
The Visit   

Recoleta Cemetery is alive, the streets of the dead are full of visitors, many in Buenos Aires 

are here to their pay respects to the recently interred Eva Peron. Row upon row of fantastic 

stone memorials and mausoleums line the pathways. Tombs that are as large as small 

houses. An overwhelming testament to man’s creativity , but also a reminder of his 

mortality. My last visit 50 years ago in 1932 was a much quieter affair, and the small 

memorial to my mother which meets me now seems apart from some aging little changed. 

I silently read the words. 

Maria Zabala, 32 ,wife to Jesus, mother to Juan and a runner. Lost to us on 11th November 

1922 following the earthquake on the Chilean Argentinian border.  

My mother was a runner and competing in the vicinity at the time of the quake. 

When they found her in the rubble she was lying atop of her sports satchel. Remaining 

inside unscathed,the prize  tea cup inscribed with her name  awarded to her for being the 

school running champion. It was her mascot. She took it to all her races. We took it home 

with her to Buenos Aires. 

I  was 11 when mam died, for the last two years of her life we ran together most 

mornings finishing with a long cool drink from her treasured cup. As I stand by the grave I 

imagine  I am back at home running . I hear my mother’s voice behind me.  

“Run like the wind Juan“ she shouts ,as I sprint with all my strength to the finish.  

A hand crosses my back and squeezes my young shoulder.  

“One day you will a champion my son”  



Her belief remained with me and at the most difficult of times in races, that voice 

lifted me spurring me on to many hard earned victories. 

Ten years later I did become a champion, I won the marathon at the 1932 Los 

Angeles Olympics and as I triumphantly crossed the line  I am sure I heard a familiar but long 

gone voice cheer me over.  

After her funeral my father ,who was a carpenter, had made a framed glass case for 

her cup and placed it  on the grave. I always felt I carried my mother in my heart, but on my 

return from Los Angeles and the homecoming celebrations completed I felt drawn. I 

journeyed  to Recoleta and there I shared a time of joy and sadness with her. Sadness for 

what we could not share and joy for what she had helped me to achieve. I knelt down 

opened the case and gently rested my gold medal on the bottom of the cup.  

Today the wooden frame is weathered but the case has survived. As I open it , my 

mother’s black stencilled name remains as clear on the tea cup  and the medal still shines.  

A hand crosses my back and squeezes my old shoulder.  

“That’s my name on that teacup” a young voice informs me. 

“That was your great grandmother’s name and this was her teacup” 

I think she would like you to take this case home now. The six year old accepts with 

pleasure the gift, but is unaware for  the moment the depth of the sentiment. 

Inspired by Juan Carlos Zabala who won the 1932 Los Angeles Marathon for Argentina and 

died in Buenos Aires in 1983 aged 72. 
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