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From Hell to Haven 


 "We had no food, no water. We had no poop, no potty," he flatly stated, in a crisp, 

Spanish accent. This was Miguel's attempt at being polite.  

 "So, were you the only one in the bus' luggage compartment?" I asked. 

 "No. There were a couple of others. I was one of the smallest, so they put me in there," he 

replied as I frantically scribbled notes.  

 A relative introduced me to Miguel several years ago, before he became a U.S. citizen. 

He had disclosed several instances of growing up in El Salvador that made me cringe. Why not 

write his story of coming to the United States? It appeared simple. And, with FaceTime, I could 

pull it off quickly, I thought. 

 Miguel and I connected. Now thirty-five, his classic Mayan features were framed in my 

iPad. Dark, brown eyes, cocoa-colored face and black hair enhanced his, "handsomely-rugged", 

features. Born in El Salvador in the fall of 1980, Miguel entered a world fully engulfed in civil 

war. His world, a nightmare, I had indifferently read in the papers. The Salvadoran government 

experienced a coup in October of the previous year, throwing the country into civil unrest. By 

January, the government was battling five left-winged groups, united under the umbra of the 

Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN). That October, the fighting became fierce 

and the country was trust into twelve years of a terrifying and bloody civil war. 

 Miguel had initiated his story, describing traveling from the Guatemalan border to 

Mexico City. I wanted to start his story earlier. "When was the first time you had an inkling of 

trouble?" I asked. 

�1



From Hell to Haven Word Count: 2,493

 "I think I was five? I remember the bombings, power outages, grownups talking, they 

were worried, and the shootings around the town. At night, my grandpa would turn on the radio 

for news. There was a national curfew. You needed to be indoors or at home by 6pm otherwise, 

you'd be targeted by government troops as a guerrilla and could be shot." 

 He portrayed his maternal grandfather, Papa, he called  him, as his role model. While his 

maternal grandmother, Mama, raised him and two older siblings, in the small town of Aguilares. 

His mother worked in the capital city, San Salvador, approximately fifty kilometers south. There, 

she met Miguel's father, a gardener on the estate in which she worked. Before he was born, 

Miguel's father abandoned them. 

 "At night," he continued, "we heard lots of gunshots. During a radio broadcast, it was not 

uncommon for a radio station to be taken over by a guerrilla group. They would play their 

propaganda music and give updates on their attacks. 

 "The next day, on our way to school, us kids wondered who was killed and how many 

had died. We'd see dead bodies covered with sheets. Some  bodies couldn't be recognized due to 

the severity of the wounds. But, I recall seeing some familiar faces. Death was everywhere; war 

casualties, traffic accidents, murders -- stuff like that. We became so use to death. Dying was so 

common," he said with calm detachment.  

 "Were any friends or neighbors killed?" 

 "A good friend of mine was murdered. David. His nickname was El Mudo. He was mute 

and hard of hearing, a real nice guy. David worked for the local slaughterhouse delivering meat 

to the street market and lived just a few blocks away. He would hang around with us. I must have 

been around nine at the time. He was, maybe, fifteen. I remember holding my sister's hand, going 
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to school one morning after a night of heavy shooting. People gathered around a covered body. I 

wondered who it was. Later I discovered it was my friend. He had taken an M16 to the head." 

 Miguel paused. It was difficult to read any emotion on his face.  

 He continued his narrative. "There was a funeral service the day before. Friends and 

relatives had gathered to pray all day and all night long, serving coffee and sweet breads. People 

talked and played cards to stay awake. David was there. It was late and the government had 

called for a curfew. He decided to return home -- he had to work the next day. Troops spotted 

him and called for him to halt. Usually they stop people, ask for identification, search them and 

the like. He didn't stop. They shot him from a distance. I don't think he heard them." 

 A long silence. I jotted notes thinking, how would I have reacted? 

 "Sad," I commented. 

 "Yeh." 

 I fumbled for another question. "Did you have any close calls with either side, the troops 

or the guerrillas?" 

 Realizing the awkwardness between us, he elucidated. "You have to understand," he said, 

"stuff like that was normal to us. Guns were available everywhere and grownups found any 

reason to shoot at anything or anyone. But the closest call for me, was when I was ten or eleven. 

I was hanging out with some friends from school when the power went out. Curfew was 

implemented and I was fifteen minutes from home. All of us kids rode bikes. But, I had come 

with my friend, Maximo. We hopped his bike. He peddled, I sat behind him. 
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 "The streets were dark. Someone, was working underneath a car and Maximo didn't see 

him. We felt a bump and realized we had run over his legs. We didn't stop -- we had to get 

home." 

 I watched as his dark eyes widen and his grammar lapse into present tense. 

 "A man gets up and pulls out a gun and starts shooting. I'm riding on the back of the bike 

and bullets are flying around my head!" exclaimed Miguel. He bobbed and weaved his body, 

clearly, re-living the experience. "I can see the glow from the tracers all around. I don't know 

how many bullets are fired." 

 He switched back to past tense. "I jumped off the bike and took a detour into a 

whorehouse," he said with a simper. 

 "I rushed in there. The ladies saw this pale kid and took pity on me. I explained my 

situation and they comforted me. They were all nice to me, you know. 

 "They sheltered me for about a half hour," he giggled. "Then I thought, I needed to get 

home." In an exasperated whisper he said,  "I was hanging out with whores! If my grandma 

found out she'd be very upset," he sputtered, expressing her disapproval if she found him out. 

"And, there would be rumors," he added. "Keeping secrets in a small town was hard. So, I left." 

He finished with a nervous laugh. 

 I inquired about other hardships he and his family faced. 

 "We were starving. We had lice and other parasites. Rice and beans were our main menu. 

I would get home from school and find my grandma crying in the kitchen because she didn't 

have enough food to feed the family. The grownups went into the forest to get mangos. They 
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would go through a peanut plantation and dug peanuts and we'd eat them raw sometimes, not 

always.  

 "Wash-water ran through our streets. One day, I saw half of a discarded banana in the 

water. I was so hungry. I looked around to see if anyone was watching and picked it up. I ate it.  

 "We had no running water. We went to the pubic faucet and hauled water for cooking, 

washing and drinking." He described how the adults would line them up to do a water brigade, 

filling a concrete tub in the house.  

 "Once a month, we'd receive U.S. aid. My Uncle Guillermo, was part of the Red Cross 

and helped distribute food boxes. There'd be oil, rice, beans, spam, dry milk and peanut butter." 

He made a face at the latter. "The peanut butter wasn't the best but we had to eat it. I think that's 

why I can't stand peanut butter," he said, disgustedly. "We had too much of it. When you give 

peanut butter and jelly sandwiches to kids here, ugh!" 

 "What did the rest of you family do?" Miguel had five uncles and five aunts. 

 "My grandparents and mother worked very hard. Everyone did anything to help the 

family. My mother worked for my grandma's sister as a maid. I felt it was demeaning work and I 

only saw her once-a-month. My grandma took care of us and made fruit juice to sell. My 

grandpa worked in the sugarcane fields. Us kids went to school in the mornings and worked in 

the afternoons. We all helped around the house." 

 His sister was the eldest of three children. "My sister sold bread. She'd carry it on top of 

her head. My mom sent me to be her bodyguard." He laughed, since he was about six at the time. 

His sister's father had sided with the guerrillas and had been assassinated. 
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 "My brother worked for the stockyards marking cattle for buyers. Later, he became a 

rancher." His brother's father had immigrated to the U.S. at the beginning of the war. 

 Miguel was the youngest. "I was nine when I started polishing shoes and picked up those 

needing to be resoled. I helped my grandpa, off-and-on since the age of six, in the cane fields. 

 "Papa and Uncle Beto were my role models. They provided for the family as best they 

could and taught us [kids] the value of hard work and family responsibilities. They assisted the 

community with the U.S. Aid program. They'd coordinate families and organize them into lines, 

which wasn't easy. Hundreds were fed at a time." 

 "When did you decide to come to the U.S.?" 

 "I was ten. It was near the end of the war. People from my town who had escaped the war 

and made it to the U.S., began to return. We saw them doing better in their lives. In 1990, Uncle 

Beto returned to El Salvador with his first wife. I told her I wanted to go to the U.S." 

 "How did you get here?" 

 "It started with my uncle Beto," he replied. "I didn't have it as hard as he did. Uncle Beto 

was targeted by the government because he was helping affected families in our town. He was 

kidnapped by the military, tied up and blindfolded, then tossed into the back of a pickup truck -- 

others were with him.  

 "Uncle Rafael, was helping my grandpa cut sugarcane when one of the truck drivers told 

them he had recognized Beto in the back of a military pickup. He ran to the house and told my 

grandma. Grandma contacted my Uncle Guillermo. Since he had some authority in the town, he 

went to the military offices and told them he knew what they were doing. He said he would blow 

the whistle on them." 
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 "What happened to Uncle Beto?" 

 "He said they were taken into the middle-of-nowhere, way out in the forest. Everyone 

was unloaded and lined up, on their knees. One after another, people were decapitated." 

 Miguel described how his uncle heard the names of those abducted, called out over a 

two-way radio. One-by-one, a name was called and a voice responded on the other end, "Kill 

him!" The machete would fly. So would a head. Another name would be called out. "Kill him," 

repeated the caller. Another person lost their life.  

 "When they got to my uncle Beto, he heard the voice cry, 'No! Not him! Not him!' They 

killed everyone that day, but him," Miguel concluded. 

 "They beat him severely and dumped him in the jungle. He managed to walk home. He 

knew then, he had to leave the country. In 1986, he made his first attempt to immigrate. It took 

him a year to get to here. He kept getting caught at the U.S./Mexican border and told authorities 

he was from Mexico so he wouldn't be deported to El Salvador.  

 "He was finally caught and jailed, for six months, in Texas. While he was there, he made 

money making tortillas and selling individual cigarettes. He managed to save a little. 

 "A Mennonite group heard his story and they took him to Oregon. I'm not sure how that 

worked," he added. "That's where he met his first wife." 

 I realized she had been the vital instrument for Miguel's immigration process. She had 

sought out a lawyer who advised adoption. The process for Miguel to start a new life began in 

1992. 
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 "My uncle adopted me. In 1994, Uncle Beto phoned me and said I had two options, stay 

in El Salvador and wait for the process to be completed or immigrate immediately. I was 

fourteen. Without hesitation, I made the decision, immigrate. I had had enough! 

 "My family knew some coyotes that would take me to the U.S., for money." 

 He confirmed coyotes were people who smuggled Central Americans and Mexicans into 

the States.  

 "They told my mom they could take me in a next week. My family got the money 

together and within the week, they picked me up. I had packed a few shirts and pants in my 

backpack along with my documentation. That was it. It took me seven days to get to the U.S. 

border." 

 "What was that like?"  

 "Oh, that's a whole other adventure!" he exclaimed. "We got to the Mexican border 

through Guatemala, avoiding the authorities by dragging blankets to cover our footprints. We 

crossed the river at night into the state of Chiapas, Mexico and got onto a bus headed for Mexico 

City. I spent the next two days in the luggage compartment," he remarked, shaking his head in 

disbelief. "No food or water. No poop, no potty," he reiterated.  

 "How many were with you?" 

 "There were eight of us that traveled together. We crossed the desert into the U.S. near 

Nogales, Arizona and went to Phoenix. There, about a hundred people in a warehouse waited to 

go to different places. An American family picked me up. They bought me clothes, gave me a 

false I.D. and an airplane ticket to Oregon. When I was boarding the plane, the family called to 

me, 'Bye cousin. Bye!' as they waved." 
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 Jotting down the final notes of the interview, I wondered how I would have fared in his 

situation.  

 In the background, Miguel's three-year-old daughter was demanding his attention.  

 "It was a life-changing experience. It made a better life for me and my family. But I 

sacrificed not being with my [Salvadoran] family for twenty years. If I hadn't come, I wouldn't 

have met my fiancé or have two beautiful little girls," he summarized.  

 I thanked him for his time and willingness to impart his personal experiences. There was 

much more to his story. This sufficed for now. Saying farewell, the three-year-old stuck her head 

into camera view of the iPad as I pressed "END".
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