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This story should begin in 1950 when a man in a poorly lit classroom asked if anyone wanted to volunteer for a trip to Central America. Sitting in their seats, the group of young men, none of them older than nineteen, listened to him in fascination. It was like listening to an adventure story. The man spoke of a place with cobbled streets in the foothills of a valley dominated by a volcano and surrounded by peaks, which were part of a mountain chain that stretched from Mexico into the heart of South America, interrupted only by the Panama Canal.


Despite their fascination, only one of the young seminarians raised his hand that morning. A little later, filled with a profound and growing happiness, he began his long journey to the other side of the world. He hoped that he would return a changed man. It didn’t occur to him that he might not return, or that he’d return only to leave again. To truly return, we must belong, and that man came to understand that he no longer belonged to the place he’d left as a sixteen-year-old boy.


That’s how this story should begin. With a young man in a black cassock descending the steps of a plane, the fierce tropical sun overhead, a warm breeze caressing his smooth face, simultaneously amazed and captivated by what he observes around him: the forest that stretches out from the airstrip, the peaks in the distance and the volcano that dominates the northern horizon. On reaching the ground, he closes his eyes and for a moment remains suspended in that strange stillness filled with aroma and light, and the distant cries of birds. Years later, we see the same man, his eyes closed once more, but there’s no blazing sun overhead for instead of a summer morning in 1950 it’s midnight in the winter of 1989.


In pitch-dark, lying on his bed, he opens his eyes. He thinks he hears voices, but can’t be sure at first whether they are real. He’s in his room in the Jesuit house of the UCA (the University of Central America, San Salvador), which has been his home for years. Despite the sound of violent clashes raging around the town, he had managed, at least for a few hours, to fall asleep – until the commotion wakes him up. Outside, there are men waiting for him and it takes a moment for this to sink in. He hears footsteps in the corridor; many footsteps. He sits up in bed, alert but not distressed. Someone is knocking on the door and he can make out the sound of metal on metal. Clearly it’s not a friendly visit; the realisation fills him with sadness rather than despair. Had he been alone, he would have felt differently, but he is with his brothers. Himself included, there are six priests in the house.


Soon the whispers give way to raised voices as the men abandon the effort to conceal their presence. The first shot rings out. It comes from the back of the house, near the Centro Monsignor Romero. Ignacio Ellacuría gets up and reaches for his dressing gown. Though he isn’t afraid, his hands tremble and it takes him a while to tie a knot in the strip of cloth that he uses as a belt around his waist. He runs a hand through his hair, a habitual gesture, and leaves his room. His fellow Jesuits are also awake. He tells them to remain calm. Some are praying. One of them asks: ‘Are they coming to search us again?’ Ellacuría doesn’t respond and neither do the others. ‘What’s going on?’ someone else asks, and again there is no reply. Once more he appeals for calm and says that he will go and find out what is happening. One of the others warns him to be careful. Ellacuría says, ‘Don’t worry.’ What is the point in worrying when there’s nothing you can do?


He walks towards the main entrance, stopping when he comes to a hammock; from there he can see them and they can see him. They’re yelling and banging on the door. ‘Don’t get so excited, I’m going to open it,’ Ellacuría pleads with them, and between that sentence and their entrance a few moments expand in time, not unlike that day when he delayed raising his hand in the classroom when a man asked for a volunteer to travel to Central America. It is as if he crosses over from deep night to an even deeper one, his thoughts no longer confined to that corridor or what is beyond that door but returning to his parents, his friends and the years of his youth. And as his trembling hand turns the lock and the door opens, the tepid breeze wafts in the smell of gunpowder and sweat – in its own way, an exhilarating smell. He feels strangely calm, like someone who has endured a long illness and knows they have come to the moment when it is time to rest. Suddenly it doesn’t seem so frightening, and he is able to surrender himself to what will happen without caring what lies on the other side, even if there is no other side.


‘Yes, I know why you’re here,’ Ellacuría tells them. While some of the men go to search the bedrooms, the lieutenant in charge orders an underling to take Ellacuría and the others to the garden. Perhaps if it had been a lone assassin, a single gunman, he might have been able to talk to him and convince him, but there are so many of them that he knows it’s pointless. Nevertheless, he gives it a try. ‘You’ve come to get me, and here I am. You don’t need to touch anyone else.’ The lieutenant doesn’t seem to hear him. ‘Here I am. The others haven’t done anything. I’m the one you want.’ But the man doesn’t even look at him. He walks a few steps with Ellacuría, as far as the garden. A soldier grabs the priest by the shoulder and forces him to the ground. Inside the house, the shouting of the soldiers drowns out the protests of the other priests. Ellacuría lies down on the damp grass. The crickets are making a din that goes unnoticed. The full moon, now at its zenith, illuminates the scene. In the windows of the surrounding houses, silhouettes appear and disappear in the darkness. They can’t see inside the Fathers’ house, but they can hear what is going on. One by one the other priests are dragged out by the soldiers and thrown on to the grass. ‘I would have liked to say goodbye to my sister,’ sobs Ignacio Martín-Baró. ‘I talked to her today and said nothing.’ Someone whispers to him: ‘They mustn’t see us crying.’ Behind them, another says: ‘This is an injustice.’ Another twists his head towards the soldiers: ‘You’re a disgrace.’ But soon they stop protesting and sobbing and one of them begins to recite the Lord’s Prayer.


Later, witnesses in the neighbouring houses would tell of hearing a kind of ‘rhythmic lament’, but it wasn’t a lament they heard, just the sound of the Lord’s Prayer being intoned in unison. Having come to the country many years earlier as priests, they wished to leave in the only way they knew. After a few minutes, one of the soldiers took a step forward and opened fire. A priest tried to sit up but there wasn’t time. Soon the ‘rhythmic lament’ ceased. Everything ceased. It was dawn, 16 November 1989.




PART ONE
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The morning was cold, but not within the university grounds.


Within a few metres of the entrance, he noticed the air was warmer here on campus. He could feel the warmth even in the area adjacent to the rectory, where the football pitch gave way to a shady border of pines. It was six in the morning. He followed the side street that runs along the back of the library and the laboratory buildings towards the Centro Monsignor Romero. It was even warmer inside. Without him being aware of it, his pace began to slow as if something was preventing him from moving forward, like a child wrapping himself around his feet to stop him going any further.


The door was open and the interior of the Centre was like a battlefield, with remains of cartridge cases strewn about. It was obvious that a fire had destroyed some of the rooms. He didn’t enter any of them; instead his fresh footprints mingled with those already sketched in the ash as he made his way along the corridor and climbed the steps that led to the Jesuits’ house. Then the Jesuits’ corpses came into view. He walked around them without stopping to look, then bent down to touch Father Martín-Baró. He placed his fingers on the priest’s shoulder as if trying to wake him up, but he didn’t react. A trail of blood led from the garden into the interior of the house. He felt as if a shadow had engulfed him, its weight unbearable. He had not come here in search of the priests. He had come for his wife and daughter, who lived in the same house.


Climbing the steps, he fought the urge to run to the room at the back where the two had spent the night. So long as he stayed with the assassinated Jesuits he could cling to the hope that he would hear his wife’s voice telling him to leave all that and go into the bedroom, hurry and call an ambulance . . . but her voice did not materialise. He delayed a few minutes, gathering up the courage to leave the priests’ bodies behind and face up to whatever awaited him in the bedroom at the back of the house. He didn’t know when he covered his mouth with his hand. The silence told its own story. By the time he reached the door he was shaking. The door was open. Why hadn’t his wife and daughter come out? Why wasn’t he hearing them? He came to a halt in front of the door, feeling lost. A second later he looked in and saw them, one next to the other, sprawled on the ground, almost hugging each other. He sat down in the middle of the room, his hand still covering his mouth, but no longer looking because he did not want to see any more, did not want to think or feel. When he could finally stand up, he walked to the chapel, which was right next door, and sat down again, trying to summon up the strength to decide what to do next. Eventually, overcome with loneliness as much as horror, it occurred to him that he should tell the other Jesuits what he had seen. The moment he stood up, he was consumed by a sense of urgency, as if his arriving there faster could somehow make a difference. So he set off in the direction of the second Jesuit house, which was located at the end of a parallel street not far from the campus, practically running in his haste to spread the news, without being aware as he left that house that the morning was still just as cold.
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José María Tojeira was on the patio, halfway through shaving his face, when Father Francisco Estrada appeared in the doorway.


‘Obdulio just arrived – he says they’ve assassinated the Jesuits in the UCA as well as his wife and daughter.’


The ground under Tojeira’s feet seemed to shift, as if he were in a pine forest where tangled roots lay concealed under a thick layer of needles, ready to trip the unwary. Feeling cold and light-headed, he struggled to make sense of what he had just been told, the news delivered in such a way that Estrada might as well have announced that breakfast was ready. He called another of the Jesuits to steady him while he finished shaving, as he felt he was about to fall over. When he was done, he went upstairs to his bedroom and got dressed. Whatever he was thinking in the meantime, he cannot remember; it has been lost forever.


He came down to find Obdulio sitting in the main room. The man seemed to have shrunk, like when an open hand becomes a fist. In silence, with a lost expression on his face, he sat with his head resting against the wall, apparently unable to hear what was being said to him. Standing next to Obdulio was a woman called Lucía who worked with the Fathers at the university. She had spent the night in a building next to the university that belonged to the Jesuits; they had put her up because she hadn’t been able to return to her home, which was currently in the middle of a war zone. Lucía was accompanied by her daughter and husband. The minute she saw Tojeira appear, she rushed towards him and said:


‘Father, I saw them, I saw them and I heard them. They were soldiers, Father.’


She had seen them leave the house, lit by moonlight, a light more radiant that night than any other night. Or perhaps the night had been lit by flares, thrown by the soldiers as they retreated. Tojeira and some of the priests spoke to Lucía. They asked her if she would be willing to testify. She did not hesitate. She swore she would do whatever was necessary. Fearing for her safety, they told her to return to her house and remain there. After cautioning her against talking to anyone or doing anything to attracting attention, they assured her that they would look after the rest.


Anxious to confirm the truth of the reports, the Fathers started getting ready to go out. ‘And what will we do if the soldiers are still inside?’ asked one. They began to quiz Obdulio, wanting to know whether he had seen anybody. He said he had not, there had been nobody around, or at least he had not seen anybody inside.


‘What if they’re hiding? It’s still early, they could be waiting for us.’


‘Obdulio, did you search the Fathers’ house?’


‘No, Father, I didn’t,’ the man answered. ‘It was all I could do to go into my wife’s room.’


‘I think we must go and see what happened for ourselves,’ suggested Tojeira. ‘It would be worse if we didn’t go. Does anyone want to stay here?’


Nobody spoke. Tojeira then divided them into two groups. ‘You come with me,’ he told the first group. ‘We’ll enter by the gate at the east side. The rest of you can go in via the pedestrian entrance. If you hear shots, run back to this house and call the international press. Don’t go out.’


The house where Tojeira and the rest of the Jesuits lived was just a few metres from the pedestrian entrance to the university, at the back, in the same street. They could enter via the east entrance by going round the house and down an avenue that crossed from north to south, from Bulevar Los Próceres to Antiguo Cuscatlán. So Tojeira went that way, with the key to the door in his hand. He would have preferred not to hear the hinges squeaking as he opened the door, but it was unavoidable. From that entrance, the Centro Monsignor Romero was a few metres to the left as you walked up the internal street of the university.


UCA’s Jesuit house stood opposite the Centro Monsignor Romero. It was possible to approach it from inside the Centre or via a door next to the chapel. On the left side of the street there were no buildings, just a long stretch of trees, grass and flowerbeds. On the right side there were a series of laboratory buildings occupied by the engineering department. Tojeira recalls walking under the shade of the tall trees that dominated that part of the campus; it was a luminous, cold day, with birdsong drowning all else. This made him think that what he had been told could not possibly have taken place, not on a day like this. It must all be some strange lie. This thought lodged with him even as he was entering the Centro Monsignor Romero through an unlocked door and caught the smell of tepid, bitter ash from the side rooms that had been burnt down. Still he persisted in telling himself it was all a mistake, a misunderstanding, as he climbed the steps to the Fathers’ house, and he did not stop thinking it until, at the last moment, he saw first a hand tossed on the grass and then a whole body, followed by three bodies scattered like strange seed in the small garden.


They were lying face down, with their arms extended as if reaching out to something in front of them. Another body had one perfect bullet hole, assassinated with a coup de grâce. Tojeira and the rest of the Jesuits stood for a long time contemplating that unreal scene, perhaps trying to convince themselves that it was true. A few minutes later, Tojeira entered the priests’ bedrooms and found Father Joaquín López y López in one of them, lying in a puddle of his own blood. Then he continued to the bedroom that Father Jon Sobrino usually used (he was on a trip outside the country); there he came across Father Juan Ramón Moreno’s corpse, which appeared to have been dragged there. A little later, he left and went on to the bedroom that Obdulio’s wife and daughter used.


‘I wasn’t crying,’ Tojeira tells me.


‘No tears, Father?’


‘Not from Obdulio or me.’


Silent, fearful, so resigned and crushed by the weight of destiny that even sights like these do not elicit a sob – the reaction that Tojeira describes is typical of the people that live in this shadowy place. In a city and country like this one, resignation is the only option.


Obdulio’s wife, Elba, was lying on top of Celina, his daughter; it was obvious she had wanted to protect her daughter and tried, until the last moment, to save her. The body and face of the mother were destroyed.


Tojeira speaks about that morning as if it was a month ago, a week ago, a day ago, because the images of that dreadful moment, the things he had seen then with a glance hardened by circumstances, are not something that you can forget, even after many years have passed and even though all the years of his life have passed. When his final day arrives, this memory will stand out amongst the rest. As he speaks to me about the corpses of his fellow priests, he doesn’t mention again the luminous morning, the riotous birdsong, the breeze, or the grass swaying around the bodies as if nothing had happened, as if death and fear were no more than a strange invention in the terrible world of men.
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Five days earlier, on 11 November 1989, the military forces of the Frente Farabundo Martí for National Liberation launched their ‘final offensive’. It was the most significant campaign of the entire civil war. Battles were fought throughout the country, but mainly in the capital, San Salvador, which had been spared from the fighting for most of the war. The sound of gunfire, near or far off, continued unceasingly and by the early morning of 16 November it had turned into a grim daily routine.


‘We heard shots in the night,’ Tojeira recalls, ‘but we did not suspect anything, we thought it was another skirmish. One of many. For four or five days, it had been going on like that. The only thing that had alarmed us that morning was that everything was happening close by. It was twenty minutes of shooting, three grenades and a LAW anti-tank missile. An AK-47, which was the weapon favoured by the guerrillas, lots of army-issue M-16s, and one M-60, which they used to machine-gun the building. Lastly, they used a flamethrower to destroy the offices of the Centro Monsignor Romero. Of course, we heard that and thought it was a clash. What else could we think?’


I don’t see how they could come to any other conclusion, but I’m not answering his question because in reality it is not a question but a lament. His eyes have dimmed as we speak, the way a room grows dark when a storm cloud passes over. We return to that morning, to the Fathers’ bodies strewn in the grass and the horror that followed as they decided what had to be done and allocated tasks.


It was Tojeira who assigned the chores, like an elder brother speaking to the younger ones in their parents’ absence, telling them what they had to do to stop the house falling apart. They have been abandoned, they are alone. And though they are men, some even older than those assassinated, the void is so deep that they understand they are alone, as if that were an absolute truth.


‘You go to the archbishopric,’ Tojeira ordered one of them, ‘and tell the archbishop what has happened.’


‘Wouldn’t it be better to call?’


‘Call him or go and see him, whatever you prefer. But he must be informed. And you, you must go to the Hotel Camino Real where the international press is billeted.’


‘Are we going to stay here?’ asked another one.


‘What do you mean? Now?’


‘Tonight. I mean tonight. Maybe it’s not a good idea to remain in the house.’


‘Perhaps it’s dangerous to isolate ourselves,’ ventured another, ‘and we are very close to the university. We seminarians . . . ’


‘Fine,’ Tojeira conceded, ‘perhaps it would be best if we all stayed under one roof. We could all go to the Santa Tecla house, but let’s see about that in a while. Our first priority is to work out what happened here.’


‘We’ve got to leave this place. The Santa Tecla house is a good solution.’


‘Yes, we’ll do that. But in the meantime, what are we going to tell the press?’ asked Tojeira. ‘What conclusion do we draw from all this?’


‘What Lucía told us, that’s what we have to say, there’s no other option.’


‘Well, yes, but can we even say that? If we let on that a witness told us, it would be too dangerous.’


‘What happened is obvious. The university is in a military zone. We are surrounded. Nobody but the army can enter.’


It’s true. Opposite the university, across Boulevard Los Próceres, lies the Arce district, an exclusively military enclave. They are less than five hundred metres from the military school, the offices of the army’s high command, the headquarters of both the armed forces and military intelligence. The entire area had been cordoned off by military personnel and soldiers had been deployed throughout the Jardines de Guadalupe district, surrounding the UCA. Even buildings belonging to the university had been occupied by military units. With that level of security it would have been impossible for a guerrilla patrol to enter the zone, let alone storm the campus and assassinate the Fathers. There is no need for the Jesuits to mention that Lucía witnessed soldiers leaving the scene.


‘Then we’re agreed: we tell them what we believe happened.’


‘Yes. There’s no other way.’


‘We’ll still be taking a risk in accusing the army. An army engaged in a military offensive. An army that has just assassinated our companions.’


‘What else can we do?’


Though they had every reason to be afraid, they decided that they could not remain silent. At the end of that meeting, as each one left to carry out the task he had been allocated, they did not know what to make of the silence emanating from the surrounding houses. They saw no faces peering out of the windows. It was as if the occupants were unaware of what had happened, yet they saw them walking along the pavement, making their way like blind men through the ashes that covered the ground on that clear November morning. They felt the weight of the invisible burden that each man carried. They registered the terrible silence. And all this told them that something bad had happened at the university. No one waved, no one smiled or offered a greeting as they would have done normally; they had become faceless entities that came and went in the cold of dawn. It crossed the mind of some of the neighbours that there might have been an assassination, but they did not want to believe it. It seemed too far-fetched.


Tojeira made his way to his office. He needed to call Rome. Unaware of what he was doing, he dragged his feet, leaving a trail through the ash and pebbles and dried leaves, his mind oblivious to everything but the image of his fellow Jesuits sprawled in the grass, as if they had fainted. If there had been a chasm in the pavement, he would surely have fallen into it. He walked as if on autopilot, unaware of the prying eyes watching from the windows. Nor did he hear the whispers. The outside world had ceased to exist. He registered nothing beyond the thoughts in his head. In his mind’s eye, he was still standing beside the bodies of his fallen companions, taking care not to touch them and not to let the soles of his shoes come into contact with their blood. Without realising it, he opened the door, went to his desk, looked up the number and dialled. While dialling he thought how awful it was to have to convey such news. What time would it be in Rome? The middle of the afternoon. Perhaps they would be having lunch. Or taking a siesta. Or drinking coffee. Perhaps one of their friends was about to tell a tale about Ellacuría or about Father Montes or about any of them. So far as the Jesuits in Rome were concerned, they were still alive. At this moment all their memories of their companions were good ones.


At the other end of the line a priest answered: Buongiorno. Tojeira felt as if his companions were dying all over again, breaking the news. But there was no way round it; he had a duty to explain what had happened and he did the best he could.


‘But are you well?’ asked the man on the other end of the line.


‘Yes, yes, I am well,’ Tojeira reassured him and carried on telling him what had happened. ‘Do you understand what I’ve said? They’ve killed the UCA Jesuits, as well as two women who were at the house.’


‘But you’re OK?’


‘They have assassinated Father Ellacuría, Father Segundo Montes, Nacho Martín-Baró, Amando López, Joaquín López y López, Father Juan Ramón Moreno . . . ’


‘But are you OK?’ insisted the voice from Rome. Then Tojeira tells me he became angry, because at times like that you cannot think. It is impossible to gauge what impact your words have had. Perhaps the man on the other end of the line thought he had gone mad, that this was some insane and macabre fantasy. Perhaps he did momentarily suspect something of that nature, until he realised that his companion was distressed.


‘But you are OK?’ he repeated.


‘Yes, well, yes, I’m OK,’ Tojeira finally said, ‘I’m OK . . . I am telling you this and talking to you, I’m OK . . . ’


What Tojeira did not grasp was that his voice sounded different: higher, faltering, distorted by emotion.
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The floor in the Pastoral Centre was covered in ash, while its walls, stained by shadows, were riddled with bullet holes, as were the filing cabinets and desks. They had finished off the place as if it was an enemy garrison’s intelligence headquarters, not a Catholic university. The stench of gunpowder was unbearable. Tojeira came out and made his way to the garden where he had found the bodies of his companions. It was then that he realised Archbishop Arturo Rivera y Damas had arrived. He was dressed in black, with what appeared to be a gold cross on his chest. He was accompanied by a number of journalists who were firing questions at him. Christians pray first and then give interviews, he told them. And to some it seemed a frivolous response, but he had nothing else to say, at least not at that moment. If he could have avoided making any statements, he would have done, but this was out of the question so he made do with putting it off.


The archbishop approached Tojeira, offered his condolences and asked him to identify each one, for they were lying face down and in such a state that it would be impossible for anyone who did not know them well to identify them. Tojeira did as he asked, discreetly, hoping the journalists would not notice, but they were too close not to hear. Tojeira explained that inside, in the corridor and in the bedroom, there were two more bodies. Rivera y Damas asked for silence and said a prayer. The crowd respectfully kept quiet while he prayed.


When it was over, Tojeira accompanied the archbishop to the bedrooms, where they found the other two corpses. They walked in silence while they looked at the bodies. What an outrage, and so much hate, said Rivera y Damas when he saw Joaquín López y López’s body. The Jesuit was wearing a shirt that did not seem appropriate for a cold November night, its cloth worn thin with use. He did not look like an academic. He was dressed with such simplicity that it was impossible to say what he did. Perhaps that image was a revelation for Rivera y Damas. A revelation of a life devoted to a purpose, a life of renunciation.


‘We must convene in the Nunciature,’ said Rivera y Damas. ‘Let’s say eleven o’clock. I’m going to see if I can arrange a meeting with President Cristiani.’


‘You can count on me,’ said Tojeira.


‘That’s good, Father,’ said Rivera y Damas. ‘We cannot stand by and do nothing.’


Tojeira nodded. And the archbishop, moving as slowly as the mist, walked away from the scene, and was met by the journalists, who once again surrounded him.


‘Archbishop, who killed the Jesuit Fathers?’


‘They were victims of the same hatred that killed Monsignor Romero,’ answered Monsignor Rivera in what appeared to be an appropriate yet empty answer, but it was not. He had said what he wanted to say and so far as he was concerned it was the truth.


Soon after, it was Tojeira’s turn to be questioned by the journalists. There were representatives from the newspapers as well as from the radio and some television channels, many of them foreigners who were in the country covering the latest developments in the offensive. He didn’t say much, and no one expected him to, for they assumed he had only suspicions about what had happened. Gradually the crowd began to grow. Even some of the neighbours dared to emerge from their hiding places and to observe what was going on. Tojeira was still talking to the journalists when a man called Francisco Guerrero, an old politician and well known in the country, arrived on the scene. Guerrero seemed genuinely affected by the situation; he had known most of the assassinated Jesuits. Tojeira saw him enter through the door that led from the chapel. He hurried towards them and came to a halt by Ellacuría’s body, without saying a word to anyone. Guerrero cried bitter tears, covering his mouth in an effort to muffle his sobs. Drying his eyes with a handkerchief, he stood there shaking his head. When Tojeira finished talking to the journalists, Guerrero approached him.


‘Those bastards will pay for this,’ Guerrero told him, his voice breaking with emotion. ‘Those who have done this will pay, Father.’


‘Yes, I know,’ said Tojeira, trying to calm him down.


Guerrero put his arm around Tojeira’s shoulders, forcing the priest to walk with him, leaving the journalists behind. Tojeira allowed himself to be led. Guerrero got closer to him as they moved away, leaning his head on the priest’s shoulder.


‘They really are going to pay for this Father,’ Guerrero repeated in a very low voice.


‘Indeed,’ said Tojeira. ‘There is always justice. Be it human or divine, there’s always justice.’


‘They will pay for it,’ Guerrero insisted. ‘And do you know why, Father? Because I have some recordings in my car. Recordings of military officers. I’ve got them on tape. That’s the reason they’re going to pay for this.’


‘You should not talk about this here,’ Tojeira pointed out, surprised that the politician would take him into his confidence. He knew the man, but only in a superficial way. They had never been friends.


‘I don’t care, Father.’


‘Calm down, Francisco.’


‘I’ll hand these recordings over to you one day. I’m going to give them to you soon, you’ll see. You’ll see how these bastards will be screwed. You’ll see, Father. They are going to pay for this. I swear on it.’


Tojeira never did get to hear the recordings. Twelve days later, Guerrero was assassinated while driving his car through the centre of San Salvador. A machine gun opened fire on him as he waited for a red light to change. Who took possession of these recordings and what was said on them will now never be known.
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The morning was still warm and got warmer as midday approached. The murder scene was untouched, awaiting the arrival of the police. It was a picture in greens and reds under the sun, surrounded by journalists, friends and idle spectators. Suddenly, Tojeira discovered that there were flies on the corpses.


‘I was furious,’ he confesses.


‘It made you angry?’


‘Yes, when I saw the flies on the bodies I flew into a rage. It was humiliating. And I said to myself: “They’ve treated them like shit and now this.”’


As he says this, he smiles ruefully. So many years have passed that now he can smile at the end of a sentence like that one.


Tojeira was the Jesuit Provincial for Central America. He was not one of the best-known priests at the university, not like Ellacuría or Segundo Montes, or even Martín-Baró, all of whom were invited to appear on television (especially Ellacuría), or were sought after by journalists and radio commentators because their opinions carried a lot of weight. Their influence had extended far beyond the university’s classrooms, to the political, religious and social life of Salvador. Tojeira, on the other hand, was not influential in the universities nor in the work carried out by UCA. He had trained to work with ordinary people and if he had studied social anthropology on his own and liked mixing the gospel with reality, he always did so in the simplest way possible. At that time, the seminarians were his main concern, and he liked being their leader. He did not usually give interviews or was seldom asked to. He lived in comparative anonymity.


On the Saturday night when the offensive began, Tojeira could not get to his house because the whole street was cordoned off by soldiers. Earlier that afternoon there had been a skirmish between the army and some guerrilla fighters who were passing through the zone. Tojeira had gone to the cinema; by the time he returned it was dark and the military were refusing to allow anyone to enter the Jardines de Guadalupe quarter. So he took a roundabout route to a house occupied by some seminarians from his Order, intending to spend the night there.


Tojeira had known that something was about to happen; some of the priests associated with the guerrilla fighters, and they had been given advance warning. However, there had been many such warnings, and most of the guerrilla offensives consisted of an attack on a military post which was over no sooner than it had begun. Thus, on hearing the latest warning, Tojeira saw no reason to be alarmed or to change his routine. He went off to the cinema as he did every Saturday.


His near-anonymity came to an abrupt end on the morning of 16 November 1989 when he found the bodies of his assassinated companions. As a Jesuit Provincial, he realised it was his duty to provide leadership and take the consequences.


‘If they killed those who were important and well known, with international connections,’ he says to me, ‘why wouldn’t they kill me? That was clear in my mind that morning. A Provincial works behind the scenes, assigns tasks and checks how well people do their job, nothing more. But I knew that it was my responsibility to step up.’


‘I suppose there was no alternative.’


‘None.’


At eleven a.m., Tojeira went to see Monsignor Rivera in the Nunciature and was told that they had an appointment with the president of the republic, Alfredo Cristiani, in an hour’s time. There were many people in the Nunciature and it seemed more like a Sunday than a Thursday. Tojeira and Monsignor Rivera met in a small office where they were joined by another priest, a man named Gregorio Rosa Chávez. Tojeira delivered his analysis of what had occurred.


‘There were twenty minutes of shooting,’ he told them, ‘a minimum of twenty minutes. I know that because we heard it. The place was overlooked by Democracy Tower.’


‘Were there soldiers keeping watch up there?’


‘They were on the lookout because guerrilla forces had attacked the Jardines de Guadalupe quarter five days earlier. So there were soldiers everywhere, including the Democracy Tower.’


The so-called Democracy Tower was a building to the east of the university, standing seventy-one metres high, with nineteen floors. When the killings took place, it was not yet in use and was not even finished, but it was in the final stages of construction so it was possible for the army to set up surveillance posts there. From the top floors and roof terrace you had a commanding view of the university, particularly the wing where the Jesuits lived.


‘And it’s obvious’, Tojeira went on, ‘that this killing couldn’t have taken place without the army sanctioning it. The university lies just two hundred metres from the Arce quarter where many soldiers are stationed with their families. Military intelligence has their headquarters four hundred metres from the tower. The staff college is six hundred metres away. There was a curfew in force from six in the evening. It would be impossible to launch an attack that lasted twenty minutes without the army knowing about it.’


‘It all seems very clear-cut,’ said Monsignor Rosa Chávez.


‘Everyone knows how the military operate,’ Rivera went on, ‘we’ve known it for a long time. Proving it is another matter.’


The three spoke a little more about what had happened, and argued over what they could or could not tell President Cristiani. Tojeira was then asked what steps the Company of Jesus had taken to ensure their safety. He told them they were thinking of moving into a Jesuit house located in the village of Santa Tecla.


‘You would all live there?’


‘For the moment, yes. It’s a large house, and there would be about forty of us, so we’d have to share rooms. The crucial thing is to be together. I don’t think that they can kill us all.’


A few minutes later, Tojeira and Monsignor Rivera left for their appointment with the president. The city centre was deserted, apart from soldiers patrolling the streets or standing sentry. From inside the Nunciature’s car the two men watched them in silence. I ask Tojeira if, when he saw those soldiers, he felt frightened or angry, or if he wondered whether some of them had participated in the previous evening’s atrocity. He tells me he can’t remember. He has no recollection which route they took from the Nunciature to Cristiani’s office, or what the weather was like. He can’t recall whether he had eaten breakfast or what time it was or who was with him or whether the people in the Nunciature that morning had greeted him or offered their condolences. One thing he does remember is that they had no difficulty getting in to the President’s Palace. The building was surrounded by soldiers, standing guard along the pavement, between the bushes and under the trees. There was a tank right in the entrance, next to the metal gate, with soldiers armed with M-16 rifles on each side. Given that the palace had come under attack on the night the offensive began, the level of vigilance did not strike him as excessive. They entered the building without problem and parked under an enormous pine at the far end of the car park. When they got out, a military man saluted them and asked them to accompany him. At the entrance to the palace, the two soldiers on guard saluted them, stood to attention and touched their foreheads with the tips of their right hand. Tojeira was surprised that the secretaries were present as if it was a working day like any other. The visitors were not kept waiting for long; no sooner had they taken a seat in the reception area than a female employee ushered them in to see the president.
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