s he was led out to be exe-
cuted, Father lgnacio Mar-
tin-Baro raised his voice
into the blackness, above
the indifferent orders of
soldiers. and shouted,
“*This is an injustice!"” The
phrase was cne he had is-
sued countless times in re-
cent years. usually with the force, like
now. not of an appeal but a judgment.
Martin-Baro and other Jesuits at the Uni-
versity of Central America often used
words the way their enemies reached for
guns. The defiant, cool authority of their
voices gave the next moming a special
horror, as a crowd formed over the bod-
ies. The priests were face down on the
lawn, their heads blown open. Blood
made the grass as slippery as after a
rainstorm, and people began to gasp in
the gathering heat. But pressing down
on the scene, unforgettably, was an ex-
traordinary, appalling silence.

illing them wasn’t enough. The point
is to bury them forever,”” a priest
said on my first day back in El Sal-
vador, almost a year later. Officially,
the murder last November of six Jesuits,
their cook. and her daughter remains a
mystery. Eight Salvadoran soldiers. in-
cluding a colonel. have been arrested
and may or may not someday face trial.
But the details of what really happened
that night and in following weeks have
been hidden inside the U.S.-backed mil-
itary. The unanswered questions about
the murders have placed the United
States in its most awkward position
since American involvement in the civil
war between the Salvadoran government
and leftist guerrillas stopped being a
front-page story a few years ago. It ap-
pears that some U.S. officials, while
vowing to see the case solved, have be-
come entangled in the cover-up, more
than once crossing the line dividing sup-
port from complicity.

The U.S. ambassador to E! Salvador.
William Walker, who keeps a photo-
graph of the most prominent of the slain

The Salvadoran high command has been |
implicated in the vicious murder—one year ago—of six outspoken Jesuits.
So why is the U.S.-backed investigation going nowhere?

Jesuits, Ignacio Ellacuria, on a wall of
his office. said the moming after the
murders. his voice shaking with emo-
tion. **I can't imagine what kind of ani-
mals could kill six priests and two
women in cold blood.”" In the end it re-
quired little imagination at all. They
were. it would seem. our animals. The
soldiers who later confessed to pulling
the trigger were elite troops praised by
U.S. advisers as among the Salvadoran
army’s best. Their superiors. whose al-
leged role in covering up the crime has
cast doubt on assertions that they had no
prior knowledge of the murders. are the

prodigies of U.S. policy, commended as
politic and professional. They are men
whom Ambassador Walker, for exam-
ple. would invite into his home to cele-
brate the Fourth of July.

At this vear’s Independence Day par-
tv. bodyguards munched on fried chick-
en in the driveway, and a Dixieland
band played by the pool. On the waxed
patio. laughing over cocktails, were the
same Salvadoran officers and politicians
w0, in private, were under pressure
from the embassy to come clean on the
murders. But how much pressure? And
how clean? These were also the faces of
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a mulubitlion-dellar U.S. foreign poli-
Cy. 4 ten-year investment now in jeopar-
dy. Surveying the crowd, it was easy 1o
sec why one military guest, when asked
later to describe the stakes in the Jesuit
case, replied simply. “Everything.”" It
was a view | would hear expressed 2a
number of ways. Just after the Walkers’
young son released a dove of peace into
the seamless afternoon. I ran into a
right-wing businessman who
was an old friend. “*1 am not
threatening you."" he told me
later in his office. taking my
arm. “'But if you get to the
bottom of this, you know
where you'll end up.™

1 was hardly clear at the

time. but the Jesuils now

appear to have been
doomed from the moment
they decided to stay dn the sloping cam-
pus of their university, the UCa. and
wait out the largest rebel offensive of the
war. On Saturday night, November 11,
1989, fignting by the lefust Farabundo
Marti National Liberation Front. or
F.M.L.N.. erupted across San Saivador.
Leftist politicians went into hiding as
government radio demanded their heads
and that of the university's rector. Father
Elacuria.

The military had known an offensive
was coming. but misjudged its scope.
Reinforcements were rushed to the capi-
tal. Among them was the commando
unit of the elite Atlacatl Battalion. which
is famous for some of the toughest com-
bat and worst human-rights abuses of the
war. The commando unit's leader. José
Espinoza, was a veteran of U.S. Special
Forces training at both Fort Benning and
Fort Bragg. and. though a twenty-eight-
year-old lieutenant. a star to some U.S.
officials. In fact, on the day the offen-
sive began. his unit was undergoing
training by a team of U.S. Green Berets.

Arriving in the capital late Monday.
Lieutenant Espinoza’s commando unit
reported to Colonel Guillermo Bena-
vides. director of the Salvadoran Mili-
tary School. Troops at the academy were
defending an area including army head-
quarters, Ambassador Walker’s home.
and the tca. Almost at once. Lieutenant
Espinoza was sent to search the priests’
campus residence. where, the army said,
there had been rebel gunfire. The search
order came from the highest authority—
it was signed by President Alfredo Cris-
tiani and delivered by Colonel René
Emilio Ponce, then the armed forces’
chief of staff—but it must have caused a

shudder in Licutenant Espinoza. A few
years before. he had graduated from the
Jesuits’ prep school. Father Segundo
Montes. a human-rights expert who
lived at the UCA and would die there
two nights later, had been the school™s
principal.

Colleagues of the priests” now believe
that the search. which tumned up noth-
ing. was a dress rehearsal. Catholic

The soldiers who later confessed
to pulling the trigger were elite troops
praised by U.S. advisers as among
the Salvadoran army's best.

Church leaders have accused the mili-
tary of drawing up a master list of per-
hgps a hundred religious and political
figures who were to be eliminated. But
no hard evidence has emerged to link
Cristiani's order to the killings. In fact,
rather than cause alarm, the search reas-
sured Father Ellacuria. who had returned
that day from accepting a human-rights
award in his native Spain. {He became a
Salvadoran citizen after arriving in the
country in 1948 as an eighteen-year-old
novice.) Ellacuria even argued to friends
that the army would never show its hand
before committing a murder. “lgnacio
was Cartesian. with absolute faith in
logic.”" says his friend Ruben Zamora.
**This time his analysis failed him.”’
While Ellacuria breathed easier. mili-
tary leaders were going over the edge.
By Wednesday. the fourth full day of the
offensive. the rebels had dug into dense
urban neighborhoods. The army was be-
ing shot to pieces; there were rumors of

new assaults and fears of a general upns-
ing. A handful of U.S. advisers had tak-
en to slecping nervously at the high
command. On Wednesday night, twenty
top Salvadoran communders—including
chief of staff Colonel Ponce and Colonel
Benavides of the military school—met
gravely at the high command. They de-
cided to bomb rebel-held neighbor-
hoods. At the meeting’s end. they joined
hands in prayer and asked
for God's help. Top com-
manders then briefed Presi-
dent Cristiani until about
two AM.

According to subse-
quent confessions by sol-
diers charged with the
murders, Colonel Bena-
vides emerged from the
high command near mid-
night determined that the

Before his death,
Father Ignacio
Eftacuria, near lefl,
wet frequently with
Salvadoran president
Alfredo Cristiani, '
far leR, to discuss a
negotiated peace

in the civil war.

v

Jesuits would die. He summoned Espi-
noza and two other lieutenants into his
private office at the military school. Ac-
cording to Espinoza's subsequent con-
fession, Colonel Benavides said, ' This
is a situation where it's them or us.
We'll begin with the leaders. In our sec-
tor we have the university. and Ellacuria
is there.”" He turned to Espinoza. "*You
did the search and your people know that
place. ... He must be eliminated and I
don’t wart witnesses."” Espincza said he
protested. but feared being accused of
treason. He assembled his troops. But
before departing. he did one more thing:
he borrowed a bar of camouflage soap.
to hide his face from the vicums.

The trip from the military school to
the vCa campus takes about five min-
utes. but the distance between the
worlds they represent spans one of El
Salvador's deepest chasms. For twenty-
five vears the schools have produced
compeling elites. The military school.
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known as the School of Presidents”
for a long hine of dictators, has hem-
mered out a caste of officers who gener-
ally repard change as 2 malevolent vinus.
The U'CA. meanwhile, became a lubord-
tory of change. Martin-Baro. the vice-
rector. joked about the price of an intel-
fectual assault on the status quo. telling
visitors. ““Here. iUs publish and per-
ish.” But the faculty was serious about
being soldiers of Christ. on the side of
the poor—to the point where after the
massacre. when asked what be felt see-
ing the mutilated budies. one Jesuit re-
plied. "Envy.”""

The Jesuits and the reigning officer

clique, members of the
military school’s class of
1966 known collectively as
the Tandona. were natural
enemies. As a military
brotherhood. the Tandona
was heir to a tradition of
hatred of the church that in
the early 1980s resulted in
a bloody crusade against
all orders of clergy. But
ascending the military
ranks during the war. the Tandona had
ambitions of greater sophistication.
While loyal to murderous members. the
class also mastered the impersonal lan-
guage of U.S. counterinsurgency policy.
Under Colonel Ponce—a shrewd tacti-
cian with a deceptively shy manner. who
graduated first in his class and remained
its leader—the Tandona amassed corpo-
rate political power.

Father Ellacuria, in particular, chal-
lenged it. Pushing for a negotiated
peace—and adamantly opposing U.Ss.
military aid—he started meeting regular-
ly with President Cristiani after Cnis-
tiani's inavguration in June 1989.-Ella-
curia became the principal bridge
between the rightist president and the

feftist puernilas. many of whom he had
known lor years And as his authonty
grew., senior arm’ officers screamed that
Eflacuria was himself a rebel command-
er. Colone!l Juan Orlando Zepeda. the
current vice-minister of defense and the
Tandona's chief ideologue and intelli-
gence guru, called the UCA “a refuge for
terrorist leaders.™

These remain unashamed opinions.
despite the military’s efforts to distance
itself from the killings. ““The Jesuits
were powerful allies of the FM.L.N.."
Major Roberto Molina. the head of the
army’s new human-rights program. told
me recently. **Our society has reached

Colonel René
Emilio Ponce,

far lefi,

army chief of staft
before becoming
minister of
defense,

claims he learned
his men were the
murderers only
long afterward.

Ponce has bluntly defied the Bush
administration, transferring one key
officer out of the country.
“He's telling us, basically, to fuck off”

levels of moral degradation. and the great
cause of this is the Cathotic Church. They
promote hate and class struggle. What is
the root of our problems? Is it the armed
forces or priests who ignore their pastoral
mission?"” Who did Major Molina think
killed the Jesuits? He lowered his voice.
“*Foreigners, dark forces of the United
States bent on breaking the armed forces
as an institution. It was the trilateral com-
mission. the society of the skull, groups
where just to mention their names risks
your life.”

Colonel Benavides, a Tandona mem-
ber. is the only officer to have been
charged with ordering the murders. Col-
onel Ponce and other senior officers.
wha refused to discuss the case on the

record for this article. all say they
learned of the army s role only early this
vear. I’ all speculation.”” Colonel Ze-
peda says of the high command’s -
volvement. But the speculation is
widespread. even within the miltary.
When | asked if it was possible that as
the army’s chief of staff Colonel Ponce
didn’t immediately learn the idenuty of
the killers. General Adolfo Blandon.
Ponce's predecessor. replied. “If he
didn’t, then who's in charge” " Asked if
Colonel Benavides could have made a
decision of such magnitude alone. Blan-
don said. *'If one follows rules of disci-
pline and order. then Benavides couldn’t
have acted alone.™

What is certain is that when Lieuten-
ant Espinoza and his men set out in the
middle of the night to kill the Jesuits,
they did little to conceal their operation.
Soldiers left a crude sign claiming re-
sponsibility for the F.M.L.N. But Espi-
noza's unit—some fifty uniformed
men—arrived in an area patrolled during
curfew by scores of other troops. After
the murders, they staged a thunderous
battle. firing heavy machine guns. an
anti-tank weapon. and a flare that lit up
the sky over the blacked-out capital.

According to the confessions of sever-
al soldiers, the whole thing had taken
about an hour. The troops scaled a back
fence of the campus. They banged on
the windows of the residence
until Martin-Baro and anoth-
er priest unlocked the doors.
A sergeant. a Fort Benning
graduate who used the nick-
name Satan, forced. five of
the priests to lie face down
on a grassy knoll outside the
building. He then ap-
proached Espinoza. who
said. “*At what time are you
going to proceed?”” Consid-
ering this an order. the sergeant returned
to the priests with his M16 and told an-
other soldier. *'Let’s proceed.” They
started shooting. one by one. aiming for
the heads.

A few yards away, a soldier shot the
Jesuits" cook. Elba Ramos. and her fif-
teep-year-old daughter, Celina. who
were embracing in a guest room. A sixth
priest appeared in a doorway and was
also shot. He grabbed the leg of a sol-
dier, who turned and finished him.

Espinoza said that he left the campus
in tears. the only known admission of
remorse by any military figure connect-
ed to the case. He said that he had
stormed into Benavides's office back at
the military school and wld him. “*My

WEVIN M KIERNAN
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colonel. 1 don't like this thing that's
been done.””
plied. **Calm down. Don’t worTy. you
have my support. Trust me.” By dawn,
Espinoza was ordered to take his com-
mando unit out of the area. k
" The scene at the UCA the next moming
was, for me at least. enough to burn an
image of evil forever into one's memo-
ry. As can occur in few places but El
Salvador. speculation ensued as 1o
whether the intact brains in plain view
on the grass had actually been removed
by the killers as symbols that these, after
all. were the minds behind the rebels.
The argument lasted until the U.S. Em-
bassy released a forensic report maintain-

" -ing that loss of encephalic mass was

simply what happened when you got shot
in the head at that range with an M16.

The bodies had been discovered by 2
gardener. but 1 learned recently from a
trusted military source that one of the
first people to see them was a U.S. offi-
cial from the C.I.A. He was among a
dozen agents working at the military’s
National Intelligence Directorate, the
D.N.I. After the murders were an-
nounced at an early briefing—to ap-
plause, according to some present—the
American and two Salvadoran officers
drove to the campus. a few blocks away.
The American left quickly when cam-
eras arrived. Back at D.N.I. headquar-
ters, the C.I.A. official said to his
Salvadoran counterpart, tersely, ““We
believe that the military did this.”

It would be nearly two months—not
until Colonel Benavides was fingered by
an anguished U.S. Army major and ar-
rested—before any U.S. official said the
same thing in public.

tioned bunker designed to withstand

earthquakes and rebel attack, diplo-
mats describe the Jesuit murders as a test
case. In El Salvador, this usually means
that it is known where the truth lies.
What is being tested is whether more
than $4 billion in U.S. aid has bought
the will to get there. On this count, ac-
cording to a wide range of critics, not
just the Salvadoran army but also the
embassy has failed dramatically.

“*From the first moment, the embassy
worked to minimize the costs of the
massacre for the armed forces,’ says
Father Jos¢ Maria Tojeira, the Jesuit
provincial for Central America. ‘‘The
American Embassy lied, contradicted it-
self, and even placed people’s lives in
danger. They have made absolutely no
effort to discover anybody above Colo-

%nside the U.S. Embassy. an air-condi-

Benavides, he said, re-”

nel Benavides. 1 believe they have in
fact blocked these efforts.”” A senior
aide 1o the late president José Napoleon
Duarte, a U.S. ally, says. " The embas-
sy always covers for those it thinks are
the good guys. The embassy knows well
who's behind the murders.”

““That's bullshit,”” Ambassador Walk-
er says angrily. " The xillers of the Jesuits
did more harm to 1J.S. policy in El Sal-
vador and to the armed forces than any
damage by the F.M.L.N. However em-
barrassing the truth is. it’s better to get it
out in the open.”* But getting things out
in the open has not been the embassy’s
strength. Walker acknowledges that no
embassy personnel. whether from the
C.1.A. or elsewhere, were interviewed
about the crime. and that. more impor-
tant, months passed befoie U.S. offi-

“There are some who believe the case
shows the unredeemable evil of the
armed forces,” says U.S. Ambassador
Walker, “and | don't believe that”

cials even asked Colonel Ponce or other
army officers what they might know.
The most rigorous questions have come
not from the State Department but from
a dogged congressional task force led by
Representative Joe Moakley. Embassy
officials. for the most part, have fallen
into a well-worn routine of sounding
helpless, while directing blame at a
plodding, corrupt (U.S.-funded) legal
system.

Some of this impotence is no doubt
genuine. Despite the fact that the United
States funds most of the Salvadoran mil-
itary's budget, the high command has al-
ways kept family secrets to itself. Col-
onel Ponce has bluntly defied the Bush
administration by refusing to purge a list
of Tandona members described as crimi-
nal, incompetent, or both. Meanwhile.
he has transferred one Tandona member
suspected of having information about
the killings—former intelligence chief
Colonel Carlos Guzman Aguilar—out of
the country. Describing Ponce's atti-
rude. one U.S. source concludes, *‘He's
telling us, basically, to fuck off.”

However, despite the anger, U.S. of-
ficials are loath to connect Colonel Pon-
ce to the murders. The reason is simple:
during the last year, the embassy, fear-
ing more paihological rightists, pushed

Ponce as the next minister of defense. a
campaign that finally succeeded in Sep-
tember. when he was named to the post.
And herein lies the enormous paradox of
the Jesuit case for the U.S. government.
As with the murder ten years ago of four
American churchwomen, the embassy
needs the Jesuit case solved as evidence
that the Salvadoran government is com-
mitted to self-improvement and worthy
of financial support. But unlike any pre-
vious case. solving the murders—if in
fact the high command was involved—
or even applying intense pressure 10 the
army could destroy the strongest institu-
tion buil: by a decade of-U.S. policy.
Put another way, if the case goes un-
solved, the military risks losing U.S.
funding: if the case is solved, the military
risks iosing the war. For some officials in
the embassy. either out-
come is unacceptable.

he man in El Salva-

dor whom Jesuits

today seem to dis-
trust most is an embas-
sy official named
Richard Chidester.
“No single person has
done more to obstruct
the investigation,'’
states Father Tojeira. That is an exagger-
ation. but it reflects the pervasive murki-
ness that Chidester has come to inhabit.
It is a reputation that, self-consciously,
even he encourages. ‘‘Yeah, I am the
Devil." he says when you meet him.

Rick Chidester is one of the U.S. dip-
Jomats in Latin America who keep pop-
ping up in thankless jobs and losing
causes. He was formerly stationed in
Honduras as the State Department liai-
son officer to the Nicaraguan contras.
He worked in drug enforcement in Mex-
ico. A friend of Ambassador Walker’s,
comfortable in gray suits in the tropics,
he left his family behind in the States
and went to El Salvador last year as the
embassy's legal adviser. But his real job
since November has been to help run the
Jesuit investigation.

He got off to a bad start. A week after
the murders, the only civilian eyewit-
ness identified so far, a cleaning woman
named Lucia Cerna, was spirited out of
the country on a French-government jet.
At Walker's request, Chidester was also
aboard. As the Jesuits understood it, he
was 1o help Cema clear customs in Mi-
ami. She had already given swomn testi-
mony about what she had seen and heard
while she hid: men in military uniforms,
voices of priests, gunshots. It wasn't
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much, but at the time it was all there
was. It pointed to the army.

But, arriving in Miawmi, Cerna was put
in a hotel room for a week of F.B.I.
interrogation. The only other people
present were Rick Chidester and Lieu-
tenant Colone! Manuel Rivas, the Salva-
doran military officer in charge of the
government's investigation, who was in
Miami at Chidester’s invitation. Under
pressure, Cerna became confused,
changed her story, and eventually said she
saw nothing at all. Back in El Salvador the
government, with the embassy’s bless-
ing, announced that Cerna had been re-
vealed as an unreliable witness. The
Catholic Church went berserk.

Chidester denies charges by the
church that Cerna was ‘‘brainwashed™
or subjected to ‘“‘violent interrogation.”’
On the contrary, he argues that the Jesu-
its had coached her into implicating the
military. (Representative Moakley's task
force concluded that Cerna's original
testimony appeared to be accurate.) He
says he put her $2,500 hotel bill on his
personal credit card, even helped her or-
der from room service. His relationship
with Cerna was good. ‘‘She was beg-
ging me not to leave her,”’ he told me.
This is not hard to imagine, considering

what Cerna, a woman fleeing in fear for
her lifc to a strange country. might have
felt when she saw Lieutenant Colonel
Rivas, ar officer from the army she was
fleeing, striding into her hotel room.
Nothing of the sort, Chidester says.
**She was happy to see him."’

It is the nature of Chidester’s relation-
ship with Lieutenant Colonel Rivas that
most dismays his critics. Chidester is
program director of the U.S.-funded
Special Investigative Unit, which Rivas
directs. They are described as close
friends. Despite the investigative unit’s
lackluster performance in the Jesuit
case, often attributed to the fact that its
head is an army officer (and one with the
nearly impossible task of investigating
his superiors), Chidester adamantly de-
fends Rivas. He has even taken to ac-
companying the chief investigator on his
rounds, occasionally leaving the rather
odd impression of being Rivas’s tall. af-
fable American sidekick.

In early December, within days of re-
turning from Miami and the Cerna epi-
sode, Chidester and Rivas went together
to chat with Colonel Benavides in his
office at the military school. Chidester
savs the meeting was uneventful; Bena-
vides wasn’t a suspect. But colleagues

sayv that the colonel was so nervous he
became physically ill. With another offi-
cer (since arrested for destroying evi-
dence). Benavides was allegedly, during
the cays surrounding Chidester’s visit,
buming more than seventy logbooks that
named the persons who came and went
from the military school on the night of
the murders.

Just after that meeting, Benavides ap-
parently confessed privately to Rivas.
How this confession came to light nearly
a month later, via a U.S. military advis-
er named Major Eric Buckland, is a
wonderfully complicated story. Yet
nearly a year later it remains the only
major break in the case.

Major Buckland was described by a
congressional investigator who met him
as "“the genuine G.I. Joe.”” When I saw
him during the November rebe! offen-
sive. he couldn’t have seemed happier.
“You know, our guys who were here

-len vears ago thought we were on the

wrong side.”” he said. ""That's not true
anvmore.”” The Jesuit killings a few
days earlier had not changed his mind.
In fact. he proposed to the high com-
mand that they launch a publicity cum-
paign to blame the F.M.L.N. “If 1
found out that the military did this,”" 'he
told another reporter, he'd transfer out.

But when he did find that out, Buck-
land didn't quit. He shut up. According
to a sigred statement, Buckland was told
in late December by his Salvadoran
counterpart, Colonel Carlos Aviles, that
Benavides had gone to Rivas and said,
in effect, *'I did it. What can you do to
help me?"" Rivas apparently had become
so frightened that he stopped investigat-
ing. He started seeking advice. He con-
fided in his predecessor at the investi-
gative unit, who in turn told Colonel
Aviles. Now Aviles, an important non-
Tandona officer with a line to the
Americans, was ‘telling Buckland. in
confidence.

Buckland said he kept quiet out of
loyalty to Aviles. Two weeks passed be-
fore. distraught. he reported the story to
his superior at the embassy. What hap-
pened next, in some respects, was even
worse. Without informing Walker, who
was in Washington, the head of the U.S.
military group marched directly to see
Colonel Ponce, bringing Buckland.
When an enraged Ponce demanded to
know the source implicating Benavides,
the Americans told him. Colonel Aviles
was summoned to sputter a denial, his
career and possibly his life passing be-
fore his eyes. Said a senior U.S. official,
“Unlixe joumnalists. we don’t protect
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our sources.”” Indeed. while the embas-
sy has vowed publicly to protect any
Salvadoran who steps forward with in-
formation about the case, the two Salva-
dorans to do so with important leads—
one of them Mrs. Cerna and the other
Colonel Aviles—have found them-
selves, to their astonishment, burmed by
U.S. officials.

With Aviles exposed, Colonel Ponce
was able to manage the episode, which
had a rapid resolution. President Cris-
tiani announced that the military was re-
sponsible for the killings. Confessions
from soldiers were obtained, and Bena-
vides and eight others (one soldier is a
fugitive) were ordered arrested. The mil-
itary, unhappy about handing over even
one colonel—and a minor Tandona
player at that—proclaimed the case
closed. Ambassador Walker praised the
arrests as ‘*a historic step.”’

For Colonel Aviles the whole thing
was a disaster. A short, garrulous officer
who attended Jesuit prep school, he was
placed under a version of house arrest.
After the high command withdrew his
assignment as military attaché in Wash-
ington, he broke down and cried before
a fellow officer. Now back in his old job
above Ponce’s office, he has the pained
look of a man buying time.

Not surprisingly, Aviles still denies
revealing anything to Buckland. But in
his first comments to a journalist since
the episode. he told me, *‘The Jesuit
case is a black hole that sucks in not
only the entire armed forces but the en-
tire vountry.”

Amazingly, Rick Chidester discounts
the entire Aviles-Buckland story. He be-
lieves that both men arc lying. Why?
Because he does not believe that Colonel
Benavides ever confessed to Lieutenant
Colonel Rivas. Why? Because Rivas de-
nies ever having heard the confession—
evidence that could convict Benavides.
Rivas, says Chidester, “'is not a good
liar.”* When I asked why Rivas. who re-
fused to be interviewed, wouldn't tell
me the same thing in person, Chidester
explained. “*He's gun-shy.™

As the case dragged through the sum-
mer. speaking for Rivas led Chidester
into what seems a serious impropriety.
He informed the Jesuits that he had
learned of a rumor that *‘the UCA™ want-
ed 1o ‘‘disappear’” the chief investiga-
tor—that is, kill him. To the Jesuits.
who regarded Chidester’s statement as
an indirect threat, the nightmare seemed
10 be coming full circle.

Chidester has continued to deliver bad
news. He says he warned the judge and

attorneys in the case that U.S. intelh-
gence had picked up on threats to kill
them. Once a critic of the judge, who
will eventually rule whether there is
enough merit to bring Benavides and the
others to trial, Chidester now appears 10
be in his confidence. When | went in
July to see Benavides testify for the first
time before the Fourth Criminal Court.
the judge missed the start of proceed-
ings. He emerged from his adjacent of-
fice after Chidester had exited quietly
through a back door.

Like Walker, who sent a $1.000 do-
pation to the UCA after the murders (it
was returned), Chidester, a Catholic
convert, is clearly troubled by the enmi-
ty of the Jesuits. He, 100, says he is un-
happy with the way the case is going.
Colonel Benavides, who maintains his

In E] Salvador, “if you have authority, |
you abuse it,” says a U.S. officer.
“There is a cloud of rumor and lies

that covers everything.”

innocence. has the law on his side, since
confessions by his co-defendants cannot
be used as evidence against him. More
important, Benavides is still backed by
the military. Three more soldiers were
arrested during the summer for lying to
investigators. “*There’s a lot of pequry
going on."* Chidester says. **There are
obvious interests in lying. and the only
people who can change that are in the
military.™

case behind them. They want Colo-

nel Benavides to become the first Sal-
vadoran officer ever convicted of a
human-rights violation. They want the
Tandona weeded. They want this because
they want the military to go on fighting
with U.S. aid. "'If this remains an open
sore it will be dangerous, if not fatal. to
our relationship here,’’ says Walker.
“There are some who believe the case
shows the unredeemabie evil of the armed
forces, and I don’t believe that.”

But even among U.S. officials this is
becoming a lonely position. At times.
bitterness toward the military can boil
over until it covers all El Salvador.

E oday, the Americans plainly want the

““We're talking about thirty guys afraid ~

to point the finger because the finger
will point back at them.' says a2 U.S.

officer. **This is the way the country is.
If you have authority, you abuse it. If
you have access to funds, you steal
them. If you're a boss, you screw your
secretary. Deny everything. Reveal
nothing. There is a cloud of rumor and
lies that covers everything."’

Outrage will now almost certainly
cost the Salvadoran military money.
This fall, the Senate is considering cut-
ting military aid for next year by any-
where from 30 percent to the 50 percent
proposed by Representative Moakley.
Some legislators support the idea of re-
suming aid as a reward to the military if
it cooperates with the investigation or
the rebels launch another offensive.

What such formulas fail to address, of
course, is whether the United States is
doing anything to end the war, whether
the military is, as Am-
bassador Walker in-
sists, a good institution
with some bad people,
whether, finally, un-
derwriting the Salva-
doran military can be
defended any longer as
drawing the line
against Communism.
These issues are cur-
rently before Salvador-
ans in an unprecedented way. Terms like
“impunity’” and ‘‘demilitarization,”’
even ‘‘Tandona'-—rarely heard before
outside the UCA campus—have passed
into the public domain. They are debat-
ed on television talk shows.

Unfortunately, the individuals best
prepared to channel such a debate to-
ward peace are dead. This is a tragedy
not only for Salvadorans—70.000 have
died in the war—but also for those
American policymakers searching for a
graceful exit from E! Salvador. The Je-
suit priests left untinished business.
" They were killed because it was neces-
sarv to kill them,"" says a Jesuit col-
league, Father Jon Sobrino. providing a
truncated epitaph. ' They fell in the bat-
tle because they were part of it.™

The battle continues. The commando
unit of the Atlacati Battalion, as it tumed
out. survived the detention of its leaders.
New commandos were sworn in by the
military while [ was in El Salvador. No
mention of the Jesuits was made at the
ceremony, which had its own religious
fervor. The young soldiers vowed to kill
“terrorists wherever we find them."
They stood immobilized on the parade
ground, their faces blackened with
paint, framed by the battalion’s motto:
**For the Fatherland and with God.”” O
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