GUACHÍN AND DANIEL
A Story — From Mar del Plata to the 40th Anniversary of the Festival Argentino USA
By Daniel R. Manzoni
I. The Boy Who Listened
In the 1970s, in Mar del Plata, Argentina, a sociology student who had not done well in high school invented a friend.
He imagined him as a friend of Mafalda — a character who did not exist in Quino's famous comic strip: a humble, curious boy, an admirer of people and of the world. He called him Guachín. Since he could not draw, Guachín lived where unsayable things live: inside his mind. And he was, in a way, the student himself — created to help him make friends and do better at the university.
The first time he "spoke" with Mafalda, Guachín already knew what she was like: the one who out-argued everyone at the university with her questions. He felt humble beside her, and told her little about his failure in high school. Nor did he want to intellectualize with her: he was afraid of losing a friend, and of her thinking he wanted to be her boyfriend. Guachín did not want to win her, or to beat her: he wanted to listen to her.
Because in Sociology, in Education Sciences and in the Humanities, it was the women who discerned politics and the world. And Daniel — or Guachín — placed himself one level below, to listen.
After two years of study, a friend gave him the sentence that would guide him forever:
"You're a good guy, but you have to keep listening and learning. No woman looks for a lesser inner level."
Listen, yes. Stay small inside, no.
Around that time, a fellow student had to explain everything to him twice: she needed a man for breakfast, lunch and dinner. Which one did he want to be? Daniel chose dinner, "because at night I might be free to go out." She started work at a bakery at four-something in the morning, and he showed up there several times at that hour. Guachín, the listener, was learning something else.
II. The Level Rises
And the level did rise. Within almost two years, the boy who had failed at school began to excel in Sociology, Psychology, Logic and Argentine Social History. He took notes in class and sold his study notes at the Student Center: now the others studied from the notes of the one who used to just listen.
He created soccer tournaments. He frequented the folk peñas, where no one is a level below anyone, because music is made in a circle. Without knowing it, it was all the same trade he would practice his whole life: bringing people together.
III. The Navy
In 1974 the story was interrupted: mandatory military service took him to the Naval Base of Mar del Plata, and until April 15, 1975, he could barely set foot in the university.
Coming back on a crowded bus, standing, in uniform, a young woman — twenty-five, more or less — looked at him and said:
"Sailor… good luck for me."
They got off halfway, and by the sea, they kissed. Another time, on a smaller scale, in a bar: pure conversation, nothing more. It was his specialty.
IV. The Year of Fear and June 10
By 1975 Argentina was already a war among civilians: violence in the streets, the Operativo Independencia in Tucumán, a country sliding toward the abyss. Daniel went to see his first girlfriend afraid that the military would come looking for him — studying Sociology was already suspicious — and, even afraid, he kept studying.
On June 10, 1976, his parents were tortured. He was not there: he was in another apartment. That same day he left for Buenos Aires and stayed, hidden in the big city, until September 30. Then came the road of exile: Uruguay, Brazil, Portugal, and a ship toward Europe.
On arrival, an Argentine woman invited him to continue the journey with her to Genoa. He said no: psychologically, he was broken.
V. Barcelona on His Birthday
He landed in Barcelona on October 18, 1976: his birthday. He turned 23 starting from zero, in a Spain that was also waking up, one year after Franco's death.
A few days later he took the train to Madrid. There, a face from his own past awaited him: María Larralde, a friend from the Humanities university in Mar del Plata. She explained to him how to live in Madrid — that was her help; he could not stay with her. Daniel found a room near the Puerta del Sol that cost the equivalent of one dollar and twenty-five cents a day.
VI. Madrid, Piece by Piece
Through his roommate he got his first job: relief doorman, once a week. Then two days. And when the regular doorman returned to Argentina, the door was his: six days a week.
At night, the Bar Kirura, on Fernando el Católico street, in Moncloa. And the Cerebro discotheque, the best in Madrid, where he became friends with the bartenders and waiters. Within a month he was on his feet, and by February 1977 he was earning 1,200 dollars.
Through that nightlife world, soccer came back as a player: he trained three or four days a week and went on to play in Spain's Third Division in Castilla. Burgos offered him the full package — a car, an apartment, university paid, and a 1,500-dollar salary. But Daniel had also trained as a croupier: under Franco, casinos had been banned; now they were being created and there was no trained staff; a croupier could earn 3,000 to 4,000 dollars a month. The sociology student knew how to read a changing society.
And at the disco, listening — always listening — American student patrons told him that in the United States there was demand for soccer players: it was the boom era, Pelé's era at the New York Cosmos. Guachín took note. That piece of information would change his life.
VII. Arlington
He stayed in Madrid until August 1978. With a friend, he traveled to Crystal City, in Arlington, Virginia. He lived there on a six-month authorization, studying English. He passed the exam and moved ten blocks away, to a rented house shared with five people.
In September 1979 he started university on a full four-year scholarship as a soccer player. The students at the disco had been right: in the United States, soccer opened the university's door.
After 1982 came the legal limbo, which lasted until 1986. When the immigration amnesty arrived that year, Daniel discovered the paradox: because he had entered legally, he did not qualify. His way out was not a general pardon: it was, as always, work. In 1986 he got an administrative job and, with it, legal residence.
In 1989 he was already an American citizen. In 1990 he earned his college degree — twenty years after that high school failure, in another country and another language. And he kept going: from 1991 to 1995, at George Mason University, he completed a master's degree in International Transactions.
VIII. The Public Servant and the Founder
In 1994, through George Mason, he joined the U.S. Department of Commerce, where he worked for three years. He continued until 2001, and from 2001 to 2019 he served at the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA): a full federal career.
In parallel — always in parallel — starting in 1987 he built the Festival Argentino USA in Arlington, the same county where he had arrived on a six-month authorization. His employers, far from holding him back, helped and encouraged him to continue.
The country that had kept him in limbo ended up decorating him for the festival he ran for free: the President's Volunteer Service Award in 2010 and the Presidential Gold Award — Lifetime in 2012, the recognition of an entire life of volunteer service.
IX. Carmen: The Door That Holds
Life was settling, too. At the end of 1999, at a Latin dance night at the Hilton hotel, Daniel met Carmen Martínez, from El Salvador, with more than thirty years of experience in banquet and event services at major hotels: she knew the discipline, the organization, and those details the public never sees but that decide whether an event works.
Nine months later they were living together in Arlington, near Gunston school. In 2001 they bought their house in Alexandria, near Shirlington, where they still live today. In January 2005, on one of their annual trips to Argentina, they were married in Mar del Plata, surrounded by family and friends.
Right in those years the Festival faced its first great test: between 2000 and 2001, a change in Arlington's public policy ended the subsidies that had helped cover production costs, and the Festival had to assume the full cost. Without Carmen — her experience, her ability to organize the practical side — it would have been very hard to continue. She took charge of logistics, admissions, ticketing and contact with the public: if Daniel guarded a door in Madrid, Carmen has guarded the Festival's door for twenty-five years.
She also embodied the other great decision of those years. When Daniel doubted the turnout, businessman and Festival friend Eduardo Zavala reminded him that the event had been successful every year, and advised him to keep inviting the whole community. Carmen shared that vision, invited friends and coworkers year after year, and openness became a shared conviction: to present Argentine culture without building fences.
The second great test was the pandemic: in 2020 the Festival went virtual and reached more than 3,300 people, free of charge; in September 2021, the in-person return at the Thomas Jefferson Community Center confirmed that the community was still there. The recognitions of this era belonged to both of them, and to everyone: the distinction of the Argentine Senate (2021), the proclamation of Arlington County (2024) and the declaration of Cultural Interest by Argentina's Secretariat of Culture (January 2026), along with the link to the Smithsonian Latino Center.
Carmen often says that behind every Festival there are months of preparation and work that nobody sees, but that it is all worth it when families enjoy themselves and artists are moved. Daniel put it plainly: "Carmen is not simply the founder's wife: she is a fundamental part of the continuity of this project."
X. Guachín, Daniel and Carmen, On the Road to 40
Guachín waited fifty years inside one mind. In 2026 he returned — with his beret and his red scarf, holding Mafalda's hand — because Daniel now had what it takes to give him shape: a community.
For that is how they come together to reach the Festival's 40th anniversary, on May 8, 2027, at the Kenmore Theatre in Arlington: Guachín taught Daniel to listen to people; Daniel gave Guachín a stage where those people meet; and Carmen taught them both the hardest thing: to last.
The boy who felt he was one level below everyone ended up building — and sustaining, as a couple, for twenty-five years — the place where no one is below anyone: one great gathering, a circle forty years wide.
Still going at full lung. His trademark.
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