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The Counterfeit General
James Halford

Australians visit our village two or three times a year. Sometimes they’re tour-
ists, sometimes they’re journalists and filmmakers rediscovering us (we didn’t 
know we were lost). They rarely warn us they’re coming. The weekly bus from 
Oviedos drops them off during siesta on Tuesdays so they have to wander the 
streets picking oranges for an hour before they find anyone awake. People 
send them to me because my grandfather was Australian. I’m the only one who 
can tell the story in English: 

“The commune collapsed before I was born,” I say. “I’ve never been to Aus-
tralia. Paraguay is home.” 

My wife makes tea and we sit watching red dust blow down the road, cows 
grazing in the paddocks. The Australians ask questions: 

“Didn’t your grandfather leave you anything?”

“Grandpa was so homesick he hardly left his tannery. All he left was thirty pairs 
of boots too big for anyone else to wear.” 

“Aren’t there any buildings left from when the Australians were here?” they ask. 
“Aren’t there any artefacts?” 

“There are a couple of headstones in the cemetery,” I say. “But the grass is 
rather long.”

Our village disappoints them. It troubles them their ancestors have left no mark 
on our country. 

Only when they run out of questions about my Australian grandfather do they 
notice the General’s portrait hanging in the hallway.

“Who’s he?” they ask, counting the medals pinned to his chest, admiring the 
brushwork up close. He is wearing a tunic of royal blue with gold epaulettes, 
the Cross of the Order of the Condor at his throat, and a sash in the national 
colours across his chest – the same red, white, and blue as the gringos.

Since the story they’ve come to hear finished before I was born, I tell them 
about the General’s portrait instead. I point out the artist’s name in the corner: 

the magazine of new writing
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Tomás Barton. 

“But that’s your name…” 

They expect a cowhand or a turnip farmer. Even when I take them back into the 
den and show them a dozen miniature reproductions of the portrait, they find it 
hard to believe. 

“You painted the General?” the Australians say. 

I look at them and then at the herb packed tightly in the mate gourd. I take a 
long draw of hot tea through the metal straw and explain how it happened.

It must have been 1972 or 1973 when Pat Higgins, the mayor of New Australia, 
commissioned the portrait. He arrived at our door, bleary-eyed from his father’s 
vigil, a shiny black crow’s plume in the brim of his straw hat. My wife made him 
wait outside as long as politeness would allow:

“I don’t want that man in our house,” she said. “Even if he’s in mourning.” 

“Let him in, woman,” I said, looking up from a newspaper article about Nixon 
meeting Mao. “He might loan us money.” 

Higgins searched the inside of our shack for an uncluttered place to put his hat 
down but couldn’t find one. The living room was full of broken wooden chairs 
I was repairing for a neighbour to earn cash for art supplies. Paint brushes 
soaked in jars and unsold canvases leant against walls and furniture. 

“Business good?” asked Higgins, offering me his hand as he cast his eye over 
my unloved landscapes and still lifes.

“Never better,” I replied, wincing. “Ñati bring us something to eat.” 

My wife glared at us and thrust a plate of dried-out bread at the visitor. We’d 
recently stopped buying meat from the store so I could afford new brushes. 
Now we mainly survived off our vegetable patch. It might still have been pos-
sible for us to have children of our own then, but since we had nothing to feed 
them, Ñati had given up pressuring me. She visited her nieces in Asunción 
every weekend.

“I’ve eaten, thanks,” said Higgins, smiling thinly at the bread. “Actually I’ve 
come with a business proposition.” 

He told us his son Raul was getting on in government and needed a portrait 
painted. The artist commissioned previously had defected to Cuba. If I could 
get to Oviedos the following Wednesday, the job was mine. He placed a card 
with the details on the table and shook my hand uncomfortably firmly for the 
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second time since he’d arrived. Putting his hat back on, he left with crow’s 
plume bobbing.

As soon as Pat was gone, Ñati crumpled the card. 

“Have you forgotten Santiago?” 

How could I forget him? The house was a shrine to our nephew. A photo on the 
mantelpiece showed him as a baby (Ñati’s sister had brought him bouncing on 
an ox cart all the way from the capital 100 kilometres away to meet us). An-
other showed a kid in short pants chasing a rooster down the street outside our 
house. The most recent showed a lanky young man on his first day at univer-
sity, smoking a cigarette in front of the faculty. 

That was the last we heard of Santiago. He was twenty-two, studying journal-
ism in the city, running a pirate radio station out of his flat that could be picked 
up from our village. His program didn’t seem all that subversive to me or even 
all that interesting: noisy rock music in English and harmless satirical sketches 
about the regime. But my wife listened as though he were giving high mass. 
She used to tune in every Wednesday evening on the old silver radio that Don 
Hernández shelved beside the canned soup at the general store. She was 
there the night of Santiago’s last broadcast. 

“Someone warned him just before it happened,” Ñati told me afterwards. “He 
said ‘the hairy footed ones have come to close the station; they’ve broken 
down the door and they are coming up the stairs into the studio, shouting com-
munista, communista.’”

An unidentifiable sound closed the broadcast, perhaps a distorted signal, 
perhaps a cry of surprise or an angry shout. Ñati and her sister were convinced 
they’d heard a name. Santiago’s university friends agreed it was possible. 
Maybe he had recognised one of those who had come for him? Maybe he had 
called out for mercy? 

“You can’t paint Raul Higgins,” Ñati said, dropping the card with the details of 
the commission in the rubbish bin. “He works for them.” 

I didn’t argue; I just opened the pantry so she’d see it was empty.

When the day came, González the bee-keeper gave us a ride to town in the 
tray of his pickup. Oviedos is an oily, oversize truck stop at the junction of two 
highways. The trip used to take a day by cart; now it only takes half an hour. 
But the road can still be rough, especially the way González drives. Ñati had 
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to hang onto my box of brushes to stop it sliding across the floor. She shouted 
over the roaring engine:

“I’m only coming to ask about Santiago. Don’t expect me to mix your paints.” 

González let us out by a corrugated iron mechanic’s shed much like all the 
others. A white limousine was parked outside with a Paraguayan flag flying 
from the bonnet. Leaning against the passenger door was a man with a pencil 
moustache in a charcoal-grey jacket and aviator sunglasses. We didn’t know 
him then, but we would recognise him years later in the newspapers as El Vam-
piro, the General’s Chief of Police. He was a thin, edgy customer with pouches 
beneath his eyes and drained, bloodless-looking features. 

“You’re late,” he said, identifying me by the box of brushes under my arm. “The 
General needs to be in Asunción by three for his siesta.”

“There seems to be some confusion,” I said. “We were asked to paint a portrait 
of the mayor’s son, Raul Higgins.” 

“No, no confusion. Are you going to wait outside all day? The General is wait-
ing.”

With the door closed behind us the room was suffocating. By sunlight filter-
ing through rust holes in the walls we could make out a canvas already set 
up on an easel in the centre of the space. A figure was seated behind a desk 
against the far wall. Once the lights came on, I realised it was Raul Higgins. 
Ten years before, leaving the village, he was a broad-shouldered twenty-one-
year-old with a gaucho swagger, loading luggage into his father’s jeep. He was 
thicker around the middle now, but had the same square jaw and pale blue 
eyes. There could be no confusing Raul with the real General. We knew from 
photographs that the great man was already in his sixties, with pock-marks on 
his cheeks from measles when he was a boy. A younger, better looking double 
had been sent to sit for the portrait. He was done up just as you see him in my 
painting: uniform pressed, hair slicked and parted to the left, chest puffed out 
to show off his medals. Raul gave no sign of recognising us.

“No shaking hands,” said El Vampiro. “And God forbid, no kissing. The General 
doesn’t like to be touched.” 

He told us we would be paid a fair fee on completion of the portrait. We were to 
begin immediately; we were not to ask questions. 

Raul squirmed in his chair, fiddling with the globe, while I sketched the outline 
of his face in pencil. In went his protruding ears and pug nose. Before I could 
get any further, he crossed the room to examine my work. 
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“No,” he said, “that won’t do. The nose is not the right shape and the ears are 
too large.”

El Vampiro told me I would have to turn the canvas around to face the General 
so he could approve my work as it progressed. Grumbling under her breath, 
Ñati helped me shift the easel, and I began again, reducing the size of the Gen-
eral’s ears until he was satisfied, giving him a proper patrician nose and Aryan 
brow.

“That’s better, my General,” said El Vampiro. “It looks like your father.” 

Raul turned the globe on his desk until he found Germany. He didn’t look at us 
when he spoke. His voice was mechanical as though reciting a text he’d mem-
orised but didn’t understand:

“My father was a Bavarian brewer. He came to Paraguay in 1892.” 

Ñati narrowed her eyes. Raul Higgins’s father, as we both knew, was the mayor 
of our little Australian outpost, the collapsed socialist colony where year by 
year the blue-eyed, blond-haired children went on losing their English. It was 
the General and not Raul Higgins whose father was German.

“Paraguay was nearly deserted after the war,” he said. “The country had to be 
peopled with foreigners: Bavarians, New England Mennonites, Australians” – 
he looked at me as he spoke the last word. “There was land for anyone who 
could handle a shovel.” 

“The cheeks are too chubby,” interrupted El Vampiro, “like a little boy’s.” 

I began retouching them. 

“Now Australia is interesting,” the General went on, adjusting the globe. “You 
have done well with cattle, like us.” 

Sliding his finger around to the Soviet Union, he explained that Australia’s main 
economic advantage over Paraguay was that it had no Marxists. Australians 
were less susceptible to revolutions because the English hadn’t mixed their 
blood with natives. In Paraguay, Russian and Cuban agents were always stir-
ring the half-breeds against him. 

“It will be easier for my husband to paint,” Ñati ventured “if you try not to fidg-
et.” 

Already, I had finished outlining in pencil and was beginning to mix my paints. 

“The moment the General sits still,” said El Vampiro, “is the moment someone 
will plant a bullet in his head. Is that what your husband wants? Is that why he 
stares? Is he a communist?”
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Ñati looked at her feet. 

“Pardon me, Señor,” I said to El Vampiro. “I’m afraid a painter needs to look 
closely at his subject while he works. I’m sorry if it makes the General uncom-
fortable.”

I laid out my paints in a semicircle on the palette and began mixing with a knife 
to find a skin tone that would flatter him. Ñati squeezed my arm to shut me up, 
but I went on: 

“If you’ll forgive the indiscretion I’d like to say that the General is even more 
impressive in person than in pictures.”

El Vampiro lifted his chin and looked at me down his long, thin nose. But the 
comment seemed to please Raul. He spun the globe and stopped it with his 
index finger somewhere in the Pacific.

“Fetch my cigarettes from the car please, Edgar.”

The two men stared at each other for a long moment. El Vampiro withdrew.

“The man you’ve seen in pictures,” said Raul, lowering his voice, “is an impos-
tor.” 

His natural speaking voice was like his father’s, business-like, matter-of-fact, his 
Spanish lightly accented with long Australian vowels.

“Do you understand? He’s a trained actor paid to play the General on public 
occasions. To send the real General would expose him to unacceptable secu-
rity risks.”  

I darkened my Veronese green with black and blocked in his khaki coat. Raul 
was looking me in the face now. 

“Do you mean there’s more than one General?” I asked. 

He told us an entire troupe of doubles had been trained to mimic the General’s 
voice, movements, and dress. He said it was impossible to say how many in 
total. There were enough to have him played by a different man every day for a 
month, he said, perhaps even a year. Once in role, the General’s doubles could 
never reveal their true identity to anybody. They’d be punished if they did, se-
verely. 

As soon as El Vampiro returned, Raul abandoned the topic. He removed a 
cigarette from the packet, lighting it with unsteady hands. I was having trouble 
keeping my hands still, too. El Vampiro lingered so near my shoulder I could 
feel the heat of his breath on my neck. 

“Make the General’s skin lighter,” he said. “This is not a portrait of a negro.”
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Never in the history of the world has a leader’s portrait been painted so quickly. 
It would normally have taken two sittings, but Ñati and I were so anxious that 
I completed all the large blocks of colour at record speed. Soon it was time to 
take my soft, fine brush and daub in the pattern of braided laurel on his collar, 
time to paint the strands of his moustache. After struggling to satisfy El Vampiro 
with the General’s ears and nose, I’d decided to leave the rest of his face until 
last. Any mistake there could be fatal. At the top of his neck was a cream-col-
oured oval without eyes or a mouth. 

“Where will the portrait be displayed?” I asked. “What kind of expression is 
best?” 

In the same monotonous, unnatural voice he’d used earlier, Raul told us the 
painting would be placed in every home and every workplace in Paraguay. The 
General would watch over every school and every church. Certainly, the por-
traits would remind subversives he was watching, but that wasn’t their purpose. 
His presence in the lives of ordinary Paraguayans would inspire them to model 
their conduct on his own. With time, the code he had laid out in the Golden 
Book of the Second Reconstruction would be generally accepted. Communism 
would be defeated, not by force, but by a massive re-education campaign that 
would mould all Paraguayans into perfect citizens working for the Fatherland’s 
future, for the general good.

Yawning, El Vampiro helped himself to a cigarette from the General’s packet 
and left the room. I leaned close to the canvas, no longer bothering to look at 
my subject, painting an ideal General, Ñati mopping my forehead with a hand-
kerchief.

“It’s time to ask about Santiago,” she whispered, “while the other one is away.” 

She pointed at the painted figure’s blank face. 

“Paint Santiago,” she said. “Paint his face and remind him what he has done.”

I closed my eyes as I worked, picturing my nephew the day he went riding at 
New Australia not long before his final broadcast. He had killed a snake and 
returned to town sitting high in his saddle with it dangling from the pommel. 
When I told him that he’d grown up a lot since the days of chasing chickens, 
he sprung to the ground and ran down the street waving his arms like wings, 
crowing like a rooster.

When I was done, Raul looked at the portrait for a long time without speaking. 
Finally, he said:
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“That is not my face.” 

I took up a rag to erase my work, but Ñati held my wrist. 

“Forgive my husband,” she said. “Often when he is nervous, he will confuse 
the person sitting for him with people he knows well, with friends and rela-
tives he has painted many times before or who are often in his thoughts. This 
is a nephew of ours, a very handsome young man, about your age. I wonder 
whether you know of the case? His name was Santiago Fernández and he was 
a journalism student at the National College of Asunción. The radio station he 
ran with his friends closed down suddenly and nobody has heard from him in 
three years.” 

Raul frowned. 

“I will see what can be done,” he said. “But there are many such cases nowa-
days with the Communists so active. It’s late; it’s time this portrait was fin-
ished.”

I dabbed at the portrait with a towel, turning the face once more into a 
smudged, anonymous oval. El Vampiro returned to oversee the final stages.

“The General was supposed to have gone for siesta half an hour ago,” he said. 
“What’s the delay?” 

He picked up my palette knife and put it slowly down again so the blade came 
to rest in the red paint. 

A month after the session, we found the portrait leaning against the mailbox 
outside our home, accompanied by a large yellow envelope without a return 
address.

“Not a good likeness,” read a handwritten note. Although the portrait was re-
jected and we were never paid a cent for the session, the Counterfeit General 
had looked into Santiago’s disappearance for us as promised. A folder inside 
the envelope contained a mug shot and a signed confession. While I was 
holding my wife, the documents slipped to the ground and blew off down the 
dirt road. I chased them and pinned them with my shoe. Then we stood in the 
street where Santiago took his first steps, reading the smudged page over and 
over.

Everybody had a friend or a relative who’d been taken by the hairy footed ones 
in those days, but it was rarely possible to confirm what had happened with 
the General controlling the newspapers. Most of the disappeared left no more 
trace than the Australian socialists who set up their commune on the site of our 
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village half a century before the general took power. Our visitors, who tell me 
that in Australian you can now look up any fact instantly through a computer 
terminal– the names of distant relations who migrated a hundred years ago, the 
price of a plane ticket to Paraguay – find this vacuum, this not knowing hard to 
understand. 

All that was concealed, guessed at, and whispered about, wouldn’t be known 
until the coup that toppled the regime in 1989. Afterwards the archives were 
opened and 35 years of dossiers were catalogued. But Ñati and I knew what 
would be found in filing cabinets and buried under orange trees. Standing by 
the post box on a windy afternoon in June, we looked at the file and we knew. 

Our Australian visitors like to donate money after they hear the story. I sell them 
small copies of the General’s portrait for the price of a decent bottle of duty-free 
whisky. We don’t have a word for “souvenir” in Spanish. We say that you buy 
a recuerdo, a memory. Ñati and I have used the money to build and maintain 
a small monument to Santiago’s memory in the cemetery. We keep the grass 
short and the headstone clean. We decorate his empty grave with white Para-
guayan posies. I will take you to see it now. Perhaps, since you came here to 
remember, you might make a small contribution?
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