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THE TRUTH  
BURIED SIX  
FEET UNDER  
A cemetery is at the  

heart of a controversy about  
a deadly military tactic  

SOME DAYS, THERE are no bodies for Jesus 
Hernandez, the local gravedigger in La Maca-
rena, Colombia, to bury. Other days, he is 
overwhelmed with corpses-three, seven, 
sometimes Is-all ferried in by military heli-
copters. In the tiny, white-tiled morgue where 
he tends to the dead, Hernandez records their 
fingerprints, the shape of any scars and the 
number of bullet wounds. Many of the bod-
ies have fallen victim to maggots and the 
jungle heat by the time he sees them, leaving 
little with which to identify them. He buries 
them behind La Macarena's municipal cem-
etery, in a field covered with hundreds of 
white wooden plaques, marked with a date, 
number and, sometimes, "N.N."-the Latin 
abbreviation for an unknown person. 

Who is buried in this cemetery-and how 
theydied-is ofgreat debate. The military says 
the bodies are guerrillas killed in combat. But 
there are growing suspicions, as well as evi-
dence, that some were in fact civilians killed 
in a macabre practice known here as produ-
cing a "false positive." In certain cases across 
the country, it has been proven that the army 
has passed offcivilians as rebels killed in com-
bat, dressing someofthem in guerrilla futigues 
and placing weapons at their sides. Critics 
believe this is a consequence of government 
pressure on the military to produce results in 
Colombia's war on drugs and insurgents, and 
ofrewarding officers with job promotions for 
combat victories. The military scandal first 
came to light in late 2008 when 14 young 

<> men who had disappeared from a Bogota i slum were found dead and falsely reported 
 as guerrillas. Now, the chilling questions sur-
 rounding La Macarena's cemetery may unveil 
 a large repository of"Jalso positivo" victims, 
 and open a chilling new chapter by revealing 

'" greater military involvement. 
i The war dead started arriving en masse at 

La Macarena's cemetery in 2002, when the 
I government filled the region with thousands 

I 
Civilians or rebels? The unknowns cemetery in La Macarena (top); a sketch on a wall in Bogotd 
ofPresidentJuan Manuel Santos that referellces the false positive scandal (bottom left); Hernandez 

of troops in a bid to recover territory in this 
traditional guerrilla bastion. It was also the 
same time that residents say members of 
their families started to disappear. Beatriz 
Villegas says neighbours found her brother's 
home ransacked and his ID lying on the din-
ing table a day after the military initially 
barred them from entering his farm property 
in 2006. Outside the home, his rubber boots 
as well as blood-soaked gloves were strewn 
on the ground, but Villegas' brother was 
nowhere to be found. 

Suspecting the worst, and knowing that 
military combat kills are sent to La Macarena, 
Villegas and her mother went to the local 
office of the public prosecutor. As she leafed 
through the book showing photos ofuniden-

tified bodies at alleged combat scenes, Vil-
legas recognized her brother, 22, splayed with 
a bullet wound in the leg. He had been bur-
ied as N.N. No. 031. She says her brother was 
a hard-working farmer who had nothing to 
do with the guerrilla forces. "I want to know 
why the people who did this, did this," says 
Villegas. "Why did they kill him?" 

Estimates ofhow many of the people bur-
ied in La Macarena's N.N. cemetery are listed 
as guerrillas killed in combat vary widely. The 
military says there are 3S0, while the attor-
ney general's office says there are 449. But 
both the mayor of La Macarena and grave-
digger Hernandez claim that there are more 
than 600, even though reports show they 
once declared there were 2,000 bodies. 
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Not only should the numbers of dead be 
investigated, but the circumstances of their 
deaths should be looked into as well, says 
Edinson Cuellar with the Orlando Fals Borda 
Lawyers' Collective, who monitors human 
rights violations in the region. Cuellar's group 
has traced 41 cases of alleged false-positive 
killings to La Macarena's N.N. cemetery, and 
believes there are more. The attorney gen-
eral's office is investigating over 2,000 cases 
ofsuspected false positives nationwide. "We 
arc a coun try that is uncovering 40 years of 
violence," says Luis Gonzalez, the head pros-
ecutor leading the investigation into La Maca-
rena's cemetery. "We have thousands ofdead, 
thousands ofdisappeared. We need an army 
of people to be able to find all the cemeter-
ies, all the graves, across the country." 

Rights groups are calling for a complete 
site exhumation and are frustrated by the 
sluggish and oft-stalled investigation launched 
by the attorney general's office. But Gonza-
lez says the task of identifYing victims using 
fingerprint records and mismatched data-
bases is time-consuming. "Who has the truth?" 
asks Gonzalez. "This is the information that 
we arc trying to match up." 

Arriving at the truth is further hampered 
by conflicting accounts, even among the 
people who buried the bodies. Hernandez, 
the gravedigger, cites evidence that he's been 
burying members of the insurgency, as the 
military claims them to be. "It's very rare 
that someone arrives with civilian clothing," 
he says, pointing to the fatigues worn on 
arrival. But Israel Ariza, Hernandez's former 
assistant, says he noticed peculiar charac-
teristics of the dead that suggested they 
could be innocent victims presented as rebels: 
new pairs of rubber boots instead of the 
dirty, worn-out footwear guerrillas march-
ing through muddy jungles would wear; 
holes torn through clothing that didn't over-
lap with the bullet wounds; and scores of 
bodies dressed in civilian clothing. "I think 
about half were civilians and halfwere guer-
rillas," says Ariza, who now lives in a slum 
ofdisplaced people outside the city ofVillavi-
cencio. He fled there in January after Her-
nandez was targeted by death threats and 
an assassination attempt as news of the cem-
etery started to generate questions. 

Jhonny Hurtado, a local human rights 
defender, was not so lucky. In March, a few 
months after he guided a delegation of Brit-
ish parliamentarians through the cemetery, 
he was murdered. He now rests in a marked 
tomb only metres away from the nameless 
graves over which he demanded answers. 
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How Europe was saved  
The work ofhistorian TonyJudt, who lost all but his 

ability to speak, pays heed to the power ofwords 

PAUL 

TONYJUDTDIEDonAug. 6. He 
had amyotrophic lateral sclero-
sis, Lou Gehrig's disease. It set-
tled into his body late in 2008 
and, remorselessly over two 

WEllS years, shut it down. 
He was a professor in European history at 

New York University. He wrote a big book 
about that subject, Postwar: A History ofEur-
ope Sillee 1945 and assorted essays. The essays 
got him into a lot ofarguments. His tone was 
always calm, but his topic, the pursuit of jus-
tice in a horribly flawed world, did not per-
mit him to shy from fights. "The historian's 
task is not to disrupt for the sake of it," he 
told an interviewer in 2006, "but it is to tell 
what is almost always an uncomfortable story 
and explain why the discomfort is part ofthe 
truth we need to live well and live properly." 

His stoicism in the face ofcertain death-in 
the end, paralyzed, he wrote by dictating to 
assistants-brought him notice and admira-
tion he hadn't enjoyed earlier. But he had built 

a formidable reputation in some cire: 
before. British-born, educated at Kir. 
lege, Cambridge, and in Paris, he sper 
in the history ofthe political left in Fra. 
became increasingly critical of his si 
path he followed later with regard t. 
That's what got him into most of hf 
You'll have to read elsewhere  
a debate I'm not well equipped to  

Instead, here are two glimpses fr 
masterwork, Postwar. It is a book abc 
the world was saved after the Second 
War: how democracy and peace were, 
dated on the site of centuries of sb 
first in the West, then in the East, alwa 
American help, never deanly or trium; 
Judt, who was less attracted to the re 
simplicities of ideology as his life pro, 
tells the story ofa continent that traa 
derOlls ideology for halting pragmal 

How was the world saved? Three \\'2 

Americans engaged with the continel 
dIe path between withdrawal and nuci 
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