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A BRIEF HISTORY OF 

GUATEMALA 
..................................................................................

.................

Guatemala is a land rich in ethnic culture. timeless traditions 

and breathtaking vistas. But, the country's natural beauty 

masks the suffering the people have had to endure for cen

turies. In THE LONG ROAD HOME the viewer meets Ricardo 

Hernandez. a young man of Mayan ancestry whose story real

ly begins when the Spanish colonized the Americas 

THE MAYA 

The Maya Indians occupied most of what is known today as 

southern Mexico, Honduras, Belize and Guatemala. From 

300-900 AD. during the height of their civilization, the deeply 

religious Maya developed a sophisticated calendar and had 

expertise in astronomy, with which they recorded events with 

profound accuracy Although the Mayans shared a commu

nal, agrarian way of life, they also developed a civilization that 

built pyramids, temples and palaces to honor their kings, poets 

and musicians. Twenty-two distinct, regional groups devel

oped, each with their own language. Men traditionally 

worked in the fields, growing corn and beans. In addition to 

household duties, women wove exquisite and often intricate 

patterns using backstrap looms. With the weavings they 

made clothing. The Maya were and still are a poetic. accom

plished and resilient group of people 

THE CONQUISTADORS 

The Mayan way of life changed forever when, in 1524, 

Hernan Cortes invaded Mexico and established himself as 

ruler. He sent deputies, or conquistadors, to conquer Central 

America for Spain. Small pox, measles, plague and influenza 

were introduced. Disease and brutality quickly wiped out 

two-thirds of the Mayan civilization. A new race emerged 

combining Spanish, other European and Mayan heritage. 

These people were known as Ladinos. 

II 

SPANISH COLONIALISTS , THE CATHOLIC 

CHURCH AND INDEPENDENCE 

For three centuries descendants of the conquistadors gov

erned Guatemala for Spain. A few very powerful Spanish and 

Ladino families ruled. They took the land from the Maya and 

forced them to work on large plantations or fincas where they 

grew cocoa and indigo dye. The Catholic Church was intro

duced to convert the indigenous from their "pagan" ways and 

to help the colonial administration control the Mayan. Villages 

were reorganized and controlled by priests and government 

officials. Indiffer

ence towards the 

new faith was 

taken as a sign of 

rebellion. 

Indigenous men 

and women were 

required to wear 

special clothing to 

show where they 

came from and to 

restrict where they 

could go. 

Although the styles were new, Mayan women were able to 

introduce their own spirited symbols into the brilliantly colored 

woven designs. The Mayan culture persisted as they incorpo

rated foreign elements forced on them. Throughout the cen

turies the Catholic church became a powerful presence. sup

porting the aristocrats and converting the "heathen" Maya 

In 1821 the colonialists won independence from Spain. The 

Church's strong economic and political hold on the country 
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communi st tactics. Meanwhi l e, as a result of thos e repressiv

e 
tactic s , Guatemalans wer e be ginnin g to cros s int o the Untie

d 
States illegal

ly. If caught, the y wer e sent back to Guatemala 
wher e death was certain .  Group s w ithi n the US cried out 

against this immigration polic y and continued milita ry ai d to 

Guatemala. In response to the increasin g flood of refugees, 

churches, synagogues and solidari ty group s  opened sanctu

ar y communities to provide refugee s with shelter, food and a 

forum where they could tell of the
i
r experience

s. A larg e  and 
effective grass roo

t
s support organizatio n grew in the Unite

d 
States and Canada and became known as the Sanctuar y 
Movement. 

ELECTIONS BRING RENEWED HOPE 

The election of Jorge Serrano Elias in I 990 marked the firs
t 

time in Guatemalan histor y one civilian administration fol

lowed another. In 1992 President Serrano created a Human 

Rights Commission and appo
i
nted a Human Rig hts 

Ombudsman to investigate abuses by the military and 

National Police. 

Shortly after his election the Permane n
t 

Commissioners 
pre

sented Serrano with the six poi n
t 

document, intendi ng to 

open negotiations on behal f o f the refugees . The military of 

Guatemala ha s always viewed the refugees as subversive 

guerrillas. The Permanent Commissioners made i
t 

very clear 

that they were negotiating for the refugees ' return, and were

not a t  all involved with the separate negotiations goi ng on at 

the same time between the government and the UNRG, the 

armed rebellion forces. 

Serrano saw that supporti ng the return of the refugees was a 

way to bolster the country's human rig hts image. Negotiati ng 
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wa s extre me ly diffi
cu

lt fo r  bot
h si

d
es. On October, I 99 2, the condition s for a re turn w e re fi

na
lize d and 

th
e CCPP

'
s signed an a gre e m

e
n t 

wi
t h the govern ment

. The Gua
te

malan refu gee s  wer e  to begin returni ng home e
arly in 199 3. 

As prep ara
ti ons for the return advanced, k

idnappings, disappearances and ot her hum an ri ghts abus es int
e
nsified inside the count ry . Commun

i
t

i

es o f Population in 
Res istance w erebombed b y th

e m
ilita ry s

i

nc e  the ar
m y di d  not wa n t the returning gro u ps to for m  any ki

n
d of coaliti o n 

wi th the inter
nal refu gee s. 

All re fu gees, w het
h
er intern

al o
r 

e
x

ternal
, were

and st
i

ll are r egar de d 
a s s

uspect. The milit
ary relied on 

a cam 
pai gn of pro p agan

da t
o a li

e
nate the r

e
f

ugees f
ro m the 

..
... .

.
... .. ........

. .
........

. .
. ....... .... . ........ . . .. ..

THE MILITAR Y 

OF GUATEMALA 

HAS ALWAYS 

VIEWED THE 

REFUGEES AS 

SUBVERSIVE 

GUERRILLAS 

·
· · ········

·· · •· ················ · ···· · · ·•···· ··· · ·········
•

ca
m

pes i nos w ho had 

rema
i

n e d i n Guatemala . Rumors that the re turne e s 

w e re c o mm unis t s  and 
i
nten d e d to steal l

and 

fro
m th

e loc
a

l peasa nts 

w
e

re 
r
am pan t  an d caused 

e
x tr em e distrust of t h o

se 
re tu rni ng . 

On January 2
0

, I 993 
s
o me 2,50 0  refugees t

r
av

el
i n

g i n a con vo y w ere 
esco

rte
d to 

Gua temala by 

r
e
pre

sen tatives fro m the Red Cros s, the UNHRC, an d 

so lidarity 
groups from around the 

world. After ma ny de lay s an d con flict s  with gove rnm e
nt offi

cial
s 

and the m i lit
a

ry, t
h e r e

f ugees se
ttl

ed in lxcan, a jungle area of the Departme
nt of Quic

he. Th ey w er e  g
rateful to have 

retu rned ho m e bu t knew t her
e 

was further h
ard

s
h i

p ahead. 
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It is unclear if the refugees will be allowed to live on land they 

occupied before leaving Guatemala. Since some of the land is 

already occupied the new settlers will have to be compensat

ed with different land. Suspicion of the refugees hampers 

interactions between them and the local people. The depart

ment of Quiche is an area of active conflict between the mili

tary and URNG guerrillas and the army continues to accuse 

the refugees of being rebel supporters. Although the UNRG 

and the government are engaged in peace talks. nothing has 

been resolved. Violence is a constant threat for the refugees. 

Understandably. they fear that persecution by the military will 

continue. 

IN SUMMARY 

There are an estimated I 00.000 Guatemalan refugees dis

persed in Mexico. Many will be returning to Guatemala with

in the next two or three years. For Ricardo Hernandez and 

the other refugees in THE LONG ROAD HOME. returning to 

their home may give them an opportunity to participate in a 

burgeoning. but fragile democracy. an opportunity they did 

not have while living in exile. 

When an informed and responsible citizenry takes action. 

things do change. But help from the international community 

is needed. in the form of technical assistance and funding. 

Even more important. the repression which caused the 

refugees to flee cannot be allowed to repeat itself. In the past. 

the Guatemalan military has relaxed its grip on the population 

only when international news exposed its abuses. The contin

ued activities of concerned individuals and human rights orga

nizations before. during and after the return is crucial to 

ensure the safety of the refugees as they begin new lives 

inside Guatemala. 
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