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Ed. Note: MITF is pleased to publish excerpts from letters written by one of the Guatemala accompanies that MITF helped support via the NISGUA Guatemala Accompaniment Project.

Summer 2004

Dear Friends and Family,

After months of preparation, training, fundraising, and language school, I am finally a real accompanier with a month of experience under my belt! I feel like a veteran.

On my first day in Guatemala, I was whisked off to attend the biannual national conference of the Association of Justice and Reconciliation (AJR), which is the organization of all of the witnesses and communities involved in the genocide trial. I hadn’t been to a community or met anyone and the whole experience passed in a jetlagged blur. I remember that I left feeling impressed by the project of the genocide case but at that time I was just another spectator, an outsider.

When my fellow accompanier Rick from Denver, Colorado and I arrived in the community of Ilom that I would be calling home for the next seven months, I wasn’t prepared for the greeting I received. As we unloaded our backpacks in our new home, we noticed that there was a large meeting going on in the municipal building across the plaza but at the time, didn’t know what was going on.

In fact, it was a meeting with a group of ex-PACs, the army-organized civil patrols that were some of the worst perpetrators of human rights violations during the armed conflict. Tempers flared and before we had finished unpacking, the lives of some of the witnesses who I am specifically there to accompany had been threatened. My work as an international human rights accompanier had begun.

I spend most of my time in Ilom, a community of approximately 3,000 people, but we also visit nearby Xix two days every two weeks, where there are several witnesses and the community has requested only part-time accompaniment. Ilom has no electricity and while some families have solar panels to power their lights at night, we read by candlelight. The community is comprised almost entirely of farmers, growing corn and beans for their own consumption and organic coffee for sale to a local cooperative. Children attend school (first through six grade) with bilingual teachers. Our daily lives consist chiefly of sharing meals in the homes of witnesses and their network of supportive friends; we rotate through 10 participating families which allows us to get to know them and be part of their lives. As we eat our beans and corn tortillas, we discuss everything under the sun with our hosts. Every day brings new insight into the amazing personalities of our hosts. Their stories are tragic, their commitment to working for justice inspiring.

After five months of sharing my life with these courageous people, I found they weren’t just witnesses in an obscure legal proceeding. They were people who had shared their food and their homes with me; they were mothers and fathers and daughters and sons. More than anything, I felt that I was a part of them and they were part of me.

One muddy morning about six months later 20 of us piled into the back of the only truck in the community for its daily 4:00 a.m. departure. We all crankily jostled for an optimum patch of truck bed space. I squinted through the darkness to do a head count: all the witnesses were there and accounted for. We were on our way to Nejas to meet up with witness from eight other Ixil regional communities and their accompaniers. From there, we traveled in comfort and style in our very own chartered “chicken bus” to Cobán where we were to attend the bi-annual national conference of the AJR. Witnesses from all over the country boarded their own buses to convene for two days under the banner of their shared struggle to bring to justice two ex-military dictators, Romeo Lucas Garcia and Efrain Rios Montt, who were responsible for the deaths of their family members. I dragged myself through the eight-hour bus ride with remarkably good cheer. The bus ride was actually fun, like going to camp with friends, meeting people from other communities, teasing and playing among witness, passing out snacks, and good natured squabbling over music. By the time we rolled into Cobán, we had bonded.

Over the course of the two-day conference, we heard lectures on the upcoming elections and updates on the progress of the legal case from the lawyers; the AJR voted in a new Board of Directors and various memorial projects were coordinated. Every time anyone said anything, all proceedings paused as people popped up around the room and translated it into seven Mayan languages.

Overall, the conference was powerful and awe-inspiring. I was filled with wonder as I gazed around the room with more than 180 people from all over Guatemala, dressed in different indigenous clothing and speaking different languages, all brought together across their regional and cultural diversities by their shared painful memories of the war and their commitment to work together for justice for both the survivors and the victims of genocide. I was brought to tears at the end of the conference when the video, “Discovering Dominga” was shown and saw the response from the viewers all huddled around the TV—the dawning and contagious realization that this was their story too and that they had all been right there at one time or other.

With the experience of two national witness conferences almost serving as bookends on my time as a genocide case accompanier, I’m looking forward to my last month in the community with enthusiasm and preparing for my next task: organizational accompaniment. Beginning in late October I will spend six weeks in Guatemala City, providing short-term accompaniment to individuals and organizations that have received threats or are under some kind of risk. Fortuitously, I will also be able to serve as a Certified Election Observer in the November 9th presidential elections. I am excited about the change of pace, the switch from rural to urban, and the opportunity to work with activist groups in the capital. Rural life had its ups and downs but for the most part I loved it and will dearly miss the people.

Election Year Violence

While the AJR keeps plugging away at its quest for justice, we are well aware of another, newer set of injustices brewing under our noses. Electoral fraud has already begun with gusto here in Guatemala with more and more alarming incidents of electoral violence. Smaller more insidious examples sprouted up in my communities of Llom and Xix. Both towns were offered government-subsidized fertilizer pending their pledge of allegiance to the FRG (Guatemalan Republican Front), the ruling party. 

We were afforded a sobering glimpse into what the FRG can do to remain in power. On July 24, Guatemala City erupted into violent riots coordinated by the FRG in response to the Supreme Courts decision banning Rios Montt from running for president. Article 186 of the Constitution prohibits former coup leaders from becoming president. The courts turned down Montt’s two previous bids for the presidency in 1995 and 1999. In 2003, the country’s two most powerful courts were going back and forth over the constitutionality of Montt’s candidacy.

The riots were located in various strategic areas of the city. Upwards of 3,000 men armed with machetes, clubs, and a scattering of firearms were bussed in from rural areas and were paid to participate without knowing who or why. Perhaps most ominously, the National Police Force stood by without interfering in the disruption and violence. It was later revealed that the FRG administration had ordered the police not to intervene, even when some police observed a journalist suffer a fatal heart attack while fleeing from a group of armed rioters. Following the riot, the Constitutional Court overruled the Supreme Court and ruled that the constitutional amendment could not be applied retroactively. Analysts view the protest as a very well planned operation calculated to intimidate, inflect terror and introduce insecurity into the lives of all who oppose the ruling party. And, of course, the ruling set aside three previous rulings prohibiting Montt’s presidential bid.

My fellow accompaniers and I were never in danger but the sense of panic and dread was nation-wide. We were stranded at our bi-monthly meeting on the outskirts of the city until the chaos; property destruction and burnt tires were cleared out of the road. Back in the community I spent a lot to time talking to the people about what happened and how they felt. Psychologically, there was a generalized fear of the return of Rios Montt among the people that remember his bloody reign of terror all too well. I had no reassuring words for them, but hoped that our presence and, by extension, the presence of the international community may in some way offer some degree of comfort in the face of insecurity and apprehension. This whole experience has deepened my resolve to attend law school next fall and pursue a career in international human rights and global justice.

