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About the Book

Originally published in Spanish in 1981, Fiesta in April is a story about political prisoners, and the abuses and psychological torture they face. As opposed to using conventional prose, the author weaves dramatic poetry into a reportage-type of narrative, capturing the heavy emotion and raw expression of people in unthinkable situations. This new English-language edition stays true to the original musicality and poetry of the Spanish, and rings heavy and true with current events and the state of the world.

“Poetic impact is obtained by merging seemingly incongruous things and repeating resonating songs and phrases. Some verses have a rhythmic accent together with a variety of cadences. The final passage of the book, composed in the form of a dialogue, possesses a marked poetic quality.”
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About the Work

Fiesta in April is a novel about political prisoners. It focuses on the human issue; the psychological development of those who find themselves as the victims, their alienation, the physical and mental torments that are a part of their everyday life. All of the information in it is authentic; it is based on actual research and interviews. If the theme of brutality and the atmosphere of violence are here treated in a mood that is both calm and lyrical, it is an effort to use literary technique to disclose a subject of contemporary impact.

Time in Fiesta in April is neither chronological nor mechanical. Events do not follow a linear pattern but instead are interspersed, as the images are released by the mental associations of the prisoner. The focus is on the action itself, not when it happened, since the past is always present and any part of it can be brought back at any time with the appropriate stimulus such as the sound of ‘clanging metals.’ The only concrete reference to time is the month of April, associated with dead memories and lost hopes.

Since the narrative develops as an interior monologue, the reader views reality as the character perceives it, from within. This reality is then psychological and it is up to the reader to infer concepts and derive conclusions from it on his own. The prisoner’s story could have been a nightmare, his own distorted vision, or it could be the insight into a truth that should not be ignored.

As opposed to using conventional prose, Savariego weaves dramatic poetry into a reportage type of narrative.

“Poetic impact is obtained by merging seemingly incongruous things and repeating resonant words and phrases… Some verses have rhythmic accent together with a variety of cadences. The final passage of the book, composed in the form of a dialogue, possesses a marked poetic quality,”

– Harvey L. Johnson, University of Houston, on the 1981 original Spanish language edition.

“It is exasperating to realize that people still consider literature to be like the playing of a violin: an entertainment that can harm no one.”

Camilo Jose Cela, La Colmena, 2nd edition.

"April is the cruellest month, breeding

Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing

Memory and desire, stirring

Dull roots with spring rain."

T. S. Eliot, “The Burial of the Dead”,

The Waste Land and Other Poems





Part One





Fiesta in April

The room was smaller than my cell. There were six of them; we were seated at a metal table. Two were in front of me and two on either side. There were no windows in the room, only white walls and glaring lights that struck me in the face, so intense at times I had to shut my eyes. Then their faces would change before me, strangely distorted. Their eyes seemed to disappear in their sockets, their features to take on a strange cast.

There was no room for me to move at all. The interrogation began decently; it was casual at first, the conversation, almost congenial. I answered their questions, but wouldn’t give them the information they wanted. They didn’t like that and with every question, the tension increased. The one facing me said, “Look, you, you may as well talk; nobody’s getting you out of here in one piece, no matter what.” I was more aware of the danger I was in than they were, but I was determined not to break the promise I had made to myself, the one that had caused me to fall into their hands in the first place. These men with odious faces would never get anything out of me; my hide was of little concern to me now. The light glared in my eyes; the gesturing shapes loomed over me.

Now, they were getting impatient. It had been eleven hours and they hadn’t wrung a confession from me, not one name, not one word that would compromise anyone on the outside. The man on my right yelled out, “Here you keep shoveling out this crap while some guy out there is fucking your woman right this minute. She’s living it up, listening to one of our comrades telling her how sweet and pretty she is. They’ve told her you’re not ever getting out of here, not in one piece. She’s a whore! Man, is she wild.” I already knew that some of those men with cars and nice clothes spent their time making love to prisoners’ wives. The women gave in out of desperation, to be able to live.

These men had but one objective: to destroy our morale, to make us give up our convictions. But it wouldn’t work on me; I wouldn’t allow them to insult my life companion. For the first time I yelled back at them, “You look in your own house for a whore; you won’t find one in mine.” As I spoke the walls seemed to close in on me and the light burned me with its heat, and I screamed loudly so they would hear me clearly, “You are a rotten excuse for humanity, lower than any animal. I’m a man; a real man dies fighting for his cause.” Before I knew what was happening, the man on my left slammed his revolver down on the table. I was so startled by the clanging metal, I thought the walls and ceiling of that tiny room were caving in on me. As I jumped up and grabbed a chair to defend myself from those beasts, I heard the one who had banged the table with his gun yell, “Motherfucking coward.”

They asked me if I was ready to talk. I told them I was, so that I could rest a while. They had given me an injection to wake me up. They do that whenever a prisoner has lost consciousness. They had kept me standing in the middle of my cell with my hands bound and then tied to the shackles on my feet. From standing there, day after day, my feet were swollen and my legs ulcerated where the veins had broken from lack of circulation. I had had to relieve myself right where I stood, in the middle of my cell.

A man told me that if I confessed and cooperated with them, that is, if I decided to collaborate, they would be generous with me. They were the captors; I was the captive. All I had to my account was a conscience and a body struggling to survive the daily inhumanity around me. I refused to talk. Then one of them said, “Go to Hell. You’ve really fucked up now.” They didn’t take me back to the same cell.

Incommunicado—sixty to ninety days. In the floor, a hole; all around me, windows and doors. From out there they watched me, spied on me. Then the light, the unbearable heat, the light that forced my eyes shut. After that, darkness and hunger and cold. When I would be lost in thought, they would slowly open one of the doors, very quietly, so I wouldn’t hear them. Then as I turned my head I would be startled, shaken. Holding a revolver jammed to my head, they would force me to contemplate my own death. My struggle had become one of sheer survival. I had no weapons, no means to do battle; I answered with my only recourse, my will power, determined not to let them break me.

Dogs, vicious dogs—they were coming so close and we were bound—even closer; we stiffened in horror. It was daybreak now. We had been carted off to a place so remote there was no sound of cars, only an occasional whistle of a distant train. Naked and frail, we shivered from the morning chill and from the fear of being suddenly ripped to pieces. The dogs’ teeth glistened in the dim light of dawn with the piercing whiteness of the teeth of the men who held us there, bound.

The grass looked high and it looked damp. Too green, too dark, and too disturbed for that late hour of the night. Why was the condensed milk sprinkled all over us? They sat us in the grass that swarmed with ants and bound us to the trees. Inconceivable, excruciating pain. Grass and men—devouring us. If we cried out, our mouths were stuffed with gauze and sealed with tape. They kept us there for hours, to the point of madness.

Still bound, we were thrown into a nearby well. Could that have been a symbolic act, perhaps a kind of baptism?

One evening they offered us the opportunity for a bath. We were outside; our hands were tied. No one objected. About midnight six of them showed up, in a car. “Stretch out there, you sons of bitches,” one of the fellows yelled at us. “Now you’ll remember your goddam mother,” added another.

Cursing the members of our families in the coarsest manner, they proceeded to engage in the lowest form of sexual behavior. We were left in a miserable state. The moon had waned, pale with shame.

All we had wanted was tranquility, honesty, constitutional order, a hope for peace, and a happy future for our people. But we had failed. Too many had obtained places of high position who were motivated by a desire for controlling power and selfish gain. Then from the sierra, a voice of deceit demanded loyalty and obedience from the workers of the country.

The exodus was considered respectable, even for those whom you thought might have stayed to fight. Some said, “I’m afraid; if you’re detained, you’ll be forced to talk.” Others squeezed you by the arm and asked, “So you’re a patriot? Not me!” It would have been easier to take that route, but I had long since made my decision.

Those of us that continued as activists regrouped. We had an infiltrator in the new organization. Eight of us were imprisoned.

I could no longer see my brothers and sisters, my fine, dear wife, or the extension of our love who had been alive for three short years and who at such a tender age would miss the affection of her father and the warmth of his presence, and fond glances.

By that time, I already had the feeling they were looking for me. I thought I would be taken before too long. Some man had called the house repeatedly and insisted that it was urgent he saw me. I had been successful in avoiding him up to that point. Whenever he called, someone would tell him, “He’s out of the city right now.”

I had considered trying to escape, but had had no luck in providing asylum for my family. If I left by myself, my family would suffer the consequences. I couldn’t let my wife and daughter be punished for my crime, whatever that might be. I had no idea really of what I would be accused of when they took me. I realized that that uncertainty was to be part of my punishment.

I decided to agree to the meeting. We were to meet at my car that evening. The man identified himself as being in charge of strategy and sabotage; he said he needed my help. I knew, of course, he was a traitor to our cause. “Where are the other men?” he asked, beginning his ploy.

Realizing the tact, I responded, “That’s what I would like to know.” It was hot inside the car in the dark. I sensed we were being watched from a nearby corner. Thinking I would put him off the track, I added, “I was out of town the night they rounded them up.” The glint in his eyes made me afraid, not only for myself but for many others, because the man seemed to savor his insidious power over me in this situation.

Then he surprised me: “And what about you? Are you in hiding?” I felt the sweat breaking out on my forehead and neck.

I unbuttoned my shirt slowly, deliberately, and measured my words in an attempt to act as if it didn’t concern me, “Well, of course, I take precautions; but look, as far as the fight is concerned, forget it. It’s lost. I haven’t had anything to do with it for a long time. I don’t get involved.”

Two-faced scoundrel that he was, and well-trained in this sinister game, this official of the State didn’t believe one word of what I was telling him and he was visibly upset; while I, on the other hand, continued to declare that I was reluctant to go on fighting and had no desire to be further involved.

“Start the motor,” he said, pointing to the steering wheel. I thought I was being kidnapped. I had to keep calm, to appear undisturbed and confident. “Turn here, toward town.”

“Listen,” he said, pursuing his effort to get me to talk, “we have to reorganize and keep up the fight.” And he added, “Look, don’t play dumb. I’m sure you know where the arms are kept; we’ve got to free our men in prison.”

But I insisted, “I don’t know anything about any arms and, in any case, I don’t see the least chance for success.”

Then he talked about reorganizing our strength and men in order to join new contingents and carry out a rescue. He planned to use me as the liaison between the forces since I was a veteran of the fighting. When I wouldn’t cooperate, he decided to look for another way to get to me and he said, “Well, I’ll make the contacts but I need money.”

He complained that he didn’t have the money, that the organization wouldn’t pay his expenses, that his little girl had hardly anything but milk for the last two days. I told him that not because of the movement but because I had a daughter too, I would give him the money I carried with me so his child could have something to eat.

After I had given him all I had in my billfold, he asked me to let him out downtown at the next corner. As soon as he got out, I drove to a cafe and called my wife to tell her I was OK, and would be home shortly.

The meeting was over. I knew that by daybreak I would no longer be home.

I warned everyone I could and took everything out of the house that might implicate us. I looked thoughtfully at my daughter and I kissed my wife. Ten-thirty. I decided to try to catch some sleep. At four-thirty they came for me. After a careful search, they told my wife I was going with them but would not be long. I was thankful she managed to stay calm.

They put a pistol to my back to make me leave and headed me toward my car. One of them asked me who it was that lived in my basement. I lied, “A family I don’t even know.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” he retorted. “Right now, you’re our concern.”

“Drive,” he ordered, still pointing the gun at me. They took away my car keys when we reached the office for interrogation. My car must have been really popular; my family was bombarded with traffic tickets despite the fact that my wife repeatedly reported that I was in prison.

The truth was that I had hidden someone there in my basement—a man who was in charge of weapons in one of the provinces had been hiding from those pursuing him. He needed my protection and I had offered him a somewhat precarious asylum which served his purposes while he planned his escape.

Later, during all the initial interrogations, the character who was in my basement was mentioned again. I was told that he had been caught and that he had stated that we had close connections. I had tried to warn him that my own detention was imminent, before those men came. I thought that he had succeeded in escaping through the back when they came to get me. I remained inscrutable in regard to that matter. I would repeat, “I know nothing of that man. I have absolutely no connection with him.” And I insisted that they present evidence if they had it. I thought that if that were the case, the sooner the moment was passed the better. Besides, I was concerned that if that man had been taken, others connected with us could have been detained.

Then they accused me of knowing that he had gone into hiding and that for that reason they couldn’t bring him before me. They yelled at me that I had made a mockery of them, so I would have to endure more beatings with their rifle butts; there was more punishment to come.

Those who were able to escape were few. They were determined to catch us all, not so much for what we could do but because the presence of any of us demonstrated their own failure. They wanted to eliminate, eradicate us so they would feel more secure and more powerful. The ones found in the countryside, in the areas of rebellion, were instantly shot. They sent others to remote, deadly places—places of no return. Probably the most diabolical plan was the presumed escape by boat.

Men who pretended to be intermediaries in the plans to offer a clandestine departure acted out their role until they reached the beach itself. There, when the escape seemed sure because those leaving were already on the boat, government boats would appear simultaneously with land forces and proceed to detain the ill-fated men.

As a part of this plan, within a few days, so that the families would think the escape had been successful, the latter would receive cables sent from free countries telling them their loved ones had arrived and were well. These cables were an open invitation to others to follow innocently the path they thought safe. Thousands fell into the trap, into that net stained from the blood and sand and mud and sweat of men.

I was taken from the cell, where I had stayed since my detention, to an office. “You have a visitor, but you had better be careful. All they can ask you is how you are and you better tell them you’re fine.” Such were the instructions of the official in charge of interviews who stood facing me. To either side of us were two guards. The expectation of seeing my family excited me. I was advised that if I talked more than I should, I would be roughly treated and the interview would be concluded. I agreed to the conditions. I had no choice. “The treatment here is average,” I told my wife when I finally did see her.

I soon discovered that the visit at the interrogation center had been occasioned by an impending transfer. My clothes were exchanged for a uniform. In comparison to others I looked ridiculous, comic. It was as if every effort had been made to make us look like monkeys. In this dehumanizing ritual, we were relieved of every belonging that we still had left. My knapsack with food, canned milk, sugar candy—that my family had deprived themselves of in order to bring them to me—were thrown on the floor and the contents were dispersed and disappeared between the claws and teeth of the quickest and most agile garrison members. “You got no use for none of this,” one said when I looked at him accusingly. “Where you’re going they’ll set you straight.”

Rifle butts and clubs effected our transfer. By midnight, the wake-up call had sounded. Men tumbled on top of each other in the dark and in the midst of clubbing, then we were lined up to be hauled away in a truck. We ached as we heard the sound of rifles striking bodies and screaming echoes; our blood pounded in our temples as we watched and waited.

It was still dark when we got off the truck. The guards were waiting for us. “You sons of bitches, you queers. You after the big stud? Damned if you can cut off his balls.”

We were searched. Every fifteen minutes—the rapid shots of the firing squad, then the coup de grâce—“Ready, aim, fire”—resounded in the distance. In the immediate present, we got the warning. “You’ll die hanging on a post, that’s where most of you will end up.” If anyone managed to get some provisions, the guards swarmed over him.

By then it was almost daybreak. We were ordered to the yard to be registered: fingerprinted, birthmarks noted, pictures taken—front, side, and back views.

The firing continued on the other side of the yard, every fifteen minutes. From one side of the cellblock came the sounds of a strange, dreary hymn chanted again and again by the prisoners. I later discovered that they were the ones in the rehabilitation program. Then I understood our choices were two, a sentence with no future pardon or the destruction of our moral principles. I had chosen the former already a long time ago.

The firing squads carried out their work before a teeming crowd. The spectators were intent on insulting those who had come to proffer their last tributes to the fight. We saw the fury and violence of the human scum crazed by the moment’s pathos and by their own impotence to better the fate of their own tortured history.

We, prisoners, were lined up and forced to watch the firing squad at work. Indelible in my memory are the actions of one man who, before being tied to the post, suddenly pulled down his pants, wheeled before that mass of humanity, and screamed out: “Fags, faggots. Right here in the balls is where you’ll have to shoot me. The one dying here is a man.” From that moment on, the men condemned to die had their hands tied behind their backs and their mouths stuffed and taped shut.

I had seen a young man walking through the yard, gripping his crutches; he had a broken leg. It was the rumor that he had been caught up in the hills after a bullet had lamed him.

It was his luck to be one of those condemned to die. The morning after his execution, the guards were displaying his crutches. They did this in the coarsest and most provocative way. In the midst of this exhibition of animal pleasure, one of the guards joked about the unfortunate man who was now dead. “Not even the lame guys escape.”

The condemned were placed apart in a death row. These prisoners had been officers in the old regime or were considered incorrigible traitors. Their sentence to capital punishment was rarely commuted.

In my cellblock, we had three hundred and eighty-five people and only one hundred beds. We didn’t fit. At night the floor was a human carpet. Water was rationed. We were given a little mug of watered-down coffee at breakfast and a small, round piece of bread. For lunch, we had a crust of bread and clear water referred to as soup, a pretense to stew because sometimes pieces of food were at the bottom. Once in a while, we had a spoonful of rice or macaroni. Meat was noticeable by its absence. We knew that if we were not liquidated by a firing squad, we would be gradually eliminated in any case; they would starve us to death.

We lined up to eat. They made us stand in front of the tables. The guard struck the corner of the table with his bayonet and looking at the clock would say, “Sit down. You have five minutes to eat and you’ve already used up three.” They hammered away at us even though what we had was a piece of fish that was all bones, sweet potatoes or squash peelings, or steaming mush. When time was up, the prisoner who wasn’t on his feet was struck with the bayonet.

Sometimes we would protest such treatment by throwing our plates at the guards. In order to intimidate us the guard posts on the flat roofs above us would begin firing on us. That was the signal for the entire garrison to start an all-out assault. Screaming and again brandishing their bayonets, they would begin to beat us. The sun scorched the flat roofs and seared the wounds in the prisoners’ broken bodies while blood poured onto the cobblestones in the cellblock square.

The roll count was a daily harassment. We made two lines, usually inside the cellblock. First, they counted one group to the end and on the way back they counted the other. This system made it easy to cover up for someone’s absence. All that was necessary was for a prisoner from one line to pass over to the other without being caught. The system was discontinued by our captors after one successful, courageous escape.

Every prisoner had a knapsack, with his name on it, for his few possessions. In the beginning our families could bring us a present on visiting day, bed linens or pads, underwear or white pullovers. The one who had escaped made himself a pair of pants out of a white sheet he had dyed dark blue. On the day set for the execution of his plan, he put it on like underwear and pulled the pants to his uniform on over it. He also put on a pullover and the shirt of his uniform was over that. The prisoners who came out to the yard to receive their visitors would have to bring their marked knapsacks with them and place them in a specific place on the grounds so that their families could pick them up.

The space that extended between the posts where the visits took place was rather long. A screen that ran from floor to ceiling divided it. On one side was a bench for the visitors and on the other, one for the prisoner. The knapsacks were piled in the center of the visiting area.

The one who had escaped had thrown himself down in the place designated for the knapsacks. These were piled on top of him. He had already removed the shirt of his uniform and just lacked the pants. His family, aware of the plan, were seated on the bench for visitors waiting for the time of visitation. There were 50 meters between the posts which allowed little time for mobilization. Between the bench for the visitors and the pile of knapsacks there was a meter and a half. While the families were looking for the knapsacks with their names, the prisoner had taken off the rest of his uniform.

It was easy for him to get up and join the other family members on the visitor’s bench like one more visitor. This took place right in front of the guards. Very few of the prisoners knew of the plan.

In the roll count, we covered for him for a week by moving from one line to the other. We thought this would give him enough time to negotiate for a safe place to stay until his possible departure from the country. He really had no other choice than to flee the country, since permanent residence was impossible now that the government had established organized vigilance committees for the defense of the State. He would have to leave; he couldn’t possibly stay there for long without being detected.

When the week had come to an end, the cellblock guard notified the roll call sergeant that a prisoner was missing. The guard informed him that the prisoner had last been seen on visiting day and that he thought he had noticed the name recently on the infirmary list. What the guard didn’t know was that another prisoner had visited the infirmary using the name of the escapee in order to confuse the situation.

A new hell was instituted for the remainder of the prisoners. Every cell was examined; counting and recounting, they checked off the names. When it was finally proved definitively that such a prisoner was indeed missing, we were all taken from our cells, naked. Our cells were emptied in reverse order; our belongings searched and thrown out into the prison yard. The little food brought by our families rolled out onto the cobblestones, the open cans spilling out on the grounds. Our medicines bought by our families at high black-market prices were confiscated. In the prison the most basic items could not be obtained; there was not even an aspirin for a headache or a palliative for a stomach upset, of which there were numerous incidents because of the poor condition of the food.

The directorship of that prison, who customarily boasted about its tight security, was determined to discover the hidden tunnel through which the prisoner had escaped. Hundreds of guards became engaged in this task. They could not imagine that the escape was accomplished through their system of piling up knapsacks. The search lasted all day. New officials constantly appeared, different commissions, representatives of the Secretary of the Interior, the Secretary himself. The Secretary was furious and his ire enveloped us all as we huddled along the wall.

There were thirty-five hundred of us clutching at the wall. “Flatten out against it; you’re not close enough,” were our instructions delivered along with rifle butts and unsheathed bayonets. Then, by noon, the old and the sick began to weaken. Some fainted or suffered heart attacks and had other problems. Only the ones who actually fell to the ground were pulled out of that human mass and allowed to stretch out there. The guards warned us, “You will be here until the prisoner shows up; here you’ll die one by one, all of you.”

At six that evening, the order came to return to the cellblocks. Each prisoner had to return to a different one, the motive being to occasion a scarcity of beds. We overcame the problem by giving the available beds to the oldest and sickest; the rest of us got along as best we could.

Every cellblock had its own leadership, fellow inmates elected democratically. Those elected chose their own assistants. The ones responsible for governing us were respected. One of our group was named postman since, when the block was not being punished, correspondence was allowed once a month. Another of our elected officials was in charge of health and of seeing that those who were sick were taken to the infirmary.

For a month, we had no visitors so that the news of what had happened would not get out. The interrogations continued with the purpose of discovering the escape route. Nobody talked. If someone had, their punishment would have been quick and sure. The manner of escape only became known when our poor comrade was located in his hiding place. His freedom had lasted four months.

Each member of our families was searched before visiting us. Feminine guards searched the women; the former had previously been prostitutes and were now in uniform. They ordered the women to disrobe and then did terrible things to them.

With the small girls, they were brutal. When the mothers became infuriated, they would day: “What’s the matter? Don’t you like that? I’m just checking with my finger to be sure she doesn’t have anything hidden in there. Or would you prefer something else?” And then they spoke to the little girls: “You like it, don’t you? How do you think your mother brought you into the world if not that way?”

Whenever the mothers rebelled against such an outrage, they would be further insulted: “Enough of that, old lady; if I got you and did a good job on you, you’d stick here with me.” Humiliations and violations that would never be forgotten.

There was rumor of an uprising, of a possible landing, and the guards threatened us, the political prisoners, saying we would be the first to die. Through the bars of the prison gates, we could make out the ships rising before us on the water. The prisons had been mined to be blown up if the marines landed.

The order was given for inspection: “Everyone out in the yard, attention, into the yard, naked.” The guards opened the cells and made us line up in two rows. “Run,” they bellowed out at us, and they shot off their guns and blew trumpets to hammer in the message. Backed into a corner of the open yard we watched the guards loading up everything of worth—mattresses, sheets, cushions, clothes—all into carts or trucks. From the flat roof of the prison, crowded with machine guns, came the order: “Leave nothing behind.”

The crisis was at its height. Standing there being despoiled with finality, we must have felt this was a historic moment for the thousands of us shouted together: “Here come the Americans; they’ll get us out.” The guns recoiled over our heads. The fight had begun. The explosions were immediate, and rocks, large and small, began to rain down on the prison yard, wounding large numbers of prisoners. The guards searching our cells, to steal any piece of chocolate or sugar or cookies that we might have gotten from relatives, ran out terrified. We yelled at them, “They’re landing. They’re attacking.” The cowards ran like rats.

Unfortunately, it did not come to an end. The most seriously wounded were taken to the infirmary. The rest of the prisoners returned to their cellblocks.

The country’s crisis continued for twenty-two days. Since our prison had the tightest security, the number of prisoners increased significantly. The yard filled up with guards and with steel. During that period, members of the garrison were always in campaign dress with helmets and machine guns. We were in a miserable situation; brutal repression had been added to physiological liquidation.

We heard that the menace had moved out of the interrogation and torture chambers into the public sector. The height of inhumanity had been realized. People were now stopped on the street simply because they wished to leave the country, had complained about the regime, had not become friendly with someone, or simply did not want anyone to ask them, “What do you think?” or, “What should we do?”

We spent that night with machine guns between the bars and machine guns aimed from the roof. Since the day of the explosions we had not had a bite to eat or a drop to drink. The lights were cut off. In the dark, for it was still night, the microphones began their ritual: “Silence, into the yard, silence, into the yard, yard, yard.” And then: “The following personnel be prepared: all nurses, doctors, dentists, medical students, be present in your places, no excuses allowed.” We weren’t accustomed to this last call. We were taken to a place and told: "The Yankees are about to attack. We are preparing emergency first-aid groups and you must help. You can’t be in your cells because we don’t know when we’ll need your services. If there are beds in the infirmary, sleep in them; if not, sleep on the floor. Some of the doctors were quite old and we gave them the available beds.

“Positions, everybody. Anyone not in his place will be shot right now.” The lieutenant issuing the order held a pistol in his hand.

He explained that the explosions had come from the ditch where they were laying the lines for the explosives to mine the prison. It was a rocky area and with the explosion, the rocks were blown out.

Our earnest desire was for the whole prison to be buried and the island sunk, just so it would all come to an end.

A new program was introduced that reduced our food to one meal served at a single sitting between two-thirty and three in the afternoon. We had nothing more to eat or drink. No one could bathe. It was intolerable. Often the most debilitated fainted, doubling over in panic and weakness. Some men had to be tied up. The days were not so impossible to endure, but the nights were interminable with the continual executions. I realized then what no medical course had taught me: the human organism can withstand an incalculable amount.

The guards called out the prisoners who were condemned to die. The victims said goodbye as they were taken from their cells, for they knew they were going to certain death.

In our block, there was one prisoner who had been surprised reentering the country clandestinely to take part in the war effort. They came for him and we didn’t expect to see him again. However, he returned with his head high and his step firm. The death penalty had been commuted. But we came to realize later that this man no longer felt any joy in living. He had experienced too much; he carried the burden of firing squads, of companions riddled with machine gun as they sought to escape into the hills, of others seeking to end their agony who had climbed into frail crafts and were now at the bottom of the sea, and others killed by heart attacks or strokes or suicide…

One of the most insidious and harmful practices, among the many they engaged in, was that of placing prisoners who had gone through their rehabilitation plan into cellblocks with other prisoners. The former, backed up by the garrison, spent their time harassing those who had no choice other than to share their lives with them. They would do absolutely anything. They stole everything they could find: combs, soap, toothpaste, underwear, even food. We would tolerate them for a while in order not to provoke incidents, but sometimes they would end up with their heads split open.

On opposite sides of the cellblock, there were beds, theirs and ours. Because of the division we named our block North Vietnam and South Vietnam. The others, the rehabilitated prisoners, received the better uniforms; the guards brought them coffee and even cold water. Their meals were superior to ours. They were permitted extra visits and saw their families in a room rather than in the yard.

Several times a week, these prisoners would be taken to a kind of ‘little school,’ or ‘improvement classes’ where they were told that, in fact, they were working for the prison board and for that reason they had to be against us.

Despite our efforts to the contrary, this practice, which had been conceived to demoralize us and put an end to what little we had left, was truly devastating.

Old party leaders, political commissars in the service of the Secretary for Internal Affairs, were sent to infiltrate the prison. These men had the task of bringing groups of prisoners together in order to explain to them their own position as mediators between the prisoners and the prison directorate in case of any problem. We called them ‘granddads’ and recognized that their intention was to appear to be nice and humane, even interested in us.

They began by offering us economic assistance for our needy family members, scholarships for the children, and special visits. The government understood that we, the prisoners, had the right to enjoy certain physiological functions, especially those of us who were married.

Those men with their unconscionable appetites had designed a plan to bring the most perverse and denigrating aspects of life even into our homes. It was no longer just a matter of destroying the prisoner physically and morally while in jail; now they wanted to subject the wife to a despicable experience. Against their wishes, many wives came when they were called. Divorces were numerous because many of our men had been trapped into exposing their wives to such a disgraceful and trying time. It was difficult for us to overcome our desire for pleasure and reject the opportunity that we were offered. Our ranks were decimated.

The wives of the prisoners who had agreed to these benefits were first interviewed and then registered in an office before being allowed to see their husbands.

The room where the conjugal visits took place was given a derogatory name. The visits might be interrupted at any moment by the inopportune presence of the jailers. Some came equipped with cameras to take photographs of the sexual act in different stages and positions.

The photographs, later falsified, would be sent to the wives and to the prisoners. The ones mailed to the wives would show the prisoner embracing another woman, while the prisoners received poses of their wives with other men.

A note would be attached that read something like this:

"Because I am very fond of you and am disturbed by what is happening, I am sending you this irrefutable proof of how unworthily you are being treated. The secret will be between us.

A Friend"

Some of the rehabilitated prisoners were adept in the art of adulterating the family unit. They entertained themselves at parties by interchanging wives with representatives of the State. Sometimes prolonged relationships between members of the government and prisoners’ wives was the result.

The children in school were also brought into this sacrifice of reason in which their parents were engaged. They were told: “You must obey and must appreciate the one who does everything for you. Don’t forget that you are only the product of a moment of pleasure of your parents. The one who really is concerned for your welfare and provides everything for you is the State.”

Threats to liquidate us were constant for those of us who refused to accept the new order.

Half starved and wretched with yeast infections for lack of cleanliness—we were rarely permitted to bathe—we looked like savage animals. We felt we must adhere to our principles and endure our suffering and wait.

I was strengthened by some words I seemed to remember from my childhood, perhaps read in some book, something to the effect that we must keep on fighting as if the whole world were good, for victory is for those who struggle, and life will be just, and the homeland…grateful.

The ideologists called us rebels. We wouldn’t take their belt and be rehabilitated; we refused to yield; we would not be taken advantage of.

We would be punished. They took us to the prison farthest away and apparently the one with the tightest security that the State possessed. It was said that the place itself was so dreary that men died from the solitude.

We had been warned. Now the recommendation for our transfer had actually been made to the Director for Internal Affairs by the political commissars of the prison. While they processed our move, we would be separated from the rest of the prisoners.

Within the prison perimeter, there were some special cells that were mud huts with dirt floors. It was impossible to communicate between the cells because the doors were covered with metal sheathing. We were surrounded by damp earth dripping with water onto the ground covered with moss: a completely unhealthy situation. The ceiling was so low that the tall men brushed the ceiling with their heads.

In the basement of our cellblocks, there were some holes where the most incorrigible prisoners were punished. Not many survived imprisonments there; those who did rejoin us, looked like cadavers. The agony they had experienced in those holes was indescribable; they subsisted on bread and water in an impossible environment.

This prison had been built and used as a military fortress many years previous. It seemed destined to pursue a historic role.

The damp earth attracted rats, cockroaches, and chameleons. The cells were filled with them; they were everywhere and they jumped and hopped all over us as we slept on the floor.

The physiological upsets occasioned by this environment made it absolutely necessary to have some kind of antibiotic among our scarce possessions. Our families had to struggle to get such medicines in the black market. They would not stay long in our possession, just until the next search; then everything would be gone.

When there was an emergency and we had no medication, we would call for the guard, the infirmary; no one would come for a long time. When someone did come, he would say, in a completely detached manner: “What’s wrong? There’s no infirmary here. When you’ve cut out your heart, let us know.”

At three in the morning, they woke us with the call: “Up and at it. Get your belongings together. You’re being moved.”

To the music of machetes, rifle butts, clubs, kicks, and the deafening noise of guards yelling, we were crammed into a truck that seemed hermetically sealed once we were inside. Stunned, half-asleep, and starving, we gasped for air. We were bathed in sweat from head to foot. Then came the dehydration, faintness and vomiting, loss of consciousness, and asphyxiation.

When the door was opened for us to get out of the truck, we were piled on top of each other, covered with vomit, many of us unconscious. Screaming guards climbed into the vehicle and threw us out one by one like sacks of rice. Many were injured—broken arms, ribs, collarbones. We were left there on the ground until the plane came; it flew every forty-five minutes from the military airport to the island.

Bloodthirsty, angry savages were waiting for us on the island.

Our dossiers arrived with us. The garrison director brought them up at the exact time a particular prisoner was to be identified.

With everyone lined up, the interrogation began: name, age, birthplace and place, profession, or position.

“I am a doctor.”

When the interrogators heard this, they exploded. “Hey, Joe, look. He says he’s a doctor; here’s an exploiter of humanity.” The man who spoke then turned to me. “You are not going to get rich anymore off of somebody else’s pain. Now, the hospitals belong to the people; medicine is free. You better get ready to work night and day, out there in the country and right here in the hospitals.”

One of the men, who indicated he was a farmer, was called a cock-fighter and a highway robber. The insults were constant: “Parasite. You never worked a day in your life. Now you’ve got a future. There’s enough forced-labor waiting for you to last the rest of your life.”

The next one in line was of mixed blood. “Mulatto, don’t you know what our government has done is give you back the rights the white man tricked you out of?”

Everyone was treated equally—the rich owner of the sugar mill because he manipulated money, the poor man because he didn’t have any, the white man because he was an exploiter, the negro because he submitted to exploitation. All suffered the humiliation of that dehumanizing process as we stood in the line where according to our captors we would establish our identity.

Standing in line with us was a group that had been identified as officers in the army of the old regime. They had spent one hundred and seventy-nine days in death row. Their beards, mustaches, and hair covered their faces. In their unbathed state, they gave the impression of cowed, defenseless animals. Night after night they had been taken out as if they were to be shot. Their families had slept on the ground, out in the weather under the trees, waiting for the moment.

After having experienced so many agonizing nights in expectation of meeting the firing squad, with the taste of death in their mouths, they had been ordered to spread out on the ground there in the very airport. During the identification process, the garrison official told them: “Down on your four legs, animals,” and he added, “eat the grass, do you hear?”

They made those prisoners chew up and swallow the grass, and they would shoot just above their backs whenever the men tried to raise their heads.

It was necessary to remain standing in order to be checked. By noon, some of the older men began to collapse; we had been there since dawn without touching even a drop of water.

Trucks were waiting to take us to prison from the airport. They were sitting there with their motors running. Their deafening noise, together with the screams of the guards, almost drove us insane.

Climbing into the trucks was extremely difficult. They had been manufactured in a foreign country and the step height was not what we were accustomed to. We were so weak we could hardly walk. It was hard to get up into it and the guards peppered us with lead. Those who fell to the ground were forced to get up and beaten mercilessly. “You understand; you’re on the island now,” words followed by machete blades and rifle butts.

When we were finally loaded on the trucks, the motors stopped and we were held there three quarters of an hour. It was raining. We were thankful for the refreshing water on our faces and dry mouths.

This prison had a circular shape. There, in the large cells some of us would be grouped together. It made prison life much more tenable.

It wasn’t logical to spend the time injudiciously. We would use it to study and develop ideas.

Talks of a political-social nature were organized. This project was called The Place for Freedom. This plan was proof of the victory of our spirit and the integrity over our physiological ills.

In these talks, we discussed the creation of political parties, the celebration of free, democratic elections, the formulation of legislative power in the municipal, provincial, and national governments. The meaning of the Magna Carta, the constitution, the development of a republic, the best governors, and the worst—these were some of the topics. Summations were delivered by magistrates, lawyers who had studied the subjects in depth.

Doctors spoke on science and medicine, industrialists on existing large corporations, bankers on the nation’s banking system, labor leaders on the workers’ movements and their achievements. Everyone needed to be instructed for future purposes. There were also speakers on other subjects of considerable interest: international questions, historical process, past wars. The intention was to thwart the proselytizing of prisoners for the rehabilitation plan.

We had a library with a few books that we had been collecting. Anything found during an inspection was destroyed. These searches happened anytime, any hour, day or night.

In that prison, the purpose of the searches was to find radios or information we might have hidden.

The prison was encircled by machine guns that would begin firing whenever there was a search. Both machine guns and automatic rifles forced the prisoners to remain where they were, while guards searched for the radios, they believed to exist there in the prison.

We had electrical technicians among us, and they had managed to pick up transmissions from free countries. Having no batteries or current available, they created the necessary energy from odds and ends found among our things. The news was written down by bilinguals and the sheets were circulated among the prisoners. In this way we were abreast of the latest national and international events.

After hearing the news, every night the technicians had to disassemble the radios and carefully conceal each piece in a different place for reassembly the following night. Everything had to be done with extreme care. It was not possible to work on the radios during the day for fear of a guard coming in unexpectedly.

After the roll count, at six in the evening, the cells were double-locked and also clamped shut using another key. Quick entry was impossible because of all the locks. Furthermore, we posted lookouts in each direction to check on the movements around the garrison while the radio was working. The lookouts could signal to each other; whenever something happened in one part of the prison, we were immediately aware of it.

Rather than the guards, the people we feared were the deserters, prisoners who might abandon their principles and accept the program for rehabilitation.

A plan was conceived to double the bars that separated us from our visitors. We refused to see our families in that way.

For two years, we were prevented from seeing them. It was a cruel period, especially for our loved ones, for they thought the worst since they couldn’t see us. We were also deprived of our once-a-month correspondence as punishment for not wanting to accept their plan of doubling the iron grills. Those of us who smoked had no one to provide us with cigarettes and we smoked the stuffing from the mattresses.

Our food was so reduced in quantity that many fell ill and diseases spread throughout the penal population. Blood samples showed as an average a shortage of two million red blood cells. The situation became so extreme that eventually the military doctors advised the penal directors that if the food was not increased or our families allowed to send things, there would be a chain reaction.

That was almost the case. Between fifty and a hundred men dropped out daily from weakness and malnutrition.

Whenever the prison directors considered that any one of us was undisciplined, they would punish us ignominiously in special cells.

If a prisoner in one of those cells asked for water, they would throw a pail of urine at him and yell, “There’s your water.” If he asked for food, they would fill the same pail with manure, dung, and throw it on him.

Faced with the way we still managed to survive their barbarism; our captors were frustrated. Our resistance had deep roots in our individual spiritual fortitude and in our moral consciousness of our relationship and duty to others.

The government began to elaborate a plan of extended forced labor, much more demanding than anything that had existed before.

The project began. All men in good physical condition remained on the island. Those of an advanced age or with physical defects were unobtrusively excluded from the project.

Self-inflicted wounds and afflictions among the prisoners became commonplace—ulcers and other ills of long duration caused by injecting acid into their veins, broken and severed fingers—actions of collective sadness in repudiation of the project.

A harsh, brutal inspection was the result when those considered as useless for the work project were sent back to their cells.

Now, it was not just a matter of destroying our belongings. The number of heads smashed in and arms broken in our area alone came to more than 150, and the guards were firing their guns indiscriminately.

The inspection had begun at midnight. We were forced to leave our cells and rounded up inside a high wire fence originally designed for the animals. We were not permitted to go back to our cells until after six the following day. When we returned, we found even our beds had been destroyed. Food, clothing, and pieces of iron were heaped up and scattered all over the place like the aftermath of an earthquake or a pitched battle. The ceiling was riddled with holes from the bullets.

That night we were served soup, our first food in twenty-four hours. Starving, we gulped it down. Apparently, it had been adulterated with a substance that sent us all running to the latrines, which many didn’t reach in time. By morning, the cells were floating in excrements.

The water was difficult to drink. It was brought to us in pails. After it sat a while, its color changed. Sometimes it would take on a blackish color and other times it was greenish. The liquid was tacky to the touch. We wisely threw in quantities of iodine so that the contaminated water wouldn’t make us sicker than we already were.

Water was all that was used to clean the cells. There were no disinfectants there. Our stomach upsets sometimes lasted for days. When that was the case, the fecal matter was everywhere. Between enduring the effects of the mosquito carrying dysentery and the terrible odor, our lives were impossible.

Attacks of typhoid fever finally reached epidemic proportions leaving the prison population debilitated to such an extent that many prisoners were transferred in mass to other prisons. In order to control the epidemic, it was eventually necessary for the prison directors to initiate a program of vaccination, fumigation, and cleanliness.

About that time, there was rumor of an invasion having the purpose of freeing the prisoners on our island. They were saying that there were troops mobilized in the regions contiguous to our prison.

Stakes were driven firmly into the ground all around the prison. They were sharpened to a fine point. The intention was to catch the parachutist on his way down so that he would never hit the ground alive. Paratroopers were expected to lead the assault to free the prisoners; when they attacked and as they landed, the stakes would rive through their bodies.

In addition, we were still threatened by explosions in the prison as it had been mined to be blown up in case of an attack. A soldier came and checked the wires every morning to be sure they were connected. The penal population was in a constant state of fear and tension.

Another move, another prison, another time. The same humiliation, the same ugliness, and the same provocations. Long hours again of standing in line to be identified—climbing into another foreign aircraft, one usually used for a troop transport, turning and twisting in our attempt to get up into the plane through the tail—dying of hunger and thirst, dehydrated and weak, waiting, fearful of what might come next.

We sat on the floor of the plane with our hands between our legs. Anyone who raised his head was clubbed.

Once we were in flight, we were suddenly shocked out of our daze by the guards yelling. “Everybody down. Everybody down.” There was nowhere to go. Everyone stayed where they were. They didn’t make us wait long to be kicked and shoved and beaten up.

Then an arm-to-arm battle erupted and as always we came out as the losers. It was an unprecedented beating. Gashes in our heads, broken arms, open wounds, fury, vomit, blood.

The plane landed and they proceeded to check us again. They took our pictures; full face, side view, back view. They cut off a lock of hair from in front, each side, and in back. These locks of hair were placed in a small envelope to be included with the rest of our papers. The envelope was marked with a letter and with a number to identify each of us. For some reason they then dyed out hair. If we were brunet, we became blond, if blond, then brunet. Mustaches were dyed. The photos were taken again. The final step was to shave our heads completely and repeat the photo process once more.

Now that we were registered in the new prison, we were sent directly to cells where we would be kept incommunicado. We were at the guards’ mercy. They took whatever they wanted of our few possessions—all of which fit into a knapsack; they left the rest.

There were some guards who showed they were sensitive to our misery. They wouldn’t take note of the time when a visitor arrived, and when relieved by another guard, they would say, “He has just now gone in.”

We were informed that there were not enough yellow uniforms for all the new prisoners, not enough supplies to meet the need. We were given a blue uniform instead. We knew those were the uniforms for the common criminals.

Many of us refused them. The color of the uniform offered a pretext for rebellion. “We won’t let them do that to us,” we said.

Our men stood in their shorts against the wall refusing to put on the blue clothes.

“You’ll put them on or we’ll put them on for you,” was the response of the guards who then dressed them by brute force. Choosing the strongest and most incorrigible prisoners to serve as an example, they ripped off their clothes and put the blue uniforms on them.

Piling the uniforms on top of each other the prisoners burned them in their cells. This produced a search that destroyed the matches and reproduced the uniforms which were forced upon the men with even greater violence. Handcuffed, their backs against the cell wall, they received their new clothes.

With the intention of rehabilitating us, the government had created model agricultural experimental stations. With our work, we were surprised to be able to buy our freedom. These stations were actually concentration camps. We were interviewed from time to time with the purpose of finding out how our thinking and our attitudes were progressing.

A barrage of questions was thrown at the prisoner being interviewed. If he stood firm in his struggle against their suggestions, it was one battle won. When the interviewers realized we weren’t ready to give in, they threw us out.

To go from one plot of land to the next, we were required to form a line. Some of us were selected by the guards to make another line. We were asked our names, the state of our health, if we had any disease. We were divided up, and moved from one plot to another, in an effort to soften up our resistance.

Two men tried to escape from one of the agricultural stations. On the road back to the prison at the end of the work day, at a moment they considered to be opportune, these two prisoners, one twenty-three and one twenty-five years old, slipped out of sight. No one saw them get away. They used the cane fields for cover.

When the guards did realize they were missing, they had completely disappeared. The desertion was immediately reported on the radio. Shortly, there were hundreds of guards encircling the canebrake. Showing no mercy, they opened fire. The two men had gambled their lives and lost them; their young bodies were riddled with bullets.

On that model farm, electricity, like everything else, was rationed. Lights were off for a few hours after seven p.m.

The men agreed on a plan. The fences were high, but they could be scaled by putting one man on top of the other. About ten prisoners escaped that night.

The guards didn’t find out until the following day when the count was taken in the morning.

The search party that went out after them brought them back wounded. When they were well again, the prisoners who had escaped were sent to a high security prison and punished.

It was not advantageous to let them go. The forced labor project meant the government had a tremendous source of wealth being produced at an infinitesimal cost. Furthermore, it was a way to disarm any plan that would give prisoners preparation in regard to political affairs and which could possibly be used by the thousands of prisoners against the State.

The men were divided up into brigades. At first these were voluntary; then they were forced upon us. The State leaders had discovered that among us were highly qualified persons and also laborers of all levels of society. The government decided to exploit every segment of our prison community.

Agriculture came first. There were thousands of imprisoned farmers. An intensive planting of trees for lumber and orchards for citrus and other fruit was undertaken. Virgin acres were cleared. Some of the men were used to raise food and others to raise grain for the livestock. The prisoners who were tradesmen—bricklayers, carpenters, electricians, mechanics, welders—constructed buildings for dairies and for schools.

The projects were extended nationwide. Hundreds of farms were started with the cost of labor limited to the food and clothing of prisoners. Plants, dairies, production, and manufacturing facilities proliferated. It was a question of hundreds and thousands of men working at very little cost on every job under construction. This was an exploitation of the penal population. It was to the State’s interest to have more and more prisoners in order to provide the manual labor available. Prisoners had become a business, a new slave trade: with whites and blacks.

These prison farms were situated in rural zones with their boundaries designated by the Ministry. The brigades were lodged in buildings or barracks.

As the farms increased in number, security became tighter in order to prevent any attempts at escape. The fences were laced with barbed wire and reinforced with a second fence: to be caught between the two meant your life unless you were there by permission of the military.

Freedom of movement within the prison was highly restricted. At nightfall, the rules became even more severe: it was prohibited to be less than two yards from the wire fence. If a prisoner dared pass over the line, it was assumed that he was trying to escape from a military zone.

Some would try—men who were physically and mentally ill, out of despair from their seclusion and isolation from their families. Every eighty yards along the wire fence there was a little hut with a guard who had orders to give no warning but to shoot to kill.

Sometimes, when the belongings of those who had fallen were gathered up, there was a letter from one of the men, saying goodbye to his loved ones.

The sergeants in charge of the different work brigades would come at five in the morning, bang on the doors of the huts shouting, “On your feet. On your feet.” The prisoners had to line up in front of the hut. If one was sick, he had fifteen minutes to present himself or someone would go in, beat him up, and pull him out.

The prisoners in forced labor on the farms would protest the treatment of the sick workers. There would be quarrels and even attacks on the guards. Then the watch out posts would begin to spout bullets. The soldiers from the guardhouse, when they heard the shots, would run in with their machine guns since the guards inside the farm area were unarmed. When the situation cooled down the sick prisoner would be taken to the doctor.

The prisoner would be checked for fever. If the doctor couldn’t certify that he had a temperature, he would have to declare him fit for work. It was very difficult for a prisoner to be excused from labor for medical reasons.

The work that was being done on the farm was of many different kinds, some in plain view and some hidden, some authorized and some not. Using silver coins, either national or foreign ones, the latter had the advantage of signifying allegiance to a foreign state, the prisoners fashioned bracelets, rings, lockets, and other trinkets. At first, they would be gifts for their families. Because the families began to sell them at high prices to make money to pay for their trips to the farm, the production of jewelry became a commercial enterprise which was soon detected.

Representatives of the Secretariat invaded the farm one morning to begin an all-out search. They uncovered enormous amounts of silver coins and all the tools needed for the manufacture of jewelry. Various personnel of the military in control of the farm were implicated in the business. The scandal brought about a complete change of administrators.

The change in administration occasioned a change in rules. Now, prisoners had to undress to be checked before a visitor could see them. The new order was not obeyed because it was considered to be undignified. The morning visitors were left waiting. Along with the afternoon visitors, they protested. No one went to work. No one went to the dining room. The new director would not be accepted as long as the rule was in force.

The protest became a kind of strike. For the first time even the prisoners in the rehabilitation plan cooperated. Most of them took off their uniforms of a distinctive color and refused to wear them until the problem was resolved in our favor. They would not continue in the program. As a result, the rule was rescinded and did not go into effect.

The decision in our favor was a deceptive one. Only a few days had passed when the Chief of Internal Affairs, accompanied by some of the prisoners from the rehabilitation program, ransacked our rooms while we were at lunch. The rehabilitated prisoners pointed us out by name and we were accused of being the minds behind the strike.

At eleven o’clock that night the microphone blurted out: “Attention. Attention. To the yard. If your name is called, bring your belongings.” The third name called out was mine. There were twenty-six of us divided off from the rest. Waiting for us was a closed truck; it looked hermetically sealed. A few rehab prisoners came up to us while we were waiting to be ordered to get in. They had been chosen to talk to us because they were old acquaintances, old friends, and our friendship had continued despite their choice to become part of the rehabilitation program.

These men had been sent to tell us we could still change our minds before being sent off to some unknown destination. I listened to my old friend: “Look, this is going to last a long time. We’ve got to be sharper than they are. We have different colored uniforms, you know, but our heads are squarely where yours are, where they have always been and always will be. Change your mind; tell them OK, you agree, and you’ll stay. If you don’t, they’ll take you off somewhere your family can’t see you. They might even run you off and shoot you, claiming you are trying to escape. Make it as easy on yourself as you can. Don’t be a fool. All you have to do is pretend you’ve changed.”

I hated to disillusion that man and I felt the sharpness of the difference between our philosophies. “I respect your position, my friend, but I will not be an instrument to be used by the enemy. I deeply appreciate your gesture. You have my best wishes. Now let me be on my way.”

Next day was visiting day. The families visiting those who were to be moved complained to the Chief of Internal Affairs. They were referred to the Central Office of the Secretariat that had issued the order. They were told that the order could only be changed by the Secretary as the officials at the farm had no power to do so. If they wanted information, they should go to the Department of Prisons and Jails to see what explanation there was for the action and if it was indicated or not.

“Attention. Attention. To the yard,” screamed the loudspeaker. “Line up, everybody, line up.” We lined up in the yard at the new prison.

“Butcher!” a man from our section shouted at the warden.

“Show yourself,” yelled the warden. “Unless you show yourself, everybody will pay the consequences.”

The guards were on us with a savage show of force. We had thirty wounded but not one who spoke up. Thirty days without visitors was our punishment, no packages, no mail. We were backed up by the other prison wards; the men considered themselves as also being punished until the ban was lifted.

Stoicism, tears, pain, blood. In cells, five by ten feet in size, two to three men to a cell, a hole in the center for human wastes, between windows and doors covered in iron, suffering and dying from malnutrition and beatings, lay the prisoners. Tuberculosis and dysentery were rampant; no medical help was available.

Delirious men banged their heads against the wall until their eyes were out of their sockets and their retinas detached.

Hundreds of men who for years had not seen the sun.

The pain and bitterness was for those of us who survived, forced to watch helplessly the crimes committed in that jail of jails.

One o’clock in the morning.

The moans of a prisoner were heard by a hundred others. He had contracted tetanus; had lockjaw pain from having used the back end of a spoon to gouge holes in his gums in wild desperation to extract his own teeth. These men had been six years in solitary confinement, naked, undernourished, served nauseating food. Many went mad from starvation, from hunger strikes.

Listening to their fellow prisoners prompt the others to join in the rhythm of his groans and in unison they beat upon the sheets of steel with their aluminum cups and plates. The metal resounded with growing intensity, like human cries, a futile attempt to call for medical attention for the suffering prisoner.

The garrison surrounding the building opened fire to control the prisoners’ rebellion. “We want a doctor, not war,” the men shouted to the guards pouring into their cells, fracturing skulls, tearing flesh. In the back, the moaning prisoner was shot with a machine gun blast. The neck was severed of the one who tried to help. Another was thrown onto the floor. Seeing that he was still alive, they smashed his head in.

Twenty-six were seriously wounded that night.

“Get everythin’ together; you’re leavin’,” announced the guard.

“What?”

“You heard me. You’re gettin’ out. Stick all your junk in your sack; get ready to leave. Or would you rather be tied up on the post?”

“What?”

“Good conduct,” the warden insisted, once I got to his office. In agreement with foreign governments a certain number of political prisoners were to be released. I was one. I would be out the fifteenth of April.

The guard took me back to my cell. He said I was leaving, getting out. My home, my wife, my daughter. How big she would be by now! She was so little when I left. I would hug the trees. I would take a deep breath. I would shake the hand of a good, honest friend. I would look at the ocean, the sky; would feel like a man, like a god and…

A sudden noise startled me. Infuriated by my absent-minded expression the guard had struck the rusty padlock with his pistol. He was shouting, his face contorted; he would have liked to be freed of all this, to be innocent, human; but he knew he was a beast: “Stupid, idiot, didn’t ya hear nothin’? You’ve done it. You’re gettin’ out.”

I couldn’t understand the melancholy, the heavy feeling, the emptiness that had come over me. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. My cellmates said I spent hours looking at the same spot on the wall, perhaps a steel dot. When I did feel better, I was certain I was becoming ill.

Bones beat against metal to the rhythm of the conga of ‘carnaval.’ It’s Fiesta time—Fiesta in April with the aroma of rain and the fragrance of jasmine. Skeletons dance, hips and waists drawn to the beat of music and sound of bones striking against steel from behind jail door, behind prison wall.

There is a smell of green grass, of fertile earth tilled and moistened, waiting for man, eager for the last embrace of mortal passion.

I don’t clearly recall who—ex-colonel, weary politician, disillusioned philosopher. It matters not; the conga is danced by all, clasping waists, keeping time to the rhythm of a fiesta whose music boldly resounds.

Thighs, collars, tailbones loudly sound and a skull joins in the clamor. Hard against the steel; they strike again and again, until the clanging repercussion bursts out bars, bolts, and keys, and the prison explodes from the roaring din.

Frantically, the condemned try to escape, “Let’s get out of here.” Like lunatics, savages, they seek to run away, but they return again back to the same place. “We won’t ever leave this prison; this is our only life.” The fiesta dies down within us; we who have seen so much death and so much pain—we can never be free.





Part Two





The sound of clanging metal seemed distant, far away. They must still be at the other end of the cellblock. From one side to the other, iron rod in hand, they moved through the darkened passageway that divided cell rows of prisoners in solitary confinement. At nightfall, the sound would begin. It may have been the same rod used to tighten down the bolts on the cell doors.

It came closer—the sound of metal striking metal—slowly, systematically, in perfect order, missing no cell door where the condemned united, listening. Exceedingly heavy doors sheathed with iron painted black.

The rod struck the doors and the sound reverberated deep within my body. The clanging came closer, louder and louder. With precision, it advanced. It moved forward from the last cell on the right as the man tenaciously gripped that piece of iron in his fist, the iron rod.

Hunched over, squinting my eyes, I watched in the cell’s darkness. Every half hour during the night, they struck the iron doors with the metal rod. Loud, reverberating, penetrating, the sound echoed within the violated space of my small cell.

During the day, the cell was gray. Three slits near the roof admitted a dim light that was further dulled by the gray of shadowed walls. With the dawn, we fled the sound of clanging metal to drift into the shadows of dreams.

I could scarcely open my eyes.

A blinding light came from a bulb in a corner of the cell. The day was getting dark. “What are the shadows in the light?” The soldier with me had a revolver and also a machine gun. The eyes of that man had a weird, bitter gleam. He must have felt weighted down by the dark, heavy metal of the weapons bound to his body like a common load. He opened up the mattress the length of the cell and roaches ran in all directions… Black streaks… “How many watts, do you suppose, that bulb is? The light is so intense.”

The heat was unbearable. The only air was from the three cracks, up high, by the ceiling. Those kind of windows had to be on a second floor; the ceilings were so high in the cells. The prison had been built for common criminals, generations ago, at some remote time during the colonial period.

In the space between the mattress and the wall, there was a faucet. The bottom of that damp bowl looked black and deep with shifting shadows that suddenly disappeared when you drew close.

When you least imagined it, they would open the door on you. Looking for confessions. They wanted us to talk. But what was there to say? What hadn’t already been said? Who could you blame for everything? What generation failed? Was it the parents or the grandparents? Why couldn’t we make them understand?

They threatened us. No matter what, they would get it out of us, compromising words, some information. A tall man with an animal expression beat his fist into his hand impatiently.

They were the victors; we were the conquered. They demanded, ordered, threatened. As they banged their fists on the table, you expected them to fall upon you at any moment like wild beasts. Passively we listened, held to our strength, debilitated by the repeated interrogations, determined to keep on living, keeping silent. “What you must do is keep alive, not die, there in front of them, like a dog.”

I began in a lower security pavilion. In less than a month I was already in one of high security because I refused to join the rehabilitation program. If I yielded now everything I had ever thought or done would lose all meaning.

In the high security pavilion, the soldiers paced the halls between the cells. The least misunderstanding or minor incident would spark the use of a heavy board kept in the corner of the ward. It was the tool that fractured knees, legs, ribs, inflicting slow-healing injuries all over the body.

Some of the prisoners would unravel the canvas bedcovers. With wires from electric cords, they would make knitting needles. Towels were unraveled and the ends of the loops tied together. This way they would make primitive socks to protect their feet in the cells. Every thread that passed through our hands was used.

Everything had to be hidden, in order not to lose it, in the searches. It was an undeclared war. Guards were set to spy through the windows, in groups, or hidden so we wouldn’t see them. They would try to surprise us so we wouldn’t have time to hide anything. Especially during the period when our families were allowed to bring us sacks, within a few days of the visit they would come in and finish them off. They destroyed everything, dumping the sacks on the floor, scattering the contents; they chose what they wanted. It was like the ruins of an earthquake.

The silence that had been imposed upon us when we had visitors now became a general rule. A cannon burst announced the night. After that moment, by order of the prison warden no one could have a conversation. Being caught talking could mean to be forcibly removed from the cell by the prison guard who had complete jurisdiction without appeal to place you in confinement in another cell for an indefinite period of time. As many as six months were spent by some of the inmates who broke the rule of silence.

What an exaggerated sense of importance! How ridiculous! What difference did it make to them whether we talked or not? We didn’t understand. We saw no reason for it. We only heard the guard saying again and again, “Silence,” lengthening the syllables as much as his voice would allow, as if to deafen us all as he passed by, so we wouldn’t ever hear it again: “Siiiiiilence!”

To use the toilet that was near the doors in the ward you had to ask permission before the curfew. On the occasion that a prisoner had to slip up to the door and return without being noticed because of not having asked for permission, he ran the chance of a discussion that usually ended badly for him.

“Who gave you permission to get out of bed and come to the door?”

“I haven’t come to the door, just to the toilet, because I had to.”

“You know you’ll be punished for having disobeyed the rule of absolute and total silence.”

“Getting up to go to the toilet is not breaking the rule of silence.”

“Shut up.”

“I didn’t want to say anything anyway.”

“Come out here. You start running and keep on running until I tell you to stop; ’cause you broke the rules, you’ll do as I say or I’ll find a better punishment.”

The moment came when the flesh weakened. Impossible to run anymore. The shouts and curses of the guard could not remove the fatigue, the overwhelming exhaustion. The guard came over to the figure on the floor, whipped it and kicked it, “Now that’ll shut you up; that’ll shut you up.”

We became alarmed at the scarcity of the water. The toilets beside the doors had never been very good, now they were breaking down completely and were nothing but latrines. The prison was on low ground and when it rained the water in the latrines overflowed onto the floor of the cells, depositing pieces of excrement.

While it was raining, we tried to get the water out through the bars. The water of the latrines would finally be cleaner from the amount of overflow. There was no other water to use to wash down the floors, no disinfectant to clean them. For those of us without beds there was no place to sleep. Awake we dreamed, dreamed of an open sky, a soothing breeze, and of waking upon soft grass.

In order to bathe in those times, they let us collect water in a pitcher and then pour it into a pail. Little by little the pail would fill up.

We were greatly pleased when they began installing showers in the central yard. Around three thousand prisoners anxiously awaited the day the showers would be used for the first time. The day it happened a soldier with several of the prisoners from the rehabilitation program came to open the faucets.

The loud speaker announced that prisoners would have five minutes to shower. When the soldier turned on the water, we ran like madmen to get to the showers. Most of the prisoners were still in the yard, many covered in soap, when time came to turn the water off. Again, the loudspeaker warned, “Hurry it up, back to your cells.”

Those caught under the shower or waiting to wash the soap off were beaten until they bled. The bloody prisoners were then allowed to wash. The water and the soap burned their wounds.

We looked for consolation in religion. Religious activities had been prohibited. Anyone caught not respecting the order was severely punished.

A few of the prisoners in the ward were praying. Suddenly the guard came in and dragged out the men who were participating. In a matter of minutes, twenty became a hundred. Everyone got in line behind the guard. When the soldier got to his garrison with that number to be punished, the officer in charge decided to ignore the order.

Freedom to worship, the director explained, although prohibited, would be allowed up to a certain point, if done discreetly. The director conceded that our lives were really not involved with the political developments in the country.

Deaths in the family often occurred without the prisoner knowing about it. Parents, children, brothers and sisters, wives, would die, and the prisoner would not be notified. Even when the prison administrators had the information, they would often not relay it and the prisoner would only find out when a visitor came. Telegrams were only delivered during the regular mail call.

The military was relentless. When a prisoner would find out in time that a death had occurred, obstacles were put in his way to make it difficult for him to attend. A military escort would agree to take him to the funeral home but would arrive just in time to see the procession leave for the cemetery. They would then refuse to catch up to the procession on the pretext that they were only supposed to go to the funeral home. The prisoner would watch the procession just a block away and not be able to join it because of the refusal of the military.

The shooting of a prisoner would occasion a visit to his home, after days had passed. A soldier would knock on the door and without further introduction would hand whomever answered a contemptible bundle of the belongings of the dead prisoner and announce the fact of his death some nights before.

On occasion, a wife, or mother, or son would come to visit, smiling, bringing the sack of provisions for the prisoner. In the waiting room, the person would be told that he had been shot the night before, or recently.

Some of the visitors had to be carried to the infirmary. Their screams could be heard throughout the prison. There were those who lost consciousness and when they came to, beside themselves, and beyond considering the circumstances, they would accuse the guards around them, screaming, “Assassins, cowards!” until they were made to hush.

Mail delivery was an instrument of torture, both for the prisoners and for their families. The prison administrators were aware that mail was a powerful weapon at their disposal. They distributed letters erratically so that some were delivered almost immediately while others were received by the prisoner as much as two years late. For prisoners, whose nerves were already on edge, who had loved ones seriously ill, the delay occasioned severe mental agony. Not knowing if their own mail was being delivered and if their families knew they were alive and also knowing that they had no way of being sure of the health of their loved ones was a source of constant anguish.

Their desperation and anxiety aggravated by the irregularity of the mail and by their own impotency to control the situation made the prisoners even more susceptible to the diseases propagated by that mass of humanity. They weakened and offered less resistance.

Medical care was extremely poor. Not that there weren’t doctors among the penal population but the authorities denied their services. There were numerous cases of strokes, cerebral hemorrhages, ulcers, brain tumors, cancer, appendicitis, hepatitis, blindness, progressive syphilis, and all the other problems occasioned by a populace in such circumstances. The ones who were ill were not allowed to bring in medication; everything had to be obtained from the prison pharmacy.

The pharmacy was the place that served as a clinic for the doctors and dentists. A small amount of medicines were kept there to be used only for the prisoners in the program of rehabilitation. The doctors who cared for the patients were also in the program. To be treated was a long, drawn-out procedure. First the patient had to get on the list made up in the ward. The prison doctors in the program for rehabilitation had to submit their prescriptions for a patient to the prison guard. He certified at will those drugs that the patient might receive and those that were in his opinion unnecessary. The doctors subjected to the criteria of uninformed guards did not rebel for fear of reprisal as they were in line for conditional dismissal from prison.

The deaths that resulted from cardiac arrest and brain hemorrhages were hushed up. The body was placed in an appropriate place before the family was advised. At midnight, a limited number of mourners were allowed to file through the room where the body was displayed along with that of other cadavers in the city morgue.

Our efforts to live, when death was so near, were in themselves an affirmation of life.









Part Three

“You have plotted against the honor and security of the State!”

Dingy, barefooted men in the bitter heat in the little courtroom thundered:

“Thirty years!”

I was resigned to the sentence. I would never finish it. I would either die or would escape somewhere far away.

The messages came from far away, the ones written in lemon juice. When the paper was carefully heated, the words would appear. The paper had to dry perfectly when written on in this way, with the juice of a lemon.

“Do you know what you’ve been accused of?”

“I have no idea what your motives can be.”

“Are you sure?”

“It must be because of the business about the milk delivery.”

“What? What did you say?”

They had tried to stop the delivery of milk for my little girl. They claimed she was not in the country and so we didn’t qualify for milk. “I bring orders to stop delivering milk here because you’ve taken your daughter out of the country,” I was advised by the milkman.

I was thoroughly irritated by this man that had served my family for years loyally and faithfully, and now because he was responding to the authority of some committee… I shouted at him: "Come in here and see for yourself. My daughter is in her room. Now you go tell those that sent you here with that order that the day I choose to send my daughter away, I will. I won’t need anyone’s permission. She is my daughter. I brought her into this world and I will always look after her. You tell them, besides that I won’t be spied on by anyone." And I added, impetuously, because injustice and inhumanity hurt, how could they without any previous investigation or real knowledge, how could they cut off the milk necessary for her to live? The milkman listened quietly.

In the child’s room, I pointed to her in her little bed, sleeping, and I asked the man who had come as a representative of the committee, “Do you see her? Now, go and report. Go and tell them you saw her and tell them besides that, they have defrauded the people, the people that gambled everything to be able to live at ease without fear. Go and tell them that that is what hurts most; we were deceived and betrayed. We fought a regime that offered plenty of food but no freedom. We gambled it all on one card, we lost it all; now we have no freedom or anything else we used to have.”

I threatened the milkman, “You leave me that liter of milk or you don’t leave this house.”

“You can have the milk,” he answered," but I do it on my own authority. They say you no longer have the right to get it."

I couldn’t breathe. This blow was below the belt. Our rights were restricted, taken away from us. The rights that naturally belong to us, the right to live, to survive, the right…

“Idiot. Son of a bitch,” screamed the investigator, aggravated by my replies and long silences. “You’re a fool, I tell you, acting the dumbbell; don’t think I don’t know.” Doubling his fists, he glared at me with a look that seemed to bear little resemblance to humanity, and blurted out, “Go to your cell. Don’t come to me with tales about milkmen and little bottles of milk.”

I decided to speak directly to the persons responsible. I went immediately to get an explanation for the cut-off of milk delivery. I was full of moral indignation.

“Yes?”

“I have come to clear up something that has happened.”

“What is it about?”

“About milk delivery.”

“What?” responded the surprised soldier.

“What you heard. I have come to speak to the person in charge of cancelling orders for milk.”

I was passed through several guards. I was finally taken to a tiny room that served as an office for the one in charge of that section of the government. It was a woman, one I knew by sight as a neighbor of many years. On this occasion, she was wearing two pistols at her waist. When she saw me, she automatically placed her hands on the handles.

She greeted me cordially, correctly, like a neighbor.

“I have come to present a complaint because this morning the milkman told me he could leave no more milk.”

I explained to her that I was there to inquire concerning who had informed that office that my daughter was out of the country, which was not the case. I needed to know in order to set him straight as to the facts and to tell him that he had been misinformed by someone ill-intentioned, who wanted to provoke an incident.

The woman, the officer in command, her hands still resting on the pistol butts, made her excuse cordially, cleverly. She assured me that there had been a mistake, that it wouldn’t happen again, and that I should not be concerned.

I reiterated to her what I had told the milkman, that my daughter was at home but that I was the only authority with the right to direct her activities while she is a child. I would be the one who would decide if she would or would not leave the country. I stated clearly that I would not consult any government representative concerning her welfare. I indicated that I was inflexible in regard to principles and freedom, the basis for my understanding and my fight. A government of mockery, abuse, robbery, and larceny. Men dressed for combat, with the appearance of soldiers, deceiving, and defrauding. The new uniforms were designed to give the impression that the system would change, the environment, the circumstances, the reasoning, the deeds…

They had kicked down on the door on my sister’s house in order to get in. The house had been sealed weeks before after the owners had decided on self-exile. Inventory had been taken. The rough treatment was not unusual. Men would take over and act as if everything belonged to them.

My sister-in-law had given them the key when she saw that they were about to knock down the door. She lived in the house at the back. When the men showed her a paper with an official seal, she thought the men in uniform were the same government representatives that had sealed up the house under State order. They were wearing the same uniforms. “We have misplaced our key,” they said.

These soldiers, after taking the house by showing the false document, had quickly loaded up a truck with everything they considered to be of value. I was observing the operation from my house. Without trying to stop them, for they were working under the auspices of the State, I took the precaution of jotting down the license number and the model and make of the truck. I also noted the date and exact time my sister’s house had been broken into. I thought the one responsible was the lieutenant; I judged him to be the leader from the conversation he had with my sister-in-law about the key.

A few days later, another group of officials came to the house. The man leading the group was a citizen who did have the correct documentation for taking the house. When he saw the house had been entered in, and that things like mattresses and furniture were missing which had been listed in the inventory, he told his superiors. He thought there had been some kind of a mistake and that the house had been given to someone else.

When the investigation took place, the lieutenant who had forcibly entered the house was called in. My sister-in-law and I were also there. She was living alone at the time with her children, now out of the country, and her husband in the sanctuary of an embassy.

The lieutenant looked at my sister-in-law and pointed at her with his finger: “The lady who lives in back can account for what’s missing.”

I had been watching the situation develop, and I moved to stand between the officials and my sister-in-law. “Who among you is the one in charge here?” I asked.

“It is me. I am Chief of the Department of Safety and Security.” The man answering now held the document of occupancy. “Who are you? And who do you think you are?” He turned to address me. “Look, would you please sit down.” I told him no, for I was the only one there who should be standing because I had something to declare. I told him that that man, the lieutenant, had illegally entered the house, abused the position of my sister-in-law lying to her about losing the key, as he had told her, and was now accusing her. I said that he was a scoundrel for if she hadn’t given it to him he would have broken in anyway. That he ransacked the premises to satisfy his own needs and that this occurred at such a time on such a day and that he used a vehicle of such a model, make, and license plate number.

The eyes of the officials had moved toward the lieutenant who began making up more lies in an effort to extricate himself.

The problem wasn’t new; it was already old. The fight had been precisely to defeat the men that robbed and abused, who hid behind uniforms for their own self-interests, only for themselves.

My anger and agitation showed in my voice, “Lower your voice, no one needs to know,” ordered the chief. But what I wanted was to go out on the street and yell at the top of my lungs that infamy and outrage were poor recompense for our years of fighting…

The position that had been given to me in the period of transition in the government for my participation in that fight was the cleaning out of the personnel in municipal government. On my department depended the inspection of personnel and the repression of clandestine operations within the city. It was a question of inspection of industry, trade, banking, every source for the total income that would come to about fifty million a year. I was in charge of the sweep to constitute a new team of inspectors. I was named to the position because of my previous experience in fiscal questions in the Treasury Department which was under the same head.

Originally, I was told that all competent, responsible personnel, although apolitical, would be included because the new government’s primary concern was the best for the nation and the people. No one who was honorable, responsible, and able would have any problem.

I moved to the new job but not a month had passed when I realized that what I had expected had been an illusion. The order came: “Everyone is to be dismissed.” This even included those who had been protected by a law that gave any public servant of twenty-year longevity a permanent job. Now there was no protection, and no one in the past administration was to remain.

There was no possible way for the offices and the administration to develop normally, at capacity, in the midst of a total turnover of employees. The work and efficiency of the department would suffer.

I went directly to the State Commissioners. I notified them that I could not agree with the order that had been issued. I thought the act was unjust and that it did not follow the instructions I had been given when I took the job. I asked why I had not been informed earlier of the decision.

I had been turned into a puppet without anything to say in the movement, because I knew there were people whose jobs should have been respected yet they had been dismissed along with the rest. I told them, “I don’t mean to censure, but I cannot agree. This looks like an insurrection.” I mentioned that I didn’t expect to take on any added responsibilities.

I could do no less than to observe that the new appointments were going to persons who had not been in the thick of the fight. Marginal people, unknowns. I saw that the intention was to name totally anonymous individuals in order to train, prepare, and teach them a concept completely foreign to them until then. The scene was being set with an eye to the future. By offering good positions to these men, it would be easy to lead them into new political thinking.

All of them were totally inept. I tried to abandon the job. I was accused of not cooperating as the circumstances required. I remained in the post to avoid a direct confrontation to my situation that had developed in such a deceptive manner. Better to stay inside the monster, I thought, I’ll get to know his insides better.

The body of inspectors that I personally headed in the city government had as its function the job of seeing that industry and business entities were correctly licensed, meeting quotas, following government regulations. They had to pay the government in accord with the amount of business they did. It was a question of checking their documents and bringing suit against the industry or business, not complying. The job required a certain level of training. Without basic preparation, the inspector could easily permit less money than that due. The city and the administration depended on the inspectors to see that the businesses and industries made proper payments. One business might be of little consequence; thousands of businesses meant millions in monies.

As a first step, I would go with different groups of six. I discovered that I was in charge of men who couldn’t read or write. The new personnel not only lacked training; they lacked basic education.

I wrote the Commissioners a report on each of the new members of the corps of inspectors:


This letter is to notify you that such and such hired for the Department of Inspection does not possess the necessary skills to do the job. He scarcely is able to write his name and is totally inept in this position. Awaiting your action on this matter,

I remain,

Sincerely,

Chief of Training for the Department of Inspection.



In a final memo, I advised that a minimum of eighth grade education be required for an inspector as insurance that he could function in the job. I was rebuked. The men created difficult situations for me because of the memos. They thought they were capable of doing the job.

I maintained that it was not possible to train an illiterate to be an inspector. I was accused of interfering with the good work and the development of public administration. A disciplinary counsel was formed to carry on an in-depth investigation of the memos. In the meantime, municipal funds were at an all-time low.

I was called in.

“You have been appointed Appraiser and Technical Head of the Department of Inspection.” I had to continue within the system. I accepted.

New appointments were made, somewhat more sensible ones. The corps of inspectors was constituted again and they were trained in a course taught by university professors. The problem workers were not permitted to continue in the program without passing the basic course with its exams.

Each inspector was placed in a locale that was appropriate for his work and efficiency. Economic rewards were offered for production. On a blackboard that covered the entire side wall of the office, the ten inspectors of the month with greatest production would appear. If they remained on the board for three months, they would receive an annual bonus. The ten lowest producers would be suspended at the end of three months.

I demonstrated an excess of energy in my job and an intense interest in solving the problems of the department. I was trying to hide my involvement with the organization of a coalition for the groups opposed to the present regime. I was now committed to the cause.

Government power began to be directed more and more toward the personal sector, toward those things previously left to personal decision. The control was spreading and becoming increasingly manipulative. Every division now had a special designate to see that each employee bought a subscribed number of lottery tickets each time and subscribed to the party newspaper.

Most of the new men accepted the ruling easily. They were assigned a certain amount according to their income in order to buy tickets, say five or ten chits. The newspaper subscription was taken care of very simply; the amount was deducted from the monthly salary check.

When I was told of the new requirement, the decision that had been made, I refused to participate. I let the one who was responsible for the division know that I usually made those decisions myself and I would continue to do so. I would not let them impose a quota for the purchase of tickets.

As for the newspaper, I informed him that I didn’t care for the subscription, that I would buy whatever paper I chose and when I chose to do so. I simply didn’t accept their decision. I was told, “The Directorate of the State has made these rulings. All I can do is tell them you refuse to accept them.”

I responded, “You tell the Directorate or whomever you please that I have my independence and make my own personal decisions. I absolutely refuse to be told what I must do in my private life; tell them that.”

I was warned by many people not to permit that information to go to the Directorate for it would put me in jeopardy. I paid no attention to them. My action had not been impulsive. I was a fighter who had fought for human rights for a long time. It was impossible for me to ignore injustice.

The tentacles of the State were growing. With the militarization of the system, it was expected that government employees would put on military uniforms and wear a revolver. The members of the departments were formed into militia. Discipline, submission, obedience were the concepts that would result from the militarization. I had always understood that respect, order, and discipline could be achieved through civil government.

Because of my rejection of the new order, I was taken to a high official who was wearing the uniform of a commander. I recognized an old friend. He had always spoken to me familiarly, but he now addressed me as an officer facing a subordinate.

“I understand you are here because of a citation, for having rebelled against the State.”

“I am very sorry to have taken your time for this, Commander,” I said, ignoring the friendship we had shared through the years.

“You know the Secretariat has decided to create militia and all State officials are to be involved. The ones who don’t agree will no longer be officials, loyal supporters of the State.”

“You may dispose of my position as you wish; I will not submit or abrogate my decisions and beliefs for any post,” I answered. And I added, “I will not wear a militia uniform; I will wear my own clothes, those of a man’s right to choose his own path. I don’t need anyone to hold my hand: if I trip and fall because of my convictions, I am strong enough to get up.”

“You have permission to leave,” was the commander’s answer.

“You will be sorry you have agreed,” I spoke with friendly warmth.

I was never bothered again about that particular. I don’t know if the commander pigeonholed the order out of friendship after the interview. I don’t know what information he sent on. I only know that while I was still free, no one mentioned the matter again. The commander, after a period of time, not only lost his post and high command but also his dignity because he was a puppet for the regime.

We would meet in one of the embassies. The jobs in the fight were divided up. Other national organizations were contacted. Instructions were given and sabotage planned.

The women tried on coats and dresses in the stores as if they were customers. They would plant a live match in a pocked. So that the fire would ignite toward midnight they would go in at closing time. Once the air conditioner was off and the temperature got higher, the fire would expand and cause great damage. In some cases, Molotov cocktails were made for use in different locations.

The engineer in charge of the water reservoir for the city was able to escape from the country. The bombs he had placed in the conduits left the city without water for two weeks. People without private wells or cisterns were most affected. The conduits were so destroyed that there was only water for an hour each morning and one each afternoon. The supply went to one part of the city in the morning and the other part in the afternoon.

The lack of such a basic human commodity caused considerable unrest and diminished confidence in the regime.

Some devices in the shape of gelatin bombs were set off in movie houses, bathrooms downtown, and nightclubs.

A guard approached me at the Immigration Office.

“What are you looking for?”

“An exit visa.”

“What did you say?”

“An exit visa. I have come to get permission to leave the country.”

“Come this way.”

He led me through a long hall where a lot of people were waiting. Finally, my turn came. There was a long counter where many transactions were taking place.

“Let me see your papers.”

“Here they are.”

“How long have you been out?”

“Since April, as you see here, since April.”

“Since you are free you have the right to leave.”

“May I leave then?”

“No, you have the right but not the permission. It’s your past, you know.”

"Then, what can I do?

“The Secretary himself is the only one who can provide the authorization.”

“I have written to him and he doesn’t answer my letters.”

“Well, call there or write again. You have to take your case directly to the Secretary.”

After many calls to the Secretariat, I was granted an interview. Someone intervened in my behalf, I was told. Perhaps, one who recognized my name, from earlier times, maybe before prison?

The Secretary addressed me courteously. “How may I help you,” he asked. I told him that I had requested an exit visa, that all my papers were in order, but that every time I spoke with one of the immigration officials I was told that granting me a visa was not in their hands. Although I had the right to leave, I had been told that the permission to do so had to come from a higher authority. Only a dignitary, a representative of the Secretariat, such as the Secretary himself, I told him, could facilitate my permit.

The Secretary asked me about my past. I showed him my documents, my papers, everything in order. I commented that I had been free since April while he was perusing the papers that I had given him.

“Traitor!” the Secretary charged. “What right…?”

I felt ill, nauseous. The air was heavy. Some of the objects in the Secretary’s office seemed to move about. The steel of his pistol, buckled at his waist, was gleaming in a sinister way.

“What right, you ask? With my rights. With the rights of a free man, with the rights of a man who fought for a cause that defrauded him!”

“What you deserve is a bullet in the head; you ought to be riddled with bullets.” And again he accused me, “Traitor.”

“No, sir, you are the only traitor here.” And I added, “You sold out…”

“One more word and your answer will be my pistol. I can tell you right now you won’t ever leave this island. Now get out.”

Within a few days, I received notice from the Secretariat that my request for an exit permit had been denied. I was notified that there was no possibility of any kind. All the efforts I had expended up till that date were of no avail. I would have to remain in the country, the note said, until an official decision of the Secretariat would rescind the order. I was not to consider this a strong possibility as it probably would not happen.

The events, the incidents mingled in my mind, the calendar dates faded. All became a single moment, confused, and lost.

April was born anew, offering her essence of moistened grass and damp, fertile earth.

We had orders to mobilize and were waiting in the brushwood. The invasion would soon begin and at an exact moment, others would join us from the outside.

Our forces that landed on the beach fought well; many from the other side surrendered the first day.

Then I don’t know what happened—what mistake or betrayal. There was no air cover. The ship that carried our arms had sunk. Our explosives served no purpose.

Bodies were thrown into the sea to drown. The men bringing us explosives were aboard a truck on the shore highway. When the others tried to stop them, our men yelled, “Look out, we’ll blow you up.” Bombs exploded in the water, hit the pavement or the beach. We tasted the powder, the fragments, the dry brushwood. The landscape was clothed in ashes.

“Into the sea with them, throw those sons of bitches into the sea.”

The shadows that washed the sand were inhabited by the cries of all those imprisoned behind ancient walls. From many struggles in many lands their voices came to blend and were raised in a sole lament.

As if in response, the sea gathered in the broken pieces and pounded the beach. It swallowed up the blood and anguish and the bodies, and mounting high its waves, it spewed them out upon the sand.

Man, sky, earth, and sea voiced in one lone cry.





Part Four

With one whip of the machete, the finger of the hand that reached out was slashed off. A hand seeking better treatment, better conditions, but that daringly refused rancid food.

“But don’t you see it’s rotten; no one can eat that.”

“But who told you that you could complain,” snapped the guard there inside that forsaken prison.

“Look, I have to eat. I am weak from hunger. If I eat that, it will poison me.”

Incommunicado, removed from civilization, without food or clothes, transported to prisons far from home so the difficulty and expense of traveling would make family visits infrequent. Abandoned there, with no electricity and no medical attention, to grow gradually weaker until death.

“Shut up.”

“But I’ve got to have something to eat.”

“Get back to your cell.”

Every demand was countered with physical violence and mental torture. No opportunity to talk with anyone, neither to see nor correspond with family for a period of indefinite duration.

Leaving the inedible meal in the dining hall with the guards, the prisoner returned to the cell. The bars felt cold to the hands clinging to them with waning strength.

As the guard approached the machete hung from his waist, its dark sharpened edge glistening.

“You must understand; I have to eat.” In a split second the machete struck against the cell bars. The hand didn’t move in time.

The iron bars were stained with the blood of the man condemned. To escape his weakened, starved body, he had dared to protest, to ask a garrison guard for food. His cry of anguish froze into an echo inside that forsaken prison. With the wounded man linger seething anger that tastes of tears and the question of how many names history will retain.

“MR. SECRETARY!”

“At your service, madam.”

“It’s about my husband. He was to be freed some time ago. I received a letter months ago. They said for me to expect him in April.”

“MR. SECRETARY!”

“At the moment his whereabouts are unknown.”

"How is that possible? If this is when he was to be freed… How can… Don’t you know…where?

“MR. SECRETARY!”

“According to the documentation, your husband has refused food, clothes, medicine, correspondence, and even visitation. He has refused to be housed with the other prisoners claiming that he is not a common criminal. He will have to serve more time for his lack of cooperation, for his opposition to the rules of penal institutions, as decided by this Secretariat.”

"How can you deny a man his freedom?

“This time he will be incommunicado for an indefinite period of time.”

“But, MR SECRETARY!”

“At your service, madam.”

“ORDER! RESPECT!”

“After today, no more coffee.”

We were being denied that dark, clear water they called coffee. At least it warmed the stomach. It was the dregs of the coffee left from that prepared for the garrison. The first time it was cooked over it was served to the prisoners in the rehabilitation program. The second time around it was almost water and hardly seemed coffee.

ORDER! RESPECT!

“After today, you’ll have a brew made from anise.”

A brotherhood without continental boundaries or hemispheres, across the bars. New systems of torture in old fortresses. Torture designed by specialists in another part of the world to bring about a slow death. Victims of silence. Tears and mourning among the families of the men condemned to dying while living.

“IF YOU DON’T WORK YOU DON’T EAT,” was the guard’s warning in the field of forced labor.

The one sick, worn out from hunger and thirst, could do no more.

“IF YOU DON’T WORK YOU DON’T EAT,” ringing in the ears. He had to rest, to stop a while.

Another prisoner intervened when he observed the situation. He pleaded with the guard to stop beating the exhausted man.

“IF YOU DON’T WORK YOU DON’T EAT,” was the guard’s only reply.

The prisoner witness raised the only instrument at hand, his machete, that he used to work the field in the prison farm.

Without further provocation the other guards, stationed at a prudent distance to be available for defense, assaulted the man.

He felt the blow of steel on his back against his bones upon the grass of the warm day.

A small room hermetically sealed, sweat baths impossible to endure, alternating with a cold of incredible extremes, so the blood stopped circulating. Slapped faces, kicked stomachs and testicles, they rolled on the floor while being beaten. Convinced now, defeated, censured, self-confessed. Who will have to account for these cases?

Sick, with no medical care, dawn brings death. The hospital certifies death by heart failure. Will there be an autopsy of history?

A history infested with deeds. Ideas of justice, honor. Goals of constitutional order, representative government, respect for institutions. Realities of government by decree, extended commands, ambition of power and money. Who will call the State to account?

And now, what will you do?

The story. I’ll tell the story, paint it…write it. I’ll do the story.

What will that accomplish?

Perhaps, a liberation.

Only you will tell the story?

It is told by the tree as it prays.

How do you know?

Its branches reach toward the heavens like arms.

Do you feel for the trees?

I would like to die in a like manner.

How do they die?

Standing straight with no need to bow their heads from the weight of their conscience.

Do you feel the wind?

I listen to a song, whispering voices.

What do the voices say?

The language is strange. It comes from far away.

And the sea. Does it speak?

Violently, with roars.

Do you have doubts?

I don’t know if I was courageous or cowardly.

Do you remember how long you have been free?

I don’t recall when I went to prison.

Were you happy when they freed you?

I had taught myself to feel as little as possible.

Do you know what day it is?

Death waited for us, patiently, daily. We might be taken at any moment.

Why didn’t you try to escape?

They held us…

What do you think of the internal conflict with prisoners in the program?

Part of their training, their new identity, was the persuasion of the others.

What do you feel now?

Emptiness.

What have you lost?

An illusion.

What gives you pain?

The deceit.

Are you afraid?

Of having talked.

Don’t you remember whether you talked?

With the injections you never knew. That was our worst punishment. The drugs and their effect.

Are you angry about your suffering?

I am not certain whether it was me or another.

How did the drugs make you feel?

It was difficult to think.

How did they justify medication for a healthy man?

Easy. Those who didn’t share their beliefs were insane.

What is in your mind now?

Shadows, intruders, figures.

Are they constantly there?

They are spying, pursuing. They always return.

Can you not control them?

They have their own lives, like people…in my thoughts.

What are these images that torment you?

Memories.

What do you see?

Sheets stained with blood.

What would you like to forget?

The sound of metal clanging.

Do you feel hatred?

Compassion.

Do you feel love?

Of life.

What do you desire?

That men be good.

In what way?

Let them not kill each other but come to an understanding.

Why do you think so?

There are laws from other times, etched in stone.

Then, what do you hope for?

Another April, another hope.

But now, tell me, what will you do?
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