few autobiographies by child soldiers. We have one by 
Ishmael Beah—now a young adult of Sierra Leone, joyous, talkative, 
sporting dreads, wearing a three-piece suit and “brilliant brow,” as 
his family described him as a child—and happy to be in New York 
when I met him.8 His story is radically different, just as the conflict in 
Sierra Leone was different, but it does have some points of similarity 
with Gavilán’s.

There are more biographies of perpetrators but, as Leigh Payne has 
called them, these are “unsettling accounts,” in which neither repen-
tance nor reconciliation appear.9 In Lurgio Gavilán’s book, especially 
in the last chapter, “Twenty Years Later,” when he returns to the places 
he inhabited as a child soldier, it is clear that violence belongs to the 
past. The very experience of writing this book, most of which he did 
in the Franciscan convent, has been an exercise in leaving the past be-
hind, and in reconciling with himself. “I don’t hold bitterness toward 
anyone. Little by little I matured. Life has just begun.”



Orin Starn

INTRODUCTION

We sometimes receive strange omens of what lies ahead.
One gray dawn, almost forty years ago now, a dead dog was found 

hung from a lamppost in downtown Lima. No one seemed to know 
just who would have done such a thing, or why. Clearly, however, 
those responsible wanted to send a message to the new Chinese prime 
minister, Deng Xiaoping. They had picked a lamppost not far from the 
Chinese embassy and left a crude sign around the dog’s neck. “Deng,” 
it read, “you son of a bitch.” The police cut down the unfortunate ani-
mal, a few newspapers ran stories, and Peru’s sprawling, grimy capi-
tal went about its business.

The macabre canine mystery foretold a long and bloody war. It was 
1980, and the American hostages were still captive in Iran, Margaret 
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan were rising to power, and John Lennon 
was soon to be murdered outside his Manhattan apartment build-
ing. The dog had been strung up by militants of a then largely ob-
scure Maoist faction called Sendero Luminoso, or Shining Path (and 
it was later learned they had left others with similar placards else-
where around the country).1 These hard-line revolutionaries detested 

Publisher’s note: The original Spanish-language edition of this book included an 
introduction by the Chilean anthropologist Yerko Castro Neira. (See note 21 
below for more on his role in bringing When Rains Became Floods to publication.) 
A translation of Castro Neira’s introduction, provided by the Universidad 
Iberoamericana, is available on the Duke University Press website at www 
.dukeupress.edu/When-Rains-Became-Floods/.

http://www.dukeupress.edu/When-Rains-Became-Floods/
http://www.dukeupress.edu/When-Rains-Became-Floods/
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Deng for steering China away from command socialism and toward 
the market economy. The dead dogs were an early propaganda salvo in 
their fight to establish a Peruvian People’s Republic modeled on Mao’s 
Cultural Revolution and its missionary Marxist zealotry. Shining Path 
militants believed that the Soviet Union and Cuba had also strayed too 
far from the true socialist pathway. They wanted to take charge them-
selves of raising the revolutionary torch toward the new century.2

Leading Shining Path was Abimael Guzmán, a former philosophy 
professor at Huamanga University in the Andean city of Ayacucho. 
He founded the Peruvian Communist Party, as the rebels called them-
selves, in the late 1960s, and in 1980 ordered their first armed attacks.3 
A cult of personality arose around Guzmán, Chairman Gonzalo to 
his followers, and party propaganda anointed him as “the Fourth 
Sword of Marxism” in a royal Communist Party lineage from Marx to 
Lenin to Mao. What the revolutionaries termed “Marxism-Leninism-
Maoism, Gonzalo Thought” became their guiding ideology. They 
planned first to seize power in Peru and then bring down capitalism 
worldwide. Victory, Guzmán promised, was certain. “We will demol-
ish imperialist domination and the reactionaries” he declared, “and 
we will wipe them off the face of the earth.”4

It was madness, of course: the pseudoscientific Marxist jargon, the 
bogus Dear Leader cult, the absurd expectations. What chance had a 
few backwater rebels of taking over the planet? Only a few thousand 
Peruvians ever did join Shining Path. But the group’s fervor made it 
what the influential Peruvian intellectual Carlos Iván Degregori termed 
a “dwarf star,” namely a burning force out of proportion to its modest 
size.5 Shining Path gained control over parts of Peru’s impoverished 
southern highlands in the early 1980s, and the country’s president sent 
in the military. Their brutal battle, with local villagers massacred by 
both sides, plunged the region into chaqwa, the Quechua word for suf-
fering and chaos. The guerrillas also expanded their Lima operations. 
There they killed policemen and politicians and, as a scare tactic, blew 
up electrical towers to pitch the capital into darkness (even though, 
as I recall from living in Lima then, thousands of gas-powered gen-
erators would soon afterward roar to life across the pragmatic city). 
Abimael Guzmán, the small-town philosophy professor, became his 
country’s most wanted man, the Osama Bin Laden of that time.
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Everything came crashing down in the end. As the war dragged 
across the decade, many villagers grew disenchanted with Shining 
Path; they began forming rondas, or local militias, to drive the guerril-
las from their former Andean strongholds.6 And then in 1992 a police 
swat team captured Guzmán in his apartment hideout upstairs from 
a ballet studio in a wealthy Lima district.7 So certain was the Shining 
Path helmsman about his own invincibility that he had not bothered 
to encode the party membership rosters discovered there. The infor-
mation helped the police to round up almost the entire Shining Path 
leadership. They displayed Guzmán to the press corps in a Silence of the 
Lamb–style cage and then locked him away in a navy island prison off 
Lima’s coast. Only a few guerrilla remnants remained at large, far out 
toward the jungle, the war effectively over.

But the damage had been done. The war had cost an already poor, 
divided country more than $1 billion in damages and had left more 
than a half million refugees and at least sixty-nine thousand people 
dead.8 The memories of those who vanished in the violent storm still 
hang over the highlands now decades later. “Where could she be?” 
asks a ballad by the master Ayacuchan songwriter Ranulfo Fuentes; 
“Perhaps under the stony ground/becoming earth/or among the 
thorns/budding like wildflowers.”9

/ / /

It was in the heady early days that Lurgio Gavilán joined Shin-
ing Path. He was just twelve years old and the third of five children 
from a poor peasant family in the Ayacuchan countryside.10 These 
windy highlands were a region of almost Fourth World poverty, with 
no running water, electricity, or other basic services. Villagers made 
their homes in straw and mud farmhouses scattered amid the gigan-
tic green Andean peaks. Gavilán spent his first years in the hamlet of 
Auquiraccay. Many families there also had land in the jungles that 
lay a day or two’s walk down the steep foggy footpaths to the east. 
Gavilán’s parents eventually settled by the Apurímac River’s tropi-
cal banks. They could only afford to send Gavilán to school for a few 
years, and he did not learn to read or write. The boy spoke only the 
local indigenous Quechua tongue.


