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It’s harder to be fooled the second time around

Reporting the Truth
from El Salvador

By David Armstrong

Alex Drehsler is a reporter for the San
Diego Union. He recently returned from
12 days in El Salvador, where he
traveled with guerillas who oppose that
country’s American-backed regime.
Like many journalists, Drehsler’s
opinion of what he saw in El Salvador is
at odds with the Reagan ad-
ministration’s official version of events.
More so than that, Drehsler is eager to
state his dissenting opinion publicly and
graphically.

“‘1 went to El Salvador to cut through
all of the bullshit I've been reading in the
papers,” Drehsler declared. “*I covered
the revolution in Nicaragua, too, and
most of the reporters | saw there were
hanging out at the International Hotel in
Managua, making sure not to miss Hap-
py Hour.”

Drehsler repeatedly emphasized that,
for the most part, the American medica

Drehsler repeatedly emphasized that,
for the most part, the American media
are repeating their dismal performances
in Nicaragua and Vietnam. Lazy and
myopic, relying on self-interested gover-
nment officials for much of their infor-
mation, American journalists in El
Salvador too often dish out warmed-
over charges of communist subversion
to explain the latest popular rising

against state terror.

On April 15, Drehsler and three other
journalists who have returned from El
Salvador since the first of the year ad-
dressed a crowded meeting in San Fran-
cisco sponsored by the Media Alliance,
an association of some 1700 journalists.
What they had to say sharply contradic-
ted Washington's view of the war—as
well as press accounts that routinely
describe El Salvador’s ruling junta as
“‘centrist,’’ without the quotation
marks—thus, accepting the U.S. State
Department’s interpretation of the jun-
ta's politics as fact.

None of the four journalists I heard
and met that night had uncovered
evidence that the Soviet Union or its
surrogates were main sources of
weapons for Salvadoran rebels, as
Washington has repeatedly charged.
““The majority of the weapons [ saw,”
said Drehsler, ‘‘were Belgian-made.
They’'re smuggled into the country and
sold to the guerrillas by corrupt
legislators in Costa Rica. This didn’t
come out in the State Department’s
‘white paper’ ''—documents allegedly
captured from the rebels that prove that
the Russkies are running the show south
of the border.

Richard Boyle, a freelance con-
tributor to NBC radio, found weapons
of different origins in the parts of El
Salvador he visited, but agreed that they
were not Soviet-made. According to
Boyle, ““A lot of the rebels’ weapons
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were British and lsraeli.”” Boyle added
that he saw no Russian evil-doers in El
Salvador. He was backed in his finding
by Drehsler, as well as by Stu Wasser-
man, a freelance radio reporter, and
Don Gomez, a roving correspondent for
a San Jose, Calif., TV station. Gomez
added sardonically that, **Only a purple
rhino would attract more attention that
a Russian down there.”"

None of the four reporters confirmed
the Reagan-Haid line that the guerrillas
have little support among the people,
Drehsler described the support for the
rebels in Chalatenango, the moun-
tainous border province he visited in
January, as ‘“tremendous.’’
Chalatenango is a guerrilla stronghold.
In government-controlled regions, the
four reported, torture and murder by the
junta keep public support for the rebels
to a minimum. “‘Virtually everyone in El
Salvador has had personal experience
with terror,’” Boyle said. ‘‘Death is real
real there. That’s why there are no
public meetings and no opposition
press.’’

Not infrequently, threats of force are
extended to American journalists who
get too nosy about the war they went to
El Salvador to cover. Gomez told of
threats on the life of New York Times
correspondent Alan Riding that drove
Riding to Mexico, where he now writes
about the war at a physical remove.
Boyle reported that American jour-
nalists, including himself, have been
subjected to 24-hour tails and telephone
taps, adding that police in the capital
city of San Salvador twice broke into his
car, making off with valuable tape-
recorded interviews.

When American reporters attempt to
leave the comforts of San Salvador for
the countryside, where most of the
fighting is, they face the possibility of
violent death at the hands of gover-

nment security forces like those that ap-
parently murdered four American chur-
chwomen last December. According to
Wasserman, **Reporters have asked the
Salvadoran government for letters of
protection, and some have been granted,
but they are good for only a week, and
most Salvadoran soldiers can't read,
anyway.”’

This restricted mobility helps ensure
that only top junta officials and conser-
vative businessmen are easily accessible
to journalists, whom they solicit in
ceremonious visits to the Camino Real
Hotel and other plush watering holes in
the capital. ““When opposition leaders
tried to hold a press conference last
year,”’ Wasserman recalled grimly,
““they were murdered."’

I listened to these skin-crawling repor-
ts with increasing horror, remembering
that it took the on-camera murder of an
ABC-TV reporter by government troops
to turn America against the brutal
Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua. The
deaths of thousands of Nicaraguans
weren't enough. American reporters in
El Salvador are keenly aware of the
precedent, and none of them wishes to
become a dead hero.

Alex Drehsler, for example, disregar-
ded his editor’s injunction to *‘ ‘arm
yourself only if you are surrounded and
there is no way out.” Reporters aren’t
supposed to carry weapons,’’ he
acknowledged. ‘‘But if I'm surrounded
and there’s no way out, it’s too late. I
can argue ethics later.””

So, we sit and wait, waiting for the
death of the first American reporter, the
first American military advisor, to carry
us deeper into our latest foreign war.
Just how deeply we’'ll go, we don't
know. Thanks to Drehsler and a few
other maverick reporters, we are at least
beginning to find out how far we've
already gone.
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