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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 A.D, 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.

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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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 qguerrillas 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 100,000 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 Guatermalan 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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