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. A PEOPLE’S HISTORY

Sarah Gelsomino and Samuel Pearson Chicago, Illinois
It is not often that two undergraduate 
juniors receive about $13,000 in grant 
money to conduct an oral history 
project in a foreign country. Thanks to 
the Vincentian Endowment Fund and 
the DePaul Liberal Arts and Science 
Summer Undergraduate Research 
Grant, we were able to respond to a 
request from the rural community of 
Copapayo, El Salvador. We recorded 
their memories of the war that ripped 
their country apart from 1980-1992, 
and violently displaced them from 
their homes. The community has 
wanted to record their memories and 
their history for several years now but 
have lacked the resources to do so. 
With the help of numerous people at 
DePaul University, the support of our 
families and friends, and countless 
others helping us along the way in El 
Salvador, we were able to record 
eighty-seven testimonies during the six 
months (June-December 2003) we lived 
among the people of Copapayo.

The fact that this project originated 
from the community of Copapayo itself 
helped us to keep the people of the 
community, their memories, and their 
designs for the project at the center of 
what we did. As much as possible we 
want this project to belong to the 
community itself. The desires they 
expressed to us were: (1) to share the 
tragedies and pain they endured with 
as many people as possible around the 
world in the hopes that wars and 
suffering like this might never happen 
again and (2) to record their memories 
for the younger generations now being 
born and growing up, so they too can 
know the history of their relatives and 
their community. We feel it is important 
to share with as many people as 
possible, in any way possible, the history 
and story of the people of Copapayo. 
Eventually, all of the audio recordings 
of the testimonies and the corresponding 
transcripts in Spanish and English will be 
placed in the DePaul University's John T.

Richardson Library Special Collections 
and Archives. It is also our hope that this 
oral history project will be an ongoing 
work in collaboration with other 
interested groups at DePaul University, as 
well as the community of Copapayo.

The combatants in the civil war that 
was fought in El Salvador were 
overwhelmingly Salvadoran. The 
campesinos had suffered decades of 
poor wages and landlessness, because 
of the consolidation of the highest 
quality cultivatable land in the country 
by the wealthy landowners, who used 
the land and the campesinos to grow 
crops (mainly sugar, coffee, and cotton) 
for export. In response to this and the 
constant violent persecution at the 
hands of the wealthy landowners and 
the government, the campesinos 
organized themselves in the spirit of the 
liberation theology movement that was 
spread throughout Latin America by 
parts of the Catholic clergy. In 1980
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S a m u e l  P e a r s o n  a n d  h is  b e s t  S a l v a d o r e a n  b u d d y ,  D im a s  M u r i l lo .  T h e  C o p a p a y o  s o c c e r  

t e a m  w o n  a  t o u r n a m e n t  in  a  n e a r b y  c o m m u n i t y .  C o p a p a y o ,  El S a lv a d o r .  2 0 0 3

T h e  R iv e ra  f a m i ly ,  S a r a h  G e l s o m i n o  a n d  S a m u e l  P e a r s o n  l iv e d  w o t h i n  C o p a p a y o .  N in a  

A n g e l i t a ,  D o n  S a n t o s  a n d  t h e i r  d a u g h t e r s  M a r t a ,  M i m a  w i t h  s o n  J a v ie r ,  J a s m i n e  a n d  

E s te l la  in  t h e  c h a ir .  C o p a p a y o ,  El S a lv a d o r .  2 0 0 3

s e v e r a l  p o l i t i c a l ,  w o r k e r ,  s t u d e n t /  

p r o f e s s o r ,  a n d  m i l i t a r y  g r o u p s  u n i t e d  i n  a  

g u e r i l l a  c o a l i t i o n  k n o w n  a s  t h e  F M L N  

( F a r a b u n d o  M a r t i  N a t i o n a l  L i b e r a t i o n  

F r o n t ) .  F o r  t w e l v e  y e a r s  t h e  F M L N  f o u g h t  

t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  t r a i n e d  a n d  s u p p l i e d  

S a l v a d o r a n  a r m y  t o  a  m i l i t a r y  d r a w .  T h e  

a r m y  u s e d  a  s t r a t e g y  t h e y  d e s c r i b e d  a s  

c a t c h i n g  t h e  f i s h  ( t h e  g u e r i l l a s )  b y  

d r a i n i n g  t h e  o c e a n  ( t h e  c a m p e s i n o s ) .  A s  a  

r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  s t r a t e g y  h u n d r e d s  o f  

t h o u s a n d s  o f  i n n o c e n t  c a m p e s i n o s  w e r e  

f o r c e d  t o  f l e e  f r o m  t h e i r  h o m e s  a s  

r e f u g e e s  w h i l e  t e n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  

o t h e r s  w e r e  k i l l e d ,  c a u g h t  i n  t h e  c r o s s f i r e  

o r  i n  d e l i b e r a t e  m a s s a c r e s .

T h e  U n i t e d  N a t i o n s  s p o n s o r e d  r e f u g e e  

c a m p s ,  f o r  t h o s e  w h o  c h o s e  t o  f l e e  t h e  

c o u n t r y ,  t h e s e  w e r e  t e r r i b l y  o v e r c r o w d e d  

a n d  l a c k e d  t h e  b a s i c  f r e e d o m  o f  

m o v e m e n t  i n t o  a n d  o u t  o f  t h e  c a m p .  T h e  

p e o p l e  o f  C o p a p a y o  e x p r e s s e d  t h e i r  

a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  t h e s e  r e f u g e e  c a m p s  a n d  

f o r  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  t h e y  p r o v i d e d  t h e m  

d u r i n g  a  v i o l e n t  a n d  f r i g h t e n i n g  t i m e ,  b u t  

t o l d  u s  t h e y  c o u l d  n o t  s t a n d  t o  l i v e  

o u t s i d e  t h e i r  o w n  c o u n t r y  i n  a  p l a c e  

w h e r e  t h e y  c o u l d  n o t  w o r k  t h e  l a n d  a n d  

d i d  n o t  h a v e  t h e  r i g h t  t o  m o v e .  A s  a  

r e s u l t ,  i n  1 9 8 7 ,  a  g r o u p  o f  4 , 0 0 0  r e f u g e e s  

g o t  t o g e t h e r  a n d  d e c i d e d  t h e y  w o u l d  

p r e s s u r e  t h e  U N ,  S a l v a d o r a n  g o v e r n m e n t ,  

a n d  H o n d u r a n  g o v e r n m e n t  t o  g i v e  t h e m  

t h e i r  r i g h t  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e i r  h o m e s ,  

d e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  w a r  s t i l l  r a g e d .  

T h r o u g h  t h e i r  o w n  h a r d  w o r k  a n d  w i t h  

t h e  h e l p  o f  a c c o m p a n y i n g  i n t e r n a t i o n a l s  

( f o r  s a f e t y )  t h e  r e f u g e e s  e s t a b l i s h e d  f i v e  

c o m m u n i t i e s  i n  E l  S a l v a d o r  a f t e r  n e a r l y  

n i n e  m o n t h s  o f  n e g o t i a t i o n s .

T h e i r  s t o r y  i s  i n c r e d i b l e .  T h e y  w e r e  

u p r o o t e d  f r o m  t h e i r  h o m e s ,  e n d u r e d  

w a l k i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  m o u n t a i n s  w i t h  n o  

f o o d  o r  w a t e r ,  c o n s t a n t l y  u n d e r  t h e  

t h r e a t  o f  a t t a c k  f r o m  t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  a n d  

c r o s s i n g  t h e  b o r d e r  i n t o  a  c o u n t r y  t h a t  

d i d  n o t  w a n t  t h e m .  I n  H o n d u r a s  t h e y  

l i v e d  i n  M e s a  G r a n d e ,  a n  o v e r c r o w d e d  

U N  r e f u g e e  c a m p .  A g a i n s t  t h e  b e s t  

e f f o r t s  o f  t h e  S a l v a d o r a n  g o v e r n m e n t  

a n d  m i l i t a r y ,  a n d  w i t h  l i t t l e  h e l p  f r o m  

t h e  U N  o r  a n y o n e  e l s e ,  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  

C o p a p a y o  ( a n d  t h e  f o u r  o t h e r  

c o m m u n i t i e s  e s t a b l i s h e d  a t  t h e  s a m e  

t i m e )  w e r e  a b l e  t o  s a f e l y  r e t u r n  t o  t h e i r  

o w n  c o u n t r y .

I t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  t h a t  t h e i r  t e s t i m o n i e s  a r e  

d o c u m e n t e d ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a d d  a  h u m a n  

e l e m e n t  t o  h i s t o r y .  U s u a l l y  h i s t o r y  i s  

w r i t t e n  b y  t h e  p o w e r f u l  a n d  t h e  p o o r  

a r e  f o r g o t t e n ,  l o s t  b e h i n d  t h e  m i l i t a r y  

s t r a t e g y ,  e c o n o m i c  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  

n e g o t i a t i o n s ,  a n d  l i v e s  o f  t h e  r u l i n g  c l a s s .  

T h e  p e o p l e  o f  C o p a p a y o  w a n t  e v e r y o n e  

t o  k n o w  t h e  r e a l  s t o r i e s  o f  w a r ,  b e c a u s e  

t e l l i n g  t h e m  i s  a  c r u c i a l  e l e m e n t  o f  t h e  

h e a l i n g  p r o c e s s  t h a t  c o n t i n u e s  t o d a y  i n  

t h e  l i v e s  a n d  c o m m u n i t i e s  t h r o u g h o u t  E l 

S a l v a d o r .  T a l k i n g  a b o u t  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  

a n d  s h a r i n g  t h e i r  s t o r y  w i t h  t h e  r e s t  o f  

t h e  w o r l d  h e l p s  t h e  h e a l i n g  p r o c e s s  

m o v e  f o r w a r d .

A s  t h i s  a r t i c l e  i s  s e n t  t o  t h e  p r e s s ,  a l l  o f  

t h e  t e s t i m o n i e s  h a v e  b e e n  t r a n s c r i b e d  

a n d  w e  a r e  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  e d i t i n g  a n d  

o r g a n i z i n g  t h e m .  I n  a c c o r d  w i t h  t h e  

w i s h e s  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  C o p a p a y o ,  w e  

p l a n  t o  s e n d  e a c h  p e r s o n  w h o  g a v e  a  

t e s t i m o n y  a  c o p y  o f  t h e i r  t e s t i m o n y ,

b o t h  o n  C D  a n d  i n  w r i t t e n  f o r m .  

A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  a l l  o f  t h e  c o m p l e t e  

t e s t i m o n i e s  w i l l  b e  p u t  i n  t h e  C o p a p a y o  

l i b r a r y .  T h e  c o m m u n i t y  w o u l d  a l s o  l i k e  a  

b o o k  t h a t  i s  a  c o m p i l a t i o n  o f  t h e  h i s t o r y  

o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t y ,  u s i n g  p i e c e s  o f  e v e r y  

p e r s o n ' s  t e s t i m o n y  t o  t e l l  t h e i r  s t o r y  

c o l l e c t i v e l y .  W e  a r e  e x p l o r i n g  f u n d i n g  

o p t i o n s  t o  m a k e  i t  p o s s i b l e  t o  t r a n s l a t e  

t h i s  c o m p i l a t i o n  i n t o  E n g l i s h  s o  t h e s e  

i m p o r t a n t  t e s t i m o n i e s  c a n  b e  m o r e  

w i d e l y  r e a d  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  C o p i e s  

o f  a l l  o f  t h e  t r a n s c r i b e d  i n t e r v i e w s  i n  

S p a n i s h  a n d ,  h o p e f u l l y ,  t h e  c o m p i l a t i o n  

i n  E n g l i s h  w i l l  b e  a v a i l a b l e  i n  D e P a u l ' s  

L i b r a r y .  T h e  w o r k  f o r  t h i s  p r o j e c t  w i l l  

c o n t i n u e  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  u p c o m i n g  y e a r .

S a r a h  G e l s o m i n o  a n d  S a m u e l  P e a r s o n  

a r e  c u r r e n t l y  s e n i o r s  a t  D e P a u l  

U n i v e r s i t y .  T h e y  w i l l  g r a d u a t e  i n  J u n e ,  

S a m  w i t h  a  d e g r e e  i n  G e o g r a p h y  a n d  a  

m i n o r  i n  B i o l o g y ,  S a r a h  w i t h  a  d e g r e e  

i n  P o l i t i c a l  S c i e n c e  a n d  m i n o r  i n  

S p a n i s h .  S a m  i s  f r o m  K a l a m a z o o ,  

M i c h i g a n  a n d  S a r a h  i s  f r o m  C l e v e l a n d ,  

O h i o ,  b u t  w e  b o t h  p l a n  t o  s t i c k  a r o u n d  

C h i c a g o  f o r  a  w h i l e  l o n g e r .  S a m  p l a n s  

t o  p u r s u e  a  M a s t e r s  i n  E d u c a t i o n  a n d  

h a s  h o p e s  t o  t e a c h  e l e m e n t a r y  s c h o o l .  

S a r a h  w o u l d  l i k e  t o  s t u d y  L a w  a n d  

S o c i a l  W o r k ,  p o s s i b l y  a t  D e P a u l !  

C o n t a c t  S a r a h  a t  s g e l s o m i @ d e p a u l . e d u

mailto:sgelsomi@depaul.edu

	A People's History of War
	Recommended Citation

	A People's History of War
	Cover Page Footnote

	tmp.1449267395.pdf.hcQOR

