VOICES ON THE BORDER BOARD DELEGATION – JAN.2019
On Jan. 13th, Marcy left me off at Dulles Airport in the snow. I forgot my phone in the car. I was
without any electronic device. Felt weird, and then I decided, hell with it. It would be like the old days.
After being de-iced (not de-liced) and delayed at Dulles we (me and Sheryl Sherwin, another Voices
on the Border board member) took off for Houston, on our way to El Salvador. Missed our connection
and ended up in El Salvador around 9:30, about 6 hours behind schedule. There were changes at the
San Salvador airport since the last time I was there, about 3 years ago. The main one was a duty free
store placed right at the point where you clear immigration. It seemed only right to pick up some rum.

First they spray something orange and then something green. Wonder what it is and where it goes?
Monday we headed to the University of Central America, that hotbed of liberation theology, where in
1989 six Jesuit priests were dragged from their rooms and assassinated by the Atlacatl Battalion, an
elite unit of the Salvadoran army, created and trained at the US Army’s School of the Americas. We
met with Suyapa Perez. a professor of theology. She talked about the canonization of Monsenor
Oscar Romero and how it was not a universally welcome event in EL Salvador. The right wing party
of ARENA, Nationalist Republican Alliance , who still considers Roberto D'Aubuisson as a true patriot in
the fight against communism. He who helped create the death squads that killed and disappeared
thousands. He who ordered the assassination of Archbishop Romero. Now we find that he is revered,
and the man he had gunned down while giving mass, doesn’t deserve recognition beyond being a
communist rabble rouser. Well, that’s one strange take on reality. The one I found more convincing,
was that there was concern that his dedication to social justice would be forgotten and that he would
end up on a shelf as a Catholic icon. Just another dusty musty bit of the sacrament.
In the afternoon we headed over to the well air conditioned Ministerio De Relaciones Exteriores to
meet with Liduvina Margarin, Viceministrade Relaciones Exteriores, and her associates. We sort of
learned about what the immigration commission is doing about the caravans (making a head count
and departments of origin) and what they plan to do about all the potentially deported (setting up
centers to reintegrate them into Salvadoran society). Seemed a little pie in the sky. Also some of their
facts seemed to be a wee bit skewed, but not as badly skewed as our “president” would have us
believe about the evil intentions of the hordes assaulting our southern border.

Ministerio De Relaciones Exteriores
On Tuesday we were off to the mountains of Morazan. Meetings ensued. The meetings all took on a
tenor, starting with a tribute to Voices, a recognition of the enduring nature of the relationship (30 plus
years), a rundown of the projects and good works they were doing, and usually a project that could
use some funding, or sometimes a loan. Here in the mountains and away from the world stage, the
needs were measured in hundreds of dollars, not millions or trillions. Sometimes there was a loan
request. Now the amount might be a couple of thousand. Voices has lent money a number of times,
and we have always been repaid.

AJUDEM with the predicable cast of characters.

One group, AJUDEM, is made up of young professionals with local roots. It spends a great deal of
energy keeping the local kids involved in ways that keeps them away from the gangs. Another of their
endeavors is organizing medical brigades that serve remote mountain communities, even into
Honduras. They also help locals get medical training in Cuba, who then return to serve their
communities.

ALGES – The organization of war wounded. There was concern that if the FMLN lost the presidency,
which they have, their pension of $250 a month would be cut or eliminated. They said they have
formed alliances with veteran government troops to advocate for their pension. We were told by
others that there are multiple veteran factions at odds with each other. Of course we stand in
solidarity with those who endeavor to advance their rights.

At our meeting with ALGES – In the for ground is our driver Samuel III, who must be commended for
his flawless navigation and putting up with our Gringo ways.

Standing in front of the church at San Luis – Marcy and Fredy did most of the lay out, and Jessica
Reilly can be credited with it’s completion.

In the Sanctuary of the San Luis church – Can you identify the one person who is not a martyr, yet?
Óscar Arnulfo Romero, Segundo Montes, Octavio Ortiz Luna, John Ramsey (good guess)

In Segundo Montes with the Pastoral Team and the RCMM (Womens Group of Morazan)

We also visited Sabastian, legendary musician with Los Torogoces during the civil war. Many stories
were shared, and he gave us a bag of oranges, whose juice was beyond compare.

On Thursday we headed to the communities of the Bajo Lempa, down by the ocean. More meetings
ensued, but this time in tiny little chairs. Pre-school classrooms seemed to be popular meeting
places. Now the meetings came with big piles of rice and beans (casamiento) and tortillas. Sure to
slow the bodies processing regime. We learned, among other things, that from 2010 to 2016 the
population of the Bajo Lempa had decreased by 200 families due to gang threats and violence. Now,
we were told that that threat of violence has decreased. We weren’t told by what measures, nor did
we ask. We were housed with gracious families in the community of Amando Lopez. I stayed with
Dori and his wife, Mabel, their son Ernesto (early teens) and 3 year old daughter Samira. Samira
didn’t care that I didn’t speak Spanish.

The tiny chair meeting in Amando Lopez
On Friday we took the day off. Headed to Puerto El Triunfo, where we hired a launch to take us to a
cabana/comador called Punta Real, on the bay side at the end of the Jiquilisco peninsula. The water
was clear, beautiful and very salty. The fried fish and large head on shrimp were excellent.

On Jiquilisco Bay

Back in the Bajo Lempa there was another tiny chair meeting scheduled with the board of Octavio
Ortiz (La Canoa) were Rosie 1st lived. We (Marcy and I) have been going there since 2007 and have
formed relationships with many of the people in the community. I had brought pictures to give to
several families. Including 2 widows of good friends who had died. To accommodate the schedule, I
was driven into town on the back of a motorcycle piloted by Ebony. By the time I got to the house
where Rosie used to live, the whole community knew that Rosie’s dad was in town. Or Meester
Bigote (mustache) as I am know. The padre of Rosie, or Remolacha (beet) as she is known.
You don’t just visit a family and not expect coffee or the famous chocolate drink to be put in your
hand, and usually with food. At Maurita’s (Rosie’s Salvadoran mom) we even had pupusas. Some of
the best I have ever eaten. All this contributed to Ebony and me showing up at the community
meeting about 5 minutes before it ended. My butt thanked me.
Our fearless leader, Jose Acosta, immediately started yelling (softly) “vamonos”, and headed us
onto the bus to take us back to Amando Lopez’s community center, where everyone was gathered for
a large farewell party for Voces en la Frentera. We were ushered to the front where a drum band
(batucada) blew out our ear drums. But good though. There was some speechifying and they
presented us with a very nice plaque. Then there was a band, Impresiones, that really blew us away
doing cumbia. Headed by a musician Fermin Moreno, who had been playing locally for a number of
years. His daughters, about 10 and maybe 16, headed up the vocals. If I hadn’t left my phone in the
car when Marcy dropped me off at Dulles, I would be able to share some video. Samira pulled us all
out on the dance floor and proceeded to put us to shame.
Being good hard working people, the festivities were over by 10. Back at the ranch, aka Dori and
Mabel’s, we pulled out rum and beers, and I contributed some good ol’ bourbon. Around midnight I
headed off for a nice cold shower and bed on the rather unforgiving woven mat of a bed that was my
fate. I put on as much clothes as I could to cushion the jagged ends of my bones from the unforgiving
nature of my mat, and the vulnerable flesh from the assault of the mosquitos. At one point I reached
into my sock to scratch a bug bite. Right away I sensed something was wrong. I managed to get a
light on, and saw my sock turning red with blood. I had scratched into a varicose vein. I knew I had to
get my foot elevated above my heart. I limped out onto the porch to get into one of the hammocks
there. There were still 2 people up drinking. Our language gap prevented an explanation from me
about why I was leaving a trail of blood and alcohol consumption prevented action on their part.
Eventually. Michael, one of the other board members was summoned. He is a physicians assistant
(he had been a medic for the FMLN during the civil war) and after washing my foot with rum, closed
the wound with super glue. I slept the rest of the night in the hammock with the foot up. It was more
comfortable than my woven mat.
Saturday, after checking in with a MOVIAC meeting where Jose made an impassioned speech, we
headed back to Alexa’s Guest House in San Salvador, where Sonia fed and cared for us. That
evening we met with Danielle Mackey, who I knew from when Rosie lived here. Danielle is a
journalist, living and writing mostly in Central America. She is currently writing about gang members
who try to leave the gangs.
On Sunday we traveled up to Cerro Verde park. It was cool, and windy, enough that a sweatshirt
would have been a good idea. We didn’t climb the Santa Ana volcano. That is something I did in my
youth, about 15 years ago. And so the delegation ended, though I stayed another day to get together
with Fredy’s family. They don’t speak English, and Fredy’s brother, Edgar, would call Fredy (who was
in Chestertown) so he could tell them what I was saying.

The start of the farewell party at the Amando Lopez community center

Sheryl and buddies at the farewell party at the Amando Lopez.

The copy of the mural Marcy designed and oversaw for the original ACUDESBA office. I’m standing
in for Saint Oscar Romero. They want Marcy to add his image to the mural, if they can get her to
come on down.

The original mural for ACUDESBAL. Marcy, Rosie and friends. 2007

The temp was in the 20’s when I landed at Dulles, Tuesday evening. As soon as I got my bag I had to
rush off to the bathroom. I think it was something I ate in the United Lounge in the Houston airport.
Back in the USSA. The lack of news had been refreshing. I was surprised to hear that there was
some sort of assault, lead by hardened gang members, on the Southern Border. Imagine, the
greatest power on earth is threatened by desperate campascinos. Maybe the real threat is the
hardened resolve of cultural warriors determined to keep it all for themselves and their heirs. It’s a
great big universe out there. One should try and embrace it.
Since my return, there was a presidential election in El Salvador. The impending election was much
discussed while we were there. Nayib Bukele, a young populist with social media savey, won handily.
He beat the leftist FMLN, who had held the presidency since 2009. ARENA, the right wing dinosaurs
came in a distant second. A good overview in English is here.
Paz,
John Ramsey

