CHIAPAS, MEXICO: Ciudad Hidalgo, GuatemalanMexico border*
Sunday April 9, 2017
When I asked the tall woman with the tiny baby why
she left El Salvador, she answered in five words: because
they killed my husband.
The tiny baby is 27 days old. She holds him close
against her chest with a cloth pulled over to protect him
from the sun as she walks. Her two daughters, aged four
and sixteen, are walking in front, following the banner
held up by two other Salvadoreans. It says ‘Don’t
Hate Migrants’ in Spanish. This is the start of the Via
Crucis de Refugiados (literally ‘The Way of the Cross
of Refugees,’ translated as Refugee Caravan 2017 by
Pueblo Sin Fronteras). They are heading for Tijuana
and the US border.

“To safely escape persecution
in their countries, exercise their
right to seek refuge through asylum,
and raise awareness of the violence,
human rights violations, and legal
challenges they face, at home in
Central America, in transit through
Mexico, and upon arrival to the
United States of America.”
– from the announcement of Via Crucis on
Facebook
Cristobal gave us a small lecture about our roles as
international observers. Article 33 of the Mexican
constitution forbids the participation of foreigners in
political actions, but we could come as observers to help
ensure the safety of the marchers.

Marta, a Colombian researcher on migration, and three
My husband Asmamaw and I got up at 5 am to join Salvadoreans joined us. We took two taxis down to
in. Jeff and Heather, two doctor friends who work in Ciudad Hidalgo and jumped on one of the innumerable
Tapachula, picked us up and took us to Cristobal’s rafts made from rubber tyres and planks of wood, and
house. Cristobal is a Mexican anthropologist who has travelled across to Tecun Uman, as the town is called in
been involved in organising the Via Crucis marches for Guatemala. As simple as that, no signs that this was an
international border, no police, no wire, no walls, just
a number of years.
a very busy, shallow river with rafts punting back and
The idea is simple: Central American migrants forth laden with families and traders carrying goods
marching the length of Mexico will draw attention to in both directions—crates of beer, toilet rolls, boxes of
their right:
groceries, wood, fruit. There is a formal border crossing
on the bridge, but I did not see many going that way.

Our group wasn’t carrying much: a cross, a banner, and
a bunch of palms and flowers that were being sold in
the market to mark Palm Sunday. The point of crossing
was to make a symbolic start on the Guatemalan
side. And that’s what we did. At this point journalists
and observers outnumbered marchers, but there was
something very moving about watching Raul, one of
the marchers, plant the wooden cross at the river’s
edge and then walk back along the Guatemalan bank,
barefoot.
Crossing back to Mexico, we all walked through sandy
shallows, and then Jose read the announcement of the
Via Crucis while Global TV from Brazil and Reuters (and
a few journalists I did not know) filmed and recorded.
Here is the next paragraph of the announcement:
“Central America is bleeding.
Massive numbers of its people
are fleeing for their lives on a daily
basis. Our region’s governments –
the governments of Honduras, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico and the
United States of America – are failing
us. They are denying the existence of
a refugee crisis in Central America
and they are violently repressing the
people caught in its vicious cycle. It’s
time take action to call attention to
this emergency situation. On April
9th, refugees, migrants, and allies
will set foot from the edge of Central
America and head north.”
– from the announcement of Via Crucis on
Facebook
Elise is one of those caught up in this misery. Her 16year old-daughter tells me the whole story as we walk
along. She was happy in El Salvador, studying hard
and hoping to be a doctor. Her father drove a bus. A
criminal gang got on and demanded the takings. He
refused, so they shot him. That was seven months ago.
Then they started harrasing his wife who ran a small
business, saying give us 1000 dollars or we will take your
children. So the family packed their bags and fled.
When they got to the Mexican border, they had no idea
of how to plead for asylum or demand their rights, so
they were deported, as are many. They went back to El
Salvador, but tried again a short while later. This time,
Elise was better informed and asked for asylum on the

basis of the violence and terror she had experienced
and the direct threat to their lives. It was refused. The
Mexican Commission to Assist Refugees (COMAR)
has a lengthy, impenetrable, and seemingly arbitrary
decision making system. Cristobal knows many who
have been accepted with far less justification.
That is why, this year, the Via Crucis march is focussing
particularly on the needs of families like Elise. Lawyers
from the US are joining them to plead their case at the
US border.
“… I just want a place to bring my
son up safely. I will tell him the story
of our country and how the violence
forced us to leave.”
[CO N TI N UED FRO M B LO G]

By now we are on the highway back to Tapachula. It
is shadeless and baking hot. Elise and her family take
refuge in Jeremiah’s truck. Jeremiah is a refugee from
Guatemala. He would love to go back there. He had
been working in construction in the US since he was
18 years old. He met his Mexican wife there, had two
children while living there. But as Obama ‘s government
tightened the screws, they decided that they should go
home and make a life in Guatemala. They tried. They
had a nice house and some animals, they farmed and
sold cheese and cream. The trouble is that if you show
any sign of stability or success you immediately become
a target for extortion. Gangs came to his house and said
pay 3000 quetzal or we will kill your children, so they
fled to Hidalgo.
“… But Mexico is impossible.
The Maras came here as well and
threatened me with a gun. I sent
my wife to another city. I followed
her, but it was very racist, they kept
saying no you are Guatemalan, so
we tried Puebla, but they said you
are Christians (meaning Protestant)
and we are Catholics, we don’t want
you, so we came back to Hidalgo.
Then the Gangs came again this
December and said they will kidnap
my children. So now we are leaving.
We have to escape. I told Cristobal
my story and he said ‘join the March.
We have lawyers who can help you at
the US border’, because our children
are US citizens. I am very glad I can
help with my truck.”

family for the money to pay him.
His truck slowly brings up the rear. The local police have
joined us and are leading in a pick-up from the front.
Jeff, my doctor friend, teases me about accompanying
a protest on my first days in the country, but I point out
I am following the law every step of the way. Cristobal
says we will stop at the checkpoint on the highway.
People can cross the actual frontier easily enough as we
all did this morning:
“…But these checkpoints
are where the immigration police
stop you and ask for your papers. If
you say you are a refugee, they are
obliged to take you to the office in
town , from where you are sent to
a detention centre while your plea
is judged. They cannot send you
straight back. But many people just
don’t know enough to ask and they
do get sent back.”
I can’t believe I am looking forward to seeing a police
checkpoint, but I am so hot and exhausted after some
two hours of walking I would welcome any excuse for a
break. I envy Carlos, on his skate board. He sails along,
stops and takes the banner for a bit, then skates some
more. He’s a twenty-three-year-old who left his wife,
five-year old son, and three-month-old baby behind in
El Salvador a few weeks ago:
“… Because I don’t want to join a a
gang. I will stay anywhere I can get
a job.”
… Are your wife and children OK?
“… They are with my mother. We
don’t talk except on public telephones,
it is safer. I did start the asylum process
here, but I don’t want to stay, there’s
too much discrimination. I will go
north with the Via Crucis.”
Carlos explains that the Mexican police put him in
prison for skate boarding, using anti-terrorist legislation
to do so. While in jail they told him to find a lawyer, but
he had no money. The police let him go after they had
failed to find any evidence against him and discovered
he was in the process of claiming asylum, but it left him
feeling very afraid.
“… I am not a criminal. I just like to
skateboard. They actually brought in
a lawyer and told me to phone my

I refused and the next day they let me
go free. They are mala gente—bad
people, rats.”
We arrive at a service station. The municipal police
turn around and head home.The icy cool inside the
shop is like heaven. It appears the checkpoint police
are hanging out here having refrescos. They seem quite
uninterested in us.
Everyone grabs drinks and we all then pile into the back
of Jeremiah’s truck to do the last bit to Tapachula where
we stop outside Casa Belen, one of the larger shelters
on the edge of the town. Cristobal speaks to the crowd
who gather outside the door, inviting the companeros to
join. Some 20 people do, carrying bags and backpacks
and following the banner through into the central park

where they sleep the night.
Monday April 10, TAPACHULA
“… You are good people, you are hard
working people. Do not ask anyone
for anything, do not say bad words,
do not permit bandits among us. If
there are any bad people among us
we will not allow them. We will report
them to the authorities. We are our
own security and we should all walk
together, leaving noone behind. We
will look after one another…”
It is 8 am. Cristobal is making a speech to some 250
assembled marchers, many of whom have slept the
night under the shelter of the performance area in the
central park. I am particularly taken with the LGBT
group, who inspite of sleeping all night on cardboard
are immaculately dressed and made up.

has a tattoo…”

The march heads off to the local office of COMAR
where the marchers pause in front of the closed gates. At least her papers are in process. Everyone I have talked
Migrants are not criminals! they shout. Migrants are to in this shelter has a similar tale: abuse as a child and
international workers!
then trying to make a life amidst murderous violence.
Any sign that you are doing well in any conventional
Asamaw and I head out onto the highway and walk manner immediately makes you a target for extortion,
along with the march for the next hour before heading and so you are left with no choice but to flee. The stories
back to Tapachula in a combi (minibus) as we have are as horrifying as any I have heard in any war zone,
promised to cover Jeff’s clinic at the shelter for the week worse in some way because of the resigned acceptance
he is away.
with which rape and threats of execution are discussed
as facts of life that must be endured. UNHCR (UN High
Tuesday April 11, TAPACHULA
Commissioner for Refugees, the UN refugee agency)
In fact the shelter is completely quiet today as most and IOM (International Organization of Migration)
people went on the march, but I have promised to talk apparently have broadened their terminology. They
with a young woman I saw a few days ago. Beatriz is from no longer draw a hard line between economic and
Honduras. It is another terrible story. She was abused forced migration—they talk about mixed movement,
repeatedly by her father as a small child and then thrown acknowledging the vulnerability and structural violence
out by her mother for trying to ‘steal my husband’. She that is driving people to move. But this has not affected
was sold into prostitution, but she somehow managed the apparent arbitrariness of decision making at
to escape and start her life again, meeting a nice man, COMAR.
marrying him and finding a job, and starting to study
in night school. But the gangs came and told her she
belonged to them and he belonged to another territory I did not do much when we met a few days ago. We
so they could not marry and both would be killed. So talked about how horrible it was to be uprooted
they escaped to Mexico and are applying for asylum from home and dumped among strangers with no
here. They like Tapachula and would like to stay. Except connections and no identity. I explained that I thought
Beatriz misses her friends and her job and the life she it was quite normal to grieve in such a situation but that
made, and now she has nightmares every night about such sadness could stir up old more painful memories.
what happened as a child, and sometimes she feels quite This made sense to her. She is also a devout Catholic,
so I gave her some homework to ask the priest who
suicidal.
visits weekly where the nearest church was so she could
go out and join the community there. And I brought a
“… I am afraid all the time these
local friend, a Salvadorean woman who has been here
days, of dark places, of people
a while and could give her advice about restarting in
following me at night, of anyone who

another country. Tiny actions, we had not even started
on the nightmares, but she came to see me this morning
and seems transformed. She had found out about the
nearest church, 10 minutes walk away, and had decided
to join a dance class she saw advertised. She had met
my friend and they had talked a lot and were meeting
again for coffee. Meanwhile she and her husband plan
more outings together like going to the park and a
movie. She is sleeping better and the nightmares are
less. Friendship and connection, what a difference they
make!
Thursday April 13, UNION

JUAREZ

And what a difference 40 kilometres makes. We escaped
the choking humidity of the city by taking a cab up into
the mountains yesterday. We walked up the skirts of
the volcano on a dirt road through deep green forest,
climbing to sit and read besides a waterfall and series of
rockpools, birdsong and water the only sounds. Today
we take another path. A steep zigzaging rocky route
that leads from the village of Talquian to ‘the Line’.
The Line is a series of white concrete bollards some 100
metres apart stretching up the other side of the volcano
marking the frontier with Guatemala. The footpath
leading up to it on the Mexican side is a busy highway:
Mothers and children carrying shopping, young men
with satchels, older men carrying enormous heavy
loads. Manuel joins us with his loaded mule. He carries
three boxes of eggs strung together in one hand. For

an hour he walks along besides us chatting away about
his life. He lives in a Guatemalan village an hour from
the border with his wife. They have a small farm. He
worked in the US in construction for five years, that’s
how he earned the money to make a home, but he
never learned English because all his workmates were
Spanish. Now his children are grown and have left
home. One of them, a daughter works in a restaurant in
Tapachula. She buys supplies for him every week and
he walks over the border to collect them. He has never
had any problems doing so. Everyone does it.
We have reached the concrete bollards—a dead straight
line cut through the forest—and beyond a cluster of
café’s and a bus stop and a small road on the Guatemalan
side. And when you look across the forested mountains
to the ridge that resembles a woman lying on her back,
and the volcano beyond, and see the small settlements
identical to those on the Mexican side, what strikes you
is the commonality. Much of the Chiapas did once
belong to Guatemala after all. There is an old boundary
stone in Union Juarez. The border moves around, the
people remain the same.
Manuel drinks a couple of cans of beer, the only
payment he requested for acting as our guide. We head
back down the steep, busy path.
… Noone in Tapachula minds Guatemalans coming
shopping, our friend Enrique tells us. Enrique is a
lecturer and researcher at the Grupo de Estudios de
Migración y Procesos Transfronterizos at El Colegio

de la Frontera Sur. He has organised the mental health
course I am teaching next week.
“…But they are not welcome
to stay. One of our prominent
local politicians recently said that
Tapachula is toxic with migrants,
and any who try to go further north
will be stopped. Of course you can
apply for asylum but the majority
get turned down. They get deported
back and then they get killed. Do you
know that since the clamp down by
the US in 2014, Mexico now sends
more people back to Central America
than the US? Three to four buses a
day going to Salvador or Honduras,
and at least one plane load.”
But that has not stopped the number of asylum
applications to Mexico increasing dramatically since
Trump’s election, Enrique tells us.
“… people’s ideas about their
future and what is possible have all
changed. The price of coyotes has
gone up, as have the chances of being
deported straight back to Central
America. So it’s better to try and stay
here.”

… by which they mean never, the man
said. I begged them to amputate, but
they threw me out, I felt worse than
an animal.
He had been living on the streets for some years after
being deported from the US where he had a small
business. The wound was suppurating and smelling
through badly applied bandages and splint, but there
was no response to calls to the hospital that had seen
him, so Asmamaw did his best to clean the wound,
organise the dressing and plaster, and start him on
antibiotics, not enough, but all he could do.
Meantime I go out to find valproate for a woman who
has been taking it for 15 years to effectively control her
epilepsy. A Mexican doctor had switched it to another
drug without discussion, as a result of which she was
sleeping all the time and having two fits a day. As she
assured me she was not going to get pregnant and knew
the risks, I was glad to find the drug and give it to her.
All I can do for her as she is moving on tommorow.
Thursday April 20, TAPACHULA

I learnt today that Mexicans have at least 12 words
for sad states. I particularly like chipiliento, apparently
used for a crying child who is jealous of a baby sib,
and cabizbajo, literally having your head down. I have
been teaching mental health related to migration, six
hours a day for the last four days to some 30 people:
In fact there is a process of regularisation going on. If psychologists, NGO workers, UNHCR folks, and 10
you have been here since 2012 and can prove it, with medical students. When I explained during my lecture
phone bills or rent payments or such like, or show that on acute stress that WHO guidelines make a strong
you have a child born here, then you can regularise recommendation against prescribing benzodiazepines,
your position.
one of them said they could not believe they were
listening to a psychiatrist who was against prescribing
pills.
“… The trouble is people are
still afraid to come forward because
At the end, we had a feedback session on what they liked
if their paperwork is found to be
about the course and what could be improved. One of
unsatisfactory they may be instantly
them told me I was ‘eclectic and unorthodox’ and unlike
deported- so living under the radar is
any psychiatrist he had ever met. I thought this might be
preferable.”
meant to go under the ‘Room for improvement’ column
but he was kind enough to clarify that it was intended
Friday April 14, TAPACHULA
as a compliment, and added that I was humane as well.
I do hope so!
The trouble with living illegally is that you have no
access to any kind of health care. In Asmamaw’s clinic A small news item from Reuters says that asylum
at the shelter this morning along with some coughs and applications to Mexico have increased by more than
aches and pains, there was a homeless Salvadorean man 150% since Trump’s election. 5,421 have applied to
who had got caught in a gun fight here in Mexico, and stay between November and March 2017, compared to
shot in the leg. He had been in hospital for a couple of 2,148 in the same period last year. They expect perhaps
weeks but had been discharged and told he had to wait 22,000 this year. COMAR and UNHCR say they have
for an operation to fix the compund fracture until the improved their ability to identify who is eligible for
Red Cross donated the appropriate materials:
asylum.
Lets hope that means Elise and her children can stay. If

they don’t make it across the US border, that is. ◊

Editor’s Note: This is the first of series of diaries about
working with refugees and migrants that Lynne Jones
has shared with FXB. We are honored to publish them.
All opinions are those of Lynne Jones.
Lynne Jones, FXB Visiting Scientist, is a child and
adolescent psychiatrist, writer, researcher, and relief
worker. Her most recent book is Outside the Asylum: A
Memoir of War, Disaster and Humanitarian Psychiatry.
*All migrant names are pseudonyms, personal details
have been altered, and all have given permission for
their stories to be told. All have known their photos
were being taken.
© 2017 text and photos Lynne Jones
Read research on US-Mexico border policies from the
FXB report, Children on the Move.
Go to the FXB Children on the Move page for more
information about children and families migrating,
including a link to Jones’ Migrant Child Storytelling
website.

