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Praise for Still Life with Bones:


‘Still Life With Bones is a stunning book, which forces the reader to ask themselves questions about grief, justice, the cruelty humans are capable of, and what it means to be human inthe first place. I learnt so much about the quiet but essential work forensic anthropologists are doing as they slowly and carefully uncover the recent, violent, past in many countries, and bring some closure to relatives still searching for their missing loved ones. Dr Alexa Hagerty’s writing is beautiful. The dedication of the people she meets shines through, offering hope that there can be some accountability for the crimes that have taken place, as well as a warning to anyone who might carry them out in the future.’


Sally Hayden, author of The Fourth Time We Drowned


‘Meticulous, luminous, utterly brilliant. The prose is as delicate and sharp as a ribcage, but the book’s beating heart is Alexa Hagerty’s wise and compassionate voice, a welcome guide through the atrocities she documents. Equally powerful on the horrors we do one another and the care we are capable of, Still Life with Bones is essential reading as a human.’


Alex Marzano-Lesnevich, author of The Fact of a Body


‘Touching, but achingly honest-a most amazing account of training as a forensic anthropologist. When Hagerty talks about “lives being violently made into bones,” I defy you not to be moved. The text is unflinching, but then the crimes and the victims deserve nothing less. I guarantee this will make you think long and hard about cruelty and human rights and the dedication and humanity of the forensic scientist.’


Dame Professor Sue Black, author of All That Remains


‘Still Life with Bones will hold readers rapt. Hagerty takes us deeply inside the experience of an anthropologist learning to dispassionately decode scientific clues while never forgetting that in each bone there is a brutally murdered person who still cries. A startling and profound meditation on death and resilience.’


T. M. Luhrmann, author of How God Becomes Real


‘In this unforgettable debut, Alexa Hagerty reveals the intimacy and sacredness of forensics, revealing it as a task that, despite its Sisyphean nature, is evermore vital to preservation of memory, story, and ritual-a slow, intricate counterweight to the obliterating power of modern violence. Still Life with Bones is at once horrifying and impossibly hopeful.’


Francisco Cantú, New York Times bestselling author of The Line Becomes a River


‘Still Life with Bones is a well-researched, electrifying read, full of profound personal insight and intellectual generosity. Bones tell chilling stories about our past, but they preserve, too, the potency of alternative outcomes. Alexa Hagerty unlocks this possibility with wisdom and compassion.’


Cristina Rivera Garza, author of Liliana’s Invincible Summer


‘Alexa Hagerty, a Chekhovian angel of science and poetry, of the sacred and infernal, wrote this intimate, moving, mesmerizing book about the forensic specialists who draw from bones stories of humanity at its most evil and depraved, but also of love and devotion at their most heartbreaking, courageous, and inspiring. The world is what it is, its global sorrows ever mounting, but this treasure of a book somehow makes it more bearable.’


Francisco Goldman, author of Pulitzer Prize finalist Monkey Boy


‘Alexa Hagerty is a compassionate, honest witness to the harrowing past of Latin America. Along with the scientific study of graves and bones comes a touching personal story of learning, of the feelings of differing cultures, and of the shared need to find justice amongst stark stories of inhumanity. Still Life with Bones is gripping and emotive, digging into the past whilst providing a profound warning to our future.’


Dr Suzie Edge, author of Mortal Monarchs


‘With poetic prose, Hagerty takes us to a liminal space between life and death, where forensic anthropologists descend into darkness in search of light. In this remarkable book, she ascends to shine a light that only an anthropologist could, bathing the bones of the disappeared in their stories and in history, politics, and family testimony. Illuminated too are the forensic scientists and Hagerty herself. This is a must-read.’


Clea Koff, author of The Bone Woman


‘With great sensitivity and nuance, Hagerty gives us a compelling first-person ethnographic window into the realities, rationalities, and complexities of forensic work in Latin America. This beautifully written ethnography is a must read for those seeking to understand not just the history of state-sponsored murder in Guatemala and Argentina, but also the important relationship between the painstaking forensic science needed to identify bodies and the interrelated emotional worlds of victim’s families and anthropologists seeking justice.’


Jason De León, Director of the Undocumented Migration Project and the Colibri Center for Human Rights, author of The Land of Oen Graves: Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail









About the Book


STILL LIFE WITH BONES


Genocide, Forensics and What Remains


An anthropologist working with forensic teams and victims’ families to investigate crimes against humanity in Latin America explores what science can tell us about the lives of the dead in this haunting account of grief, the power of ritual, and a quest for justice.


“Exhumation can divide brothers and restore fathers, open old wounds and open the possibility of regeneration-of building something new with the pile of broken mirrors that is loss and mourning.”


Over the course of Guatemala’s thirty-year armed conflict -the longest ever in Central America-over 200,000 people were killed. During Argentina’s military dictatorship in the seventies, over 30,000 people were disappeared. Today, forensic anthropologists in each country are gathering evidence to prove atrocities and seek justice. But these teams do more than just study skeletons-they work to repair families and countries torn apart by violence.


In Still Life with Bones, anthropologist Alexa Hagerty learns to see the dead body with a forensic eye. She examines bones for evidence of torture and fatal wounds-hands bound by rope, cuts from machetes-but also for signs of a life lived: to articulate how life shapes us down to the bone. A weaver is recognized from the tiny bones of the toes, moulded by years of kneeling before a loom; a girl is identified alongside her pet dog. In the tenderness of understanding these bones, Hagerty discovers how exhumation serves as a ritual in the naming and placement of the dead, and connects ancestors with future generations. She shows us how this work can bring meaning to families dealing with unimaginable loss, and how its symbolic force can also extend to entire societies in the aftermath of state terror and genocide. Encountering the dead has the power to transform us, making us consider each other, our lives, and the world differently.


Weaving together powerful stories about investigative breakthroughs, grieving families, histories of violence, and her own forensic coming of age, Hagerty crafts a moving portrait of the living and the dead.
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We have always said that there is the truth under the earth.


—Rosalina Tuyuc












NOTE ON NAME CHANGES


Following anthropological convention, I have changed the names of all family members and team members, as well as the names of the disappeared. On occasion, I have also altered identifying details to further disguise those individuals. Some people requested that I use their real names, and in those cases, I have done so. Politicians and other public figures appear under their real names.









INTRODUCTION


Articulating Bones




There are 206 bones and 32 teeth in the human body and each has a story to tell.


—Dr. Clyde Snow





WHEN I FIRST WASHED BONES in the lab in Guatemala, I was aware that I was touching a part of someone’s body. It was disturbing and uncanny. This has faded.


Months later in Argentina, I wash a skull packed with mud. It is hard to remove; I lean over the sink, intent on the work. Suddenly a maggot slithers across my gloved finger. I scream. My lab mates Emilia and Adriana burst out laughing. “Those little gusanos surprise you,” says Emilia, who has already pinched the worm between her fingers and tossed it into the trash. “I’ll clean the rest,” she offers. She would probably like to see if there are more larvae in the cranium. I turn down her offer and go back to work, but the skull seems different now. I feel disgust. The maggot signifies rotting flesh—and it is horrible. I am acutely conscious that I am holding a dead man’s head.


Sitting in front of the sinks with Emilia and Adriana, I scrub recognizable bones from spines, legs, and fingers without thinking much of their humanity. I search their surfaces for interesting features, something worthy of closer examination. This detachment isn’t just numbness; it is also the product of an increasing fluency “reading” the bones. As a certain form of sensitivity dulls, others grow sharper.


I force myself to keep scooping the mud out of the skull cavity. The revulsion slowly ebbs. I think about how this man saw things through these bony orbits. Just as I am seeing him through holes in bone. With this mandible and maxilla, he drank yerba mate tea, kissed someone, spoke kind words, and said things he regretted. Through these bones he heard a friend call his name and smelled earth after rain. I sponge away traces of dirt. I am careful and thorough, feeling penitent for my disgust and also my detachment.


Forensic exhumation is practiced at the crossroads of two ways of thinking about the dead body: as a scientific object to be analyzed for evidence of crimes against humanity, and as a subject, an individual, someone loved and mourned.


In the lab, forensic anthropologists confront collections of bones and fragments that must be puzzled into a meaningful form. Skeletal remains recovered from mass graves are usually incomplete and often intermingled, meaning that the bones of more than one individual are present. Bones may be broken and eroded. Some are likely to be missing, like the tiny ossicles of the middle ear and the smallest of the twenty-six bones of the feet. Forensic anthropologists “articulate” the skeleton, placing the bones in anatomical order, in the position of someone lying on their back, palms up. Arranging the bones is inevitably an exercise in the partial and incomplete; there are always absences and gaps, elements lost and deteriorated. Anthropologists scrutinize whatever remains, searching for marks of trauma and clues to identity, reading the forensic story the bones tell about a death and a life—their testimony of violence.


Before I set foot in a forensic lab, I associated the term “articulate” with language: the ability to express ideas with clarity or to enunciate words crisply. Bones, like words, can be eloquent. The linguistic root of “articulate” refers to joining together distinct parts, as bones are united by joints and words strung together into sentences. Both words and bones must be arranged in the right order for their meaning to be clear. Bodies and texts are linked, evident in the Latin word “corpus,” which means both “body” and a body of literary or artistic work. This root gives us “corpse” and “military corps,” with its suggestion of violence, of many bodies and the dead body.


There is a hidden materiality to texts—a word that originally meant “weaving,” a connection seen in “texture.” Forests haunt writing: The English word for “book” is related to “beech tree” by its Germanic root, and “library” comes from the Latin for “the inner bark of trees.” In most Indo-European languages, “writing” comes from carving and cutting. Language carries the memory of words etched into wood tablets, tree trunks, and bones. “Reading bones,” as forensic anthropologists do in the lab, is not an analogy so much as a return to the material roots of texts.


The forensic story told in this book explores the matter and meaning of bones: how they are marked by violence and tested in genetic labs. It is also about how bones are always joined to grief, memory, and ritual.


In the late twentieth century, governments in Latin America killed hundreds of thousands of their citizens. Authoritarian leaders directed acts of state terror and genocide against those they labeled as “subversives” and “internal enemies.” The catastrophic violence recounted in this book is in the past, but the world is still learning painful lessons about how tyranny leads to atrocity.


The two countries I explore here, Guatemala and Argentina, are different in many ways, but they share a history of “disappearance”—in which people were abducted, tortured, and killed in secret prisons, their bodies discarded in hidden graves. They are also both key sites where forensic human rights practices have been pioneered—developed in the long search for desaparecidos, the disappeared. Latin American forensic teams have led the field, sharing their technical expertise and community-centered approaches with the rest of the world.


In the aftermath of violence, forensic teams exhume mass graves, identify remains, and restore the dead to their families and communities. This is the story of forensic teams working with profound dedication and courage in the face of political impunity and sometimes personal danger. This is the story of families searching for the disappeared and seeking justice—and creating singular forms of mourning and resistance from these twinned pursuits. It is also my story—about how working closely with violence and loss marked me as an anthropologist and person. Like all forensic stories, it is an incomplete inventory, articulated from fragments: fieldwork and archives, formal interviews and late-night conversations, careful field notes and scribbled journal entries; memories I have polished like river stones and memories I can hardly bear to touch. Puzzled together, this book tells the story of the time I spent with families, forensic teams, and the dead.


It is one story among many. Every bone tells a life. Every person lost was a world.









CHAPTER 1


A Lovely Grave for Learning


IT IS SEPTEMBER, and I am standing on a hill in El Quiché, Guatemala, with a pickax in my hand. For the past month, I have been working alongside forensic anthropologists who are recovering the bodies of the victims of one of Latin America’s longest, bloodiest armed conflicts. We dig trenches, roughly eight feet long and six feet deep—about the size of a coffin. It is backward grave digging, pulling bodies out of the ground, not putting them in. Plunging the pickax, I imagine hitting a body, and the idea makes me cringe and gives me a visceral reaction of horror. I break my swing and let the pickax land softly on the dirt when I think of this. Before coming here, I had read anthropologist Victoria Sanford’s Buried Secrets: Truth and Human Rights in Guatemala, an account of her fieldwork in the mid-1990s documenting the aftermath of La Violencia, as the conflict is locally known. At Sanford’s first encounter with a mass grave, she repeated to herself: “Don’t faint. Don’t vomit.” I adopt this as my prayer, too. Let us find the bodies, but let me not hit anything—anyone—with a shovel.


Everything begins to look like a body. The white roots of plants and sticks look like bones. Rotted leaves look like fabric; our footprints dried in the mud look like the rubber soles of shoes. Underground, deep down, we find tunnels from moles, colonies of black-winged insects, thick white grubs, and ants. Everything seems like potent proof. And they could be clues. Dead bodies attract these subterranean creatures. There are cycles of life associated with decay. Even after thirty years, when flesh has decomposed, there are still trace nutrients. Like schools of fish in a shipwreck, things take up residence in the armature of bones. As I dig, I think of the lines from The Tempest:




Full fathom five thy father lies;


Of his bones are coral made;


Those are pearls that were his eyes:


Nothing of him that doth fade,


But doth suffer a sea-change


Into something rich and strange.





Thousands of men, women, and children are buried in Guatemalan earth, lives violently made into bones, hidden in this strange underground world.


As we dig, forensic team members examine the soil: reddish loam and friable clay. They are looking for evidence that the layers are revuelto, mixed. If the soil has been disturbed, it shows that the area has been previously dug up—potentially a sign of buried bodies. Blended strata mark the earth like a scar. Shoveling is repetitive work, physically exhausting, but not boring. It is electrified by the promise of finding the bodies. But after hours, we still find nothing.


A few times a day, someone unearths pottery shards. We gather around to look at them. One day a farmer brings us a ceramic figure he found while tilling his maize field. The clay head is about the size of a quarter, and the face bears a serious, concerned expression. It looks like something you would see in a museum. It almost certainly should be in a museum. The farmer wants to sell it for 100 USD, but buying it would be illegal. A photographer visiting the site pays him 5 USD to take a picture of it. This haunting little face has been unearthed after being buried perhaps hundreds of years in the sorrowful dirt of Guatemala, where the bones of a decades-old genocide are stacked on top of the bones of five hundred years of colonial conquest. Excavation reveals history as a material presence, the earth as a calendar. We cut through the matted sod of the present, digging through stratified years. Another day, we find part of a clay vessel, its graceful rim nearly intact. Esteban is one of several team members who are classically trained archaeologists and have worked at sites like Tikal and Cotzumalhuapa. He says it is prehispánico, dating it to before the Spanish invaded, greedy for gold, sugar, and slaves. Before what Maya accounts call the arrival of the “force of great suffering” and the beginning of “misery and affliction.” Esteban throws the fragment back into the pit, like catch-and-release fishing. It is illegal to take any of the shards. Anyway, they aren’t what we are here for.


THE MASS GRAVES we are searching for are the grim legacy of the armed conflict in Guatemala from 1960 to 1996. I am training with one of the world’s top forensic teams, the Forensic Anthropology Foundation of Guatemala, or the Fundación de Antropología Forense de Guatemala, known by its acronym, FAFG. I’m learning how to exhume and identify the dead. Every morning we make the forty-minute drive from the cement-block rooms we’re renting in a bigger town through the mountainous province of El Quiché. Villages dot the countryside with clusters of cement schools and houses and stores painted with Coca-Cola signs. Most towns have two or three Evangelical churches, eye-catching because they are the only freshly painted buildings. Mostly we drive past milpa, steep hillsides planted with corn.


We pull over on a deeply rutted dirt road. Esteban hands us pickaxes and shovels from the back of the pickup truck. It has been raining, and the path through the woods is slick. We swing the tools into the muddy ground to anchor our steps, trudging through a tunnel of trees. After a ten-minute walk, the path opens into a field. It’s an ordinary field, a rolling meadow ringed by trees. The sky has cleared. With the sun shining, it looks like a good place for a picnic.


It takes a moment to notice the holes in the ground, dozens of short trenches. These are exploratory excavations, abandoned when they yielded no bodies. The holes are half filled with rainwater and trash now. So far, the team has found about twenty bodies in small graves of two or three people, but this is just the beginning. Members of the forensic team guess there are two hundred bodies here under the earth. Maybe more. Mass graves riddle Guatemala. Most are still waiting to be exhumed. Many will never be found.


In the cool morning, we work above the field on a ridge that drops into thick woods. From the excavation site, you can hear but not see a river running nearby. As the crow flies, we are not that far from the nearest town. Across the valley, you can just make out the cemetery with its brightly painted gravestones and its wall of nichos, where the dead rest aboveground in something like a mortuary apartment block. Sometimes strains of music from the local church float to us. It is easy to forget that we are so close to the village. It feels isolated.


In the 1980s, this was the site of Xolosinay, an army garrison long since abandoned. Soldiers detained residents of surrounding villages in the camp. The families of those who were taken here never saw them again. No one knows how many people were killed and buried here. One man managed to escape. The soldiers had ordered the prisoners to dig a trench, then lined them up in front of it and shot them one by one. During the executions, the lone survivor managed to dive into the underbrush. A soldier fired at him, hitting him in the arm, but he fled into the deep woods. He spent years on the run in the mountains.


In the three decades since soldiers held the man prisoner, the site has changed. The soldiers are gone. The tents and paths have disappeared. The trees have grown. But he remembers where he stood in front of the pit of bodies—on the crest of the hill where we are digging.


AS PART OF the peace process begun in 1996, the United Nations–sponsored Commission for Historical Clarification quantified the staggering toll of the violence in Guatemala. In a country of eight million people, there were 200,000 dead. An estimated 45,000 people had been disappeared. More than a million people suffered forced displacement. There were 626 massacres and 430 villages razed. The truth commission determined the Guatemalan state to be responsible for 93 percent of the documented abuses. More than 80 percent of the victims of the armed conflict were Maya. The commission declared that the state had committed genocide.


The numbers reported by the truth commission are shocking, but they do not capture the cruelty of La Violencia. People told me stories of babies beaten against walls, pregnant women eviscerated, men burned alive, girls raped in front of their families, boys decapitated, people hacked to death with machetes. These gruesome testimonials have been confirmed by truth commission investigations, chronicled by human rights groups, and documented by forensic evidence.


THE ENORMOUS SCALE of violence in Guatemala leaves forensic teams confronting a daunting task. “Even if 30 forensic teams worked for 30 years, that still wouldn’t be enough resources or time to exhume all the mass graves in Guatemala,” said Fernando Moscoso, one of the founders of the Guatemalan team. There are about eight FAFG members at the site in Xolosinay at any one time. It is a rotating cast, with people coming and going, leaving to work at other exhumation sites, or returning to the lab in Guatemala City. Although formal systems of training and accreditation are increasing, many forensic anthropologists in Latin America learn their skills in long apprenticeships. Students from a range of disciplines, such as archaeology and biological anthropology, study with teams. You can tell the new archaeologists by the way they dig. They are slow and precise. They excavate layer by layer, attentive to subtle changes in the soil. “It won’t last; it takes too damn long,” jokes a more experienced team member as we watch a young archaeologist carve a precise corner angle in a deep excavation. “Why don’t you add a window and some stairs?” someone yells. They are joking, but there’s a hint of irritation. Funding is tight; time is precious. Working fast is imperative to find more bodies.


The FAFG, like most forensic teams, runs on a shoestring budget. They entrepreneurially use their state-of-the-art DNA lab to offer other services, including paternity testing. I am here as part of a field school, hands-on training in forensic anthropology for graduate students. Field schools are an important part of forensic education and also afford forensic teams a much-needed source of extra income. There are three students in our training course, all from different universities in the United States: Nicole, a biological anthropologist; Stephanie, a forensic anthropologist; and me, a social anthropologist. Most field schools are considerably larger. Students from North America and Europe flock to Guatemala. The FAFG is among the world’s most respected and accomplished forensic teams, so it is a chance to study with the best of the best. But there’s another, more disturbing reason. In Guatemala, forensic students from Europe and North America can see more bodies in a few weeks than in a year back home. Guatemala has so many dead.


In addition to the two hundred thousand people killed during the armed conflict, there are new dead bodies every day. Guatemala City is one of the most violent cities in the world. The 1996 peace accords did not bring peace. Between 2000 and 2006, violence rapidly escalated, with homicide rates nearly doubling and 93 percent of murders left unsolved, leading a UN report to call Guatemala “a good place to commit a murder.” A New Yorker article on crime and impunity in the country reported, “In 2009, fewer civilians were reported killed in the war zone of Iraq than were shot, stabbed, or beaten to death in Guatemala.” Peacetime homicide rates rival death tolls during the armed conflict, leaving questions about what “postwar” really meant. It wasn’t just that violence continued unabated; it was also that many of the same actors carried out the killings. State death squads morphed into criminal cartels.


The violence that hangs over Guatemala City is nearly palpable. Small shops do business through secured doors, passing sodas and cigarettes through bars to customers. On a late-night return from a rural exhumation site, we drive on the main artery into Guatemala City. A body lies sprawled across the center lane of the highway. We slowly pass the dead man, lying in a halo of blood. A gang execution, everyone agrees.


A few weeks after I left Guatemala, I got an email informing me that a team member, a soft-spoken man I crossed paths with at the lab, had been killed. He was stabbed seventeen times, apparently for the money in his wallet and his ten-year-old car. It happened near a fancy mall where we once went for lunch, eating sandwiches on the steps of a new faux-Tuscan shopping emporium. The mall is part of a gated development that promises comfort and safety. The security guards carry concealed weapons, and the cheapest condos sell for seventy times the average Guatemalan’s annual salary. Residents say that it gives them a chance to escape the city’s violence. The architect puts it more bluntly, saying it “sells an illusion that everything is okay.”


There are no illusions at the Guatemala City morgue, which does not have refrigeration and overflows with the dead. There is literally no more room in the municipal cemeteries, where workers aggressively disinter corpses to make space for the newly dead.


AT THE FIELD school, I quickly learn a new vocabulary of the dead: skeletonized bodies, fleshed bodies, mummified bodies, saponified bodies. It’s the saponified bodies that worry me the most. I haven’t seen one, but others have, and they describe them in clinical yet lurid detail. Saponification is a form of decomposition in which fat transforms into a rancid, foul-smelling material, technically known as adipocere but also called “grave wax.”


I desperately hope that we don’t encounter saponified bodies. Sanford’s prayer runs through my mind: “Let me not faint or vomit” . . . or cry. I am afraid I will be overwhelmed by horror, disgust, or sadness. If I show my emotions, I’ll be marked as weak. I’m the only social anthropologist in the group. My sub-discipline seems a lot less tough than forensics or even archaeology. They excavate earth and analyze bones. We listen to people’s stories. Maxi, who leads the field school, jokes, “Why don’t you stay here, and we’ll teach you to be a real anthropologist?”


AT THE FAFG lab in Guatemala City, forensic anthropologists carefully piece together exhumed remains, beginning the painstaking identification process. The first skeleton I work with is a “teaching skeleton,” a donated or unclaimed body used for forensic training. He is referred to as “the mummy” because his body was found mummified in the municipal dump. His desiccated flesh has been long since stripped away. Many labs have a machine for this purpose, which students jokingly call the “stew pot,” but it can also be achieved with scalpels or beetles. When I encounter the mummy, he is a skeleton. A chunk is missing from his spine, a square cut from the bone. I think it must be a mortal wound, but the others laugh and say it’s from an operation for a herniated disk. How in one life does a man go from being wheeled through a hospital for back surgery to being left dead at the city dump? No one knows his story.


BONES ARE SMOOTH and rough; they slide against each other and hang together like a medieval machine. You remember them by saying that this one looks like the Indian subcontinent; this one looks like the head of a bull. Each vertebra has its clues. Ribs fit together in a nested arc. They are jigsaw pieces. Puzzling out the complete skeleton is absorbing and satisfying.


One morning in the lab, a small piece of skin is being passed around to be analyzed and discussed. It is handed from person to person. I see it coming toward me, and I feel sick. I don’t want to touch it, but I cannot excuse myself without being obvious. When it arrives, it seems like a piece of tree bark. I can’t connect the stiff brown flake to anything human. The bodies are changeable. They flicker in and out of personhood.


A few days later, we are learning about teeth. In determining age, dentition offers essential clues. We study a skull that can be “aged” with precision because the secondary (adult) teeth are visible growing through the jawbone, about to push through. The juvenile teeth are loose. Our instructor removes them, and we take turns holding them in our palms, where they rattle like dice. We examine their shapes: canine, incisor, bicuspid, molar. When we think we know where they go, we position them into sockets in the mandible and maxilla. In the right location, they slip into place, a perfect fit. All at once, she appears, the child whose skull I am holding. She materializes so vividly that it verges on hallucination. She is a girl of five or six, with big brown eyes and bedhead. Then she’s gone. Then I touch her teeth like dice again.


My fear of crying begins to be replaced by a new fear. That I won’t cry, that I won’t feel anything. Is it worse when the child appears or when she does not?


I spend the rest of the afternoon cleaning bones with a toothbrush and a pan of water. Massive, solid femurs. Tissue-paper bones in the nasal passage. Some bones are porous and fragile; in the water, they take on a soft, fleshy consistency. Touching bones is uncanny and sad. But sometimes it is also like washing mud off sticks.


AT THE EXHUMATION site in El Quiché, families arrive in waves throughout the day, standing and watching above the pits where we are working. Men from the community do most of the digging, which is all by hand. To use machines like backhoes would damage the remains and destroy evidence. Members of the forensic team direct the excavation, indicating where to shovel and when to give up and fill the holes back in.


I often dig with Don Jaime, who is from the local community. The team has hired him to help with the excavation. He is forty years old, with an open face and a gold tooth. He asks me where I’m from.


“California.”


“Me too; I lived in the Central Valley for seven years!”


Don Jaime picked lettuce and strawberries in one of the most productive agricultural regions in the United States. California grows more than half the country’s fruit and vegetables, and 88 percent of the state’s farmworkers were born outside the United States. Don Jaime came back to Guatemala because his wife and son live here. While we work, he likes to practice his English. We exchange words in English, Spanish, and Ixil, one of Guatemala’s twenty-two Mayan languages: “Shovel.” “Mud.” “Bucket.” A vocabulary of the things at hand. We dig together, but at some point, it becomes apparent that he’s humoring me. He encourages me to take breaks and drink water, and when I come back, he has dug alone in ten minutes what it took us an hour to dig together. When I point this out, he laughs, “Well, you’re not used to it.” Stanford University, where I am a PhD student, is about a four-hour drive from the fields where Don Jaime worked.


Don Jaime wants to go back to California. When? Soon. “You can’t make any money here.” The journey is difficult, but many people try. As James Verini reports in The New York Times Magazine: “Guatemalans had been migrating to the United States for decades, but mass migration began in earnest in the 1980s, when the civil war entered a genocidal phase.” Crossing the border can be deadly. To discourage migration, the U.S. government secured the parts of the border with Mexico that are easier to enter, like San Diego, which has routed migrants to more dangerous areas like the Sonoran Desert. This did not diminish crossings, but it dramatically increased deaths. Anthropologist Jason De León calls this federal policy “a killing machine,” and human rights advocates have declared a “mass disaster” at the border. Don Jaime worries about going to California and worries about staying in Guatemala. His teenage son needs his dad. But the family struggles without the money Don Jaime makes in the United States. Digging for the team is better than most local jobs, but it isn’t steady work—they don’t excavate all the time. It doesn’t matter, Don Jaime tells me, he’d do it for free. His brother disappeared during the armed conflict. He was last seen entering Xolosinay.


Don Jaime tells me his brother’s last words when soldiers came to take him away: “They can take my body, but they cannot take my soul.”


THE VERY LOGIC of disappearance implies that bodies are difficult to recover. In Guatemala, people were buried in unmarked graves. In Argentina, people were thrown from planes into the ocean. In Mexico, bodies are burned with tires. There are many cruel strategies to hide and destroy bodies. The whole point is to make the recovery and identification of bodies difficult, if not impossible. So it is not surprising that even the most rigorous and well-funded forensic exhumation projects tend to have modest success. Typically, teams recover a relatively small number of the missing and the process is slow. In Guatemala, the FAFG has identified 3,781 people in nearly thirty years of work. In Argentina, it has taken almost forty years to recover about 1,400 sets of remains.


Given the difficulty of the task, what is remarkable is the monumental effort applied to the attempt. Observing teams at work, I am struck by the almost superhuman effort that recovering and identifying bodies entails. One night in El Quiché, at the only bar in the little town we’re staying in, between jokes and forensic horror stories, I ask Maxi and José, who have both worked with the team for a long time, how many hours it takes to identify a single body. They scribble on napkins, but the hours are almost incalculable. Even if you don’t include the time spent searching for the precise location of the graves. Even if you forget about the days Don Jaime and the other men spend digging, the hours the drivers spend transporting the team to the site, the time the women in the community spend cooking everyone lunch every day. Even if you leave aside the trips on barely passable dirt roads to find families to record oral histories and gather DNA samples. Even if you disregard years of legal battles, red tape, and fundraising. If you center your calculations solely on the direct effort to recover bodies, the total hours are staggering. There is the careful cleaning in place of the remains at the field site and the documentation, measurement, and photography. Then there is the meticulous process of removal when the bodies are sorted into labeled bags and boxes. At the lab, there is more cleaning and the extraction of a piece of bone or tooth for DNA sampling. Finally, the remains are pieced together to discern clues to identity and cause of death.


When put on the spot, Maxi and José hazard a guess that each body requires about a month of effort to exhume and analyze. At that rate, it would take nearly four thousand years of human effort to identify all the disappeared in Guatemala. Seen like this, exhumation is an epic undertaking. It is a quixotic task carried out with scientific precision. Of course, these calculations are only a sort of game—our scribbled napkins end up under bottles of Gallo beer—but they point out the near impossibility of the project. They make it clear that many of those most closely affected by disappearance—parents, partners, even children—will not live long enough to see the return of their loved ones’ bodies. There is urgency to the work. Forensic teams are racing against the clock to find and return the missing while there are still living mourners to grieve and bury them.


ONE MORNING I ask Don Jaime if he would tell me the story of what happened to his family during the conflict. Only if he wants to, I add. I haven’t asked anyone for an interview yet. As a social anthropologist, I’m supposed to be interviewing people, but I’ve been hesitant. It feels like prying into pain. “Yes,” he says right away, “I want to.”


After lunch, Don Jaime appears in a clean shirt with his hair combed back. Things quickly take shape: People gather, and a photographer visiting the project consults with Don Jaime and sets up a tripod. Someone spreads one of the plastic tarps used to cover graves on the ground like a rug and positions a stump for Don Jaime to sit on, adding to a sense of ceremony. What I had imagined as a private interview has turned into a testimonio, an event with a long history in Latin America, a form of public witnessing about experiences of violence and oppression that sets the story straight.


By the time we are ready to start, about twenty people have crowded around, mostly women from the community, but also people from the team. I am sitting on the tarp in front of Don Jaime, who sits on the stump. A translator who works at the site pulls close. We confer. Don Jaime says he will speak Spanish and the translator will relay the testimonio in Ixil. I set my audio recorder between us and tell Don Jaime that I won’t use his real name. Using pseudonyms is standard anthropological practice and all the more necessary in Guatemala, where the legacy of impunity means that perpetrators and victims continue to live side by side, and speaking up about the crimes of the past can have dangerous repercussions in the present.


Exhumations can be political flashpoints. For example, on June 14, 2003, the community of Rabinal gathered to rebury the remains of seventy people exhumed from a mass grave. The area around the Achí Maya village was the site of more than twenty documented massacres, the majority carried out during the two years General Efraín Ríos Montt held power, from 1982 to 1983. People converged in the center of town carrying coffins, but then trucks and helicopters arrived. Soon Ríos Montt himself stepped into the main square, flanked by supporters. He claimed to be making a campaign stop in his bid to run in the presidential election, but local families interpreted his arrival as an attempt to intimidate and silence them.


“Use my real name,” Don Jaime says, not so much to me but to the people gathered around. “I am not afraid; I will tell my story.” Then he turns to me and says in English, “Well, use my first name.” This is the last question I ask because Don Jaime, which is not his real name, straightens his back and begins to speak. There is no pause, no time for questions; it is his story, his testimonio.


“What I am going to say is real, it is the truth, and I saw it with my own eyes when I was twelve years old. I was very young, but I remember very well.” Don Jaime’s family had decided to move from their village to a more remote area. His parents were worried about the steady influx of the military, especially the Kaibiles, an army special forces unit notorious for their brutality.


Don Jaime’s father woke up early one Monday morning to look at a piece of land. Don Jaime insisted on accompanying him, and they began hiking into the mountains. Thirty minutes outside their village, at about 5:30 A.M., they heard two explosions. Don Jaime recognized the sound as grenades, but his father tried to convince him it was only fireworks from a nearby village celebrating a fair day. They took a few more steps along the path before hearing the unmistakable sound of sustained gunfire. From their vantage point, they could see thick smoke rising from their village and knew that the soldiers had begun to burn houses and fields, a common scorched-earth tactic.


Don Jaime and his father waited, thinking that people from the village would escape along the path they were on. People passed them, but Don Jaime’s mother and his brothers and sisters were not among them. “I felt a knot in my throat. I felt something so heavy in my heart. I knew then that my mother must have died.” Eventually, they left the path to hide in the woods, afraid of being discovered by the soldiers.


The next day at dawn, Don Jaime and his father made their way back to their village. They found Don Jaime’s mother lying dead in their house. “She was covered in blood, and she was totally exposed to the morning cold. My baby brother was still on her back, and he’d been shot. They had shot her in the stomach and the back, and the bullets had come out through her heart.” At the neighbor’s house, they found a scene of intense carnage. One of the daughters of the family, a girl about Don Jaime’s age, had been decapitated. “We thought maybe dogs had eaten her, but it wasn’t dogs. It was grenades that did that to her, cut off her head.” At another house, they found a woman lying faceup, holding her eight-month-old baby. “They killed them both with one bullet,” says Don Jaime. “This is the truth I’m telling you.”


When Don Jaime finishes his testimonio, we all sit in silence, except for the thud of shovels and pickaxes behind us and the sound of the river we cannot see. An older woman named Doña María, who comes to the site most days, has been listening and says that she would like to give her testimonio, too. Like most women from the community who visit the site, she is wearing traje, traditional clothing that varies by region but usually consists of an embroidered top, known as a huipil, and a corte, a skirt made from a large piece of folded fabric. Her daughter helps her to the stump, gingerly crossing the slippery plastic tarp. Doña María is not fluent in Spanish. The translator moves close. Doña María leans near the audio recorder and states her name, first and last. Then she says, in Spanish, to make sure everyone understands: Fue en el mes de octubre, tres de octubre, en día sábado—It was in the month of October, the third of October, a Saturday—before switching to Ixil to give her testimonio about the murder of her husband and two sons.


For the rest of the afternoon, people take turns telling their stories, seven in all, relating experiences of profound violence and loss, testifying to the wounds of La Violencia.


AFTER FOUR DAYS of digging at the site, we have found nothing. Esteban and other senior team members decide that we will be allowed to exhume remains that have already been located but not yet recovered. We are students, we need bodies to learn, and we won’t be in the field forever. I hear rumors that the team has not yet exhumed the bodies because journalists from The New York Times are coming to visit the site, and they want to be sure there is something for them to see. Nicole, Stephanie, and I whisper among ourselves: Is it theatrics to “perform” an exhumation for journalists? Is it fair to delay an exhumation since families are waiting for the return of their loved ones? More experienced members of the team accept the situation with a pragmatic shrug. The journalists won’t wait days or weeks for the team to find bodies. A newspaper article will raise awareness, help with fundraising, and tell the families’ stories. As for the delay, the process is long, and a few weeks won’t matter much. Even after the team finds remains, it can take months and sometimes years to clear all the legal and bureaucratic hurdles for their return to families and communities.


We start digging in the softer dirt of a partially excavated area. Our shovels hit plastic soda bottles. This confuses me until I realize that the team used the bottles to mark the depth where they found the remains and then covered everything back over with earth for protection. We shift from digging dirt as fast as we can to working slowly, with care. Setting our shovels aside, we kneel and remove the soil with gardening spades and our hands. Vicente, an experienced team member who has come over to guide us, exposes the edge of a bone and some blue fabric. Even though I know that bodies are buried here, it doesn’t seem real. I feel shaky. Don’t faint or vomit.


People, women and children mostly, gather around to watch us work. We fill plastic colanders with dirt and pass them to José, who inspects them, running his fingers through the dirt, looking for teeth and the small bones of the hands and feet. Our tools get even smaller: toothbrushes, chopsticks, bamboo skewers, paintbrushes, and our fingertips. José directs us—use a brush now, stop there, leave some earth in place for support. Within an hour, the distinct forms of bodies are visible. Two bodies are directly on top of each other, and one is slightly to the side. All are skeletonized, meaning the flesh has decomposed and only bone is left.


I am assigned the job of cleaning the legs of the uppermost body. Based on a preliminary examination of the jaw and skull shape, Nicole says the body appears to be male. José nods. I can’t tell from the skeleton, but tattered men’s work clothes cover the bones. After about an hour, we change roles. Exhumation requires holding yourself in uncomfortable positions, and it is a relief to assume a new posture. I now work on the top part of the body. As I sweep away the dirt with a soft brush, I see that what initially appeared to be a single skull is two crania, one on top of the other. The lower one seems intact, at least so far, but the upper one is shattered. There is a bullet casing in the soil nearby. I slowly uncover several inches of the lower skull and then work along his shoulder and arm. I carefully dislodge the dirt with the stem of a toothbrush and brush it away with the bristles, slowly revealing a blue-and-red plaid shirt. The colors are bright, the fabric intact, and the buttons still tightly stitched in place. I wonder about the people standing above the grave watching; could someone recognize the shirt?


The first hours of work have been done in near silence, but now the people observing are chatting and talking on their phones. Sounds from the nearby town float up through the valley: off-key heartfelt church singing and the mechanical oom-pah-pah music of an ice cream truck. There is no funerary feeling, no sense that there should be silence. But there is something—an intensity, a contained outrage. Vicente says with fury that there are at least five bodies here. Five.


There is a sense of excitement, too. It grows as we expose the bodies. Everyone working at the site comes over. Are there signs of trauma? Yes. Two of the bodies have shoes. Look carefully to see the position of the hands. That can tell you a lot: Are they bound, at their sides, covering their faces? The most exposed body has a rope ligature tying his wrists behind his back. Esteban remarks to Maxi that it is una bonita fosa para aprender—a lovely grave for learning.


Using a chopstick to loosen the earth, I follow the outline of the leg, sweeping the dirt into a plastic dustpan and then dumping it into the colander. José instructs me to work from the knee in both directions. Through the fabric of the pants, the shinbone is familiar; it’s the same feeling as rubbing my leg, only the ridge of bone is sharper. But if my hand slips around the side of the leg, where his calf should be, there is nothing. I put all my focus on the tip of the chopstick and the bristles of the paintbrush. When I reach the feet, José tells me to go slow and take care: The bones are small, easily disturbed, and easy to miss or throw away. Fortunately, the body is wearing boots. Socks and shoes are “lucky” to find because they trap the small bones and hold them together in tidy packets that can be unwrapped and pieced together in the lab. The boots are perfectly preserved. I scrape mud from the treads, noticing how the heel is worn down. I look up from the grave. Don Jaime and other men from the community are standing by the edge watching, taking a break from shoveling. They are all wearing the same rubber boots as the dead man.
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