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Introduction
Buenos Aires is more than simply Argentina’s capital; it is a city whose history mirrors
the tumultuous and diverse story of the nation itself. From its origins as a precarious
colonial outpost to its current status as one of the world’s largest and most vibrant
metropolises, the evolution of Buenos Aires has been shaped by waves of migration,
political upheaval, economic cycles, conflict, and culture. To trace the story of Buenos
Aires is to understand not only the fate of a city but also the development of an entire
nation at the crossroads of the Atlantic and the pampas.

The history of Buenos Aires is, fundamentally, one of resilience and transformation.
The city’s very foundation was twice attempted by the Spanish, first by Pedro de
Mendoza in 1536 and then, successfully, by Juan de Garay in 1580. This city by the
river would quickly learn to navigate the complexities of life at the periphery of empire
— growing in the shadows of Lima, relying on both legal trade and smuggling,
weathering indigenous resistance, and forging a distinct identity as a port city. The
early years were marked by hunger, hardship, and fortitude, with the settlers’ survival
depending as much on adaptation as on imperial policy.

Colonial Buenos Aires was often seen as a backwater, its destiny constrained by
distance and by the severe trade restrictions of the Spanish crown. Yet these very
difficulties fueled a spirit of independence and innovation among its inhabitants. As
the Bourbon reforms of the late 18th century granted the city new importance, Buenos
Aires began its transformation into a center of commerce, power, and
immigration—setting the stage for its leading role in the region’s independence
movements and the forging of a new nation.

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, Buenos Aires was the beating heart of
change in Argentina. Mass immigration from Europe reshaped its buildings and
boulevards, its cuisine and its culture, lending the city a cosmopolitan air and
transforming it into the so-called “Paris of South America.” Meanwhile, waves of
economic booms and busts, military coups and democratic renaissances, and the rise
and fall of populist movements left indelible marks on its society. Political turmoil and
cultural efflorescence walked hand in hand, with Buenos Aires always at the center of
national dramas and creativity.

Today, Buenos Aires stands as a global city, renowned for its culture, literature, and
music, especially the world-famous tango. Yet the city faces persistent challenges,
from economic crises to social inequality and environmental strains. Its story is a
testament to its capacity for continual reinvention—absorbing and integrating each
new external influence and internal transformation into its ever-evolving tapestry.
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This book is an exploration of that tapestry: the foundations and the earthquakes, the
dreams and the disillusionments, the everyday lives and the grand historical turning
points. By following Buenos Aires from its first days on the muddy banks of the Río de
la Plata to its modern pulse as a world city, we aim to illuminate not only the city’s
remarkable journey but also the hopes, struggles, and enduring identity of its people,
the porteños.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Encounters: The Río de la Plata
Before the Spaniards
Before the arrival of European ships, before names like Mendoza or Garay meant
anything on these shores, the vast expanse of the Río de la Plata region was a world
shaped by water, wind, and the rhythms of nature. It was a land inhabited for
millennia by peoples whose lives were intimately connected to the immense rivers
that bled into the sea and the seemingly endless grasslands that stretched westward.
This was not an empty land, though European eyes, when they eventually beheld it,
would often perceive it as such, ripe for the taking. It was a landscape alive with its
own history, its own cycles, and its own inhabitants.

The focal point, the geographical heart of what would one day become Buenos Aires,
was the mighty Río de la Plata itself. More an estuary than a conventional river, it is
formed by the confluence of two colossal South American waterways, the Paraná and
the Uruguay rivers. Together, these rivers drain a basin stretching across millions of
square kilometers, carrying sediment and freshwater eastward, eventually meeting
the salty embrace of the Atlantic Ocean. The sheer scale of the estuary is difficult to
comprehend; at its widest point, near the ocean, it is so broad that one cannot see the
opposite shore, giving it the appearance of a freshwater sea.

The southern bank of this immense body of water, where Buenos Aires now stands,
was a low-lying area. The land sloped gently towards the river, marked by natural
depressions and streams that meandered towards the main waterway. Further inland
lay the Pampa, a vast, fertile plain stretching for hundreds of kilometers. This
grassland was the dominant feature of the landscape, characterized by tall grasses,
few trees except along watercourses, and a horizon that seemed to recede into
infinity. The environment was one of subtle but significant variations, influenced by
rainfall patterns, seasonal changes, and the presence of water.

The climate of the region was, as it is today, temperate, but with more pronounced
variations before significant urbanization altered local conditions. Summers could be
hot and humid, while winters were cooler, occasionally bringing frosts. Rainfall was
generally sufficient, supporting the lush growth of the pampas grasses, but droughts
were not unknown and could pose significant challenges to both human and animal
life. Thunderstorms, sometimes violent, would sweep across the plains, and the strong
winds, particularly the "pampero" from the southwest, were a constant presence,
shaping the vegetation and influencing travel.

This environment, with its abundance of grassland and proximity to the rich river
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system, supported a diverse array of wildlife. Herds of guanacos, wild relatives of the
llama, roamed the plains, providing a crucial source of meat and hides. The ñandú, the
South American ostrich, was another large bird frequently hunted. Various rodents,
armadillos, and smaller mammals also inhabited the pampas. The rivers and estuary
teemed with fish, offering a reliable food source. The sky was filled with birds, from
raptors soaring overhead to waterbirds along the reedy shores and smaller species
darting among the grasses.

The people who inhabited this region before European arrival were diverse, belonging
to different cultural groups with varying lifestyles. In the immediate vicinity of the
southern bank of the Río de la Plata, and extending into the surrounding pampas, were
groups often collectively referred to as the Querandí by early chroniclers. These were
primarily nomadic or semi-nomadic hunter-gatherers, their lives dictated by the
seasonal availability of resources and the movements of the animals they hunted.
Their knowledge of the land was profound, built up over countless generations.

Further to the north, in the delta region and along the Paraná and Uruguay rivers,
lived other groups, including those related to the Chaná and Timbú peoples, and
further upstream, the more agriculturally inclined Guarani. While the Querandí of the
southern bank were the inhabitants who would first encounter the Spanish attempts at
settlement in the area that became Buenos Aires, the broader cultural landscape of
the Río de la Plata basin involved interaction and movement between these different
groups, though the extent of their regular contact with the Querandí is debated by
anthropologists.

For the Querandí and similar groups of the pampas, life revolved around mobility. They
did not build permanent villages but instead moved across their territories, following
the herds of guanaco and ñandú or seeking out seasonal plant foods and fishing
grounds. Their shelters were likely temporary structures, easily erected and
dismantled, made from hides and branches. This mobility was not aimless wandering
but a strategic adaptation to the resources of the grassland environment, ensuring
they were always in proximity to food and water.

Hunting was a central activity, requiring skill and intimate knowledge of animal
behavior. The Querandí were known for their use of bolas, a throwing weapon
consisting of weights connected by cords, which they would hurl at the legs of animals
to entangle and bring them down. Spears and bows and arrows were also likely part of
their hunting toolkit. Successful hunts were crucial for survival, providing not just food
but also hides for clothing, shelter, and other necessities.

Gathering wild plants complemented their hunting efforts. Edible roots, fruits, and
seeds were collected depending on the season. The rivers and streams provided
opportunities for fishing, adding another vital component to their diet. This mixed
economy of hunting, gathering, and fishing allowed them to subsist in an environment
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that did not easily lend itself to settled agriculture, at least with the technologies
available to them and their chosen way of life.

Their social structure was likely based on small, extended family groups or bands,
perhaps coalescing into larger groups on occasion for specific purposes like large
hunts or social gatherings, before dispersing again. Leadership within these groups
would have been based on respect, skill in hunting, knowledge of the land, and
perhaps wisdom in resolving disputes, rather than inherited status or formal political
office. Decisions would have been made collectively, through discussion and
consensus.

Technology was practical and geared towards their mobile lifestyle. Stone tools were
crafted for cutting, scraping, and processing hides. Bone and wood were also utilized.
Receptacles for carrying water or food would have been made from natural materials
like gourds or animal skins. The crafting of weapons, tools, and everyday items
required expertise passed down through generations, reflecting a deep understanding
of the materials available in their environment.

Their relationship with the land was one of interdependence. They understood the
cycles of nature, the habits of the animals, and the properties of the plants. They were
part of the ecosystem, not separate from it. Their impact on the environment was
minimal compared to later human activities; they lived within its carrying capacity,
their numbers likely limited by the availability of resources, especially during periods
of scarcity. Their movements helped to prune the grasslands and disperse seeds,
playing a role in the ecological balance.

While details of their spiritual beliefs are scarce from this pre-contact period, it is
reasonable to assume, based on general anthropological knowledge of hunter-
gatherer societies, that they held a worldview that saw the natural world as animated
and interconnected. Spirits of animals, plants, and natural features likely played a role
in their cosmology, influencing their rituals and practices. Their lives would have been
rich in oral tradition, passing down stories, history, and practical knowledge from
elders to the younger generations.

The section of the southern bank where Buenos Aires would eventually be founded
was not necessarily a prime location for the Querandí year-round. It offered access to
the river for fishing and water, and the nearby grasslands provided hunting
opportunities. However, it was exposed to the elements and lacked natural shelter or
defensible positions compared to areas further inland or within the delta. Its
significance would only emerge with the arrival of people whose way of life centered
on a port and access to the wider world.

For centuries, perhaps millennia, these Indigenous peoples had successfully adapted
to and thrived in the Río de la Plata region. They had their own paths, their own
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territories, their own social norms, and their own histories. Their world was one
defined by the natural landscape, the availability of game, the rhythm of the seasons,
and the relationships within their communities. It was a world that was soon to be
irrevocably changed, but one that existed vibrant and self-sufficient before the first
European sails appeared on the horizon of the vast estuary.

They possessed a deep and nuanced understanding of the local ecology, knowing
where to find specific plants at different times of the year, how to track animals across
the vast plains, and how to navigate using natural landmarks. This indigenous
knowledge, honed over countless generations of living on the land, represented a
sophisticated adaptation to the specific conditions of the pampas and the riverine
environment. It was a form of wisdom that was invisible to those who arrived later,
seeking to impose their own order and understanding onto the landscape.

The absence of permanent, large-scale settlements along the immediate banks of the
southern estuary was a reflection of the Querandí's nomadic strategy, not an indicator
of a lack of presence or claim to the land. Their presence was mobile, spread across a
wider territory, utilizing different areas at different times. This fluidity of occupation
was a key feature of their way of life and would be a source of misunderstanding and
conflict when faced with European concepts of fixed settlement and land ownership.

Their social bonds, though perhaps less visible in the form of large villages or
elaborate structures, were strong, based on kinship and mutual dependence. The
challenges of a mobile hunting and gathering life necessitated cooperation and
sharing within the band. Elders held respected positions, acting as keepers of
knowledge and advisors. Children would have learned the skills necessary for survival
from a young age, observing and participating in the daily activities of hunting,
gathering, and camp maintenance.

The environment itself presented both opportunities and challenges. The abundance
of game could fluctuate, and periods of drought or harsh weather could make survival
difficult. Flooding from the mighty rivers could reshape the landscape along the banks.
Navigating these environmental uncertainties required flexibility, resilience, and the
ability to move to more favorable areas when necessary. Their nomadic lifestyle was a
direct response to these dynamic conditions.

Their tools and technology, while appearing simple compared to European
counterparts, were highly effective for their purposes. The bolas, in particular, were a
remarkably efficient weapon for hunting large grassland animals. Their knowledge of
plant properties extended beyond just food; they would have known which plants had
medicinal uses or could be used for making cords, dyes, or other materials. This
practical scientific knowledge was deeply embedded in their culture and passed down
orally.
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The concept of land ownership as understood by Europeans was likely absent or very
different among the Querandí. They occupied and utilized territories collectively,
moving within them according to the seasons and resource availability. The idea of
fencing off land or claiming exclusive, permanent rights to a specific plot would have
been alien to their worldview. This fundamental difference in understanding the
relationship between people and land would be a major source of friction upon
European arrival.

Their interaction with neighboring indigenous groups would have varied. Some
interactions might have involved trade, exchanging goods like hides or tools. Others
might have been marked by competition over resources or territorial disputes. The Río
de la Plata, while a barrier, also served as a highway for travel by canoe or raft,
facilitating contact between groups living on different banks or islands within the
delta.

The sounds of their lives — the calls used during hunts, the rhythm of their tools, their
songs, and their stories around a fire at night — were the dominant human sounds in
this landscape for centuries. These were the sounds that echoed across the pampas
and along the riverbanks, unheard by the wider world until the distant rumble of
European ships began to approach the horizon. Their presence was woven into the
fabric of the place, as much a part of the natural history as the winds that swept
across the plains or the tides in the estuary.

The arrival of Europeans would mark a dramatic and violent rupture in this long-
established way of life. The world of the Querandí and their neighbors, shaped by
adaptation to the local environment and their own cultural trajectories, would be
challenged by fundamentally different ideas about land, resources, and society. But
before that rupture, before the struggles for settlement and dominance, this region
was a complex ecosystem supporting human lives lived in intimate harmony with the
rhythms of the natural world, a world of open spaces, vast rivers, and ancient wisdom.

This pre-colonial history, though often less documented in traditional historical
narratives focused on European actions, is a crucial part of the story of Buenos Aires.
It is the foundation upon which everything else was built, often tragically, and
understanding the land and its original inhabitants provides essential context for the
events that were to follow. The pampas were not empty; the river was not waiting to
be discovered. They were home.
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