New Evidence on Missionaries’ Deaths
in El Salvador Suggests ﬂiclal Plt

By John Dinges

Pacific News Service

EDITOR'S NOTE: A lengthy in-
vestigation by PNS correspondent John
Dinges has uncovered significant new
leads in the still inconclusive official in-
vestigation of the murder of four
American missionaries in El Salvador
last December. The new evidence shar-

ply contrasts with the official theory of

the crime——that it was committed on the
spur of the moment by young soldiers
acting beyond the control or authority
of higher military or government of-
Sicials. Instead, these new leads indicate
the murders may have been a military
operation planned and authorized by
superior officers. If this theory proves
correct in subsequent investigations, the
result could have far-reaching im-
plications for U.S. policy toward the
Salvadoran regime. Mr. Dinges was the
author of the PNS investigation into the
accuracy of the State Department’s
White Paper on El Salvador last March,
an investigation that started a series of
attacks on the bogus report in many
newspapers around the country.

WASHINGTON, D.C.—Evidence
based on first-hand accounts of the
events surrounding the brutal murders
last December of four American
missionaries in El Salvador indicates that
the murders may have been specifically
ordered and carried out in a planned
operation by El Salvador’s U.S.-backed
military forces.

The evidence includes an intercepted
radio transmission between Salvadoran
security forces staking out the San
Salvador airport for an unidentified
woman who some officials believe was
one of the murdered missionaries.

The evidence, based on interviews
with Salvadoran and American officials
and church workers in El Salvador at the
time of the murders, contrasts sharply
with the theory of the crime provided by
U.S. government officials. That theory

after a six-month inv estigation, six
security Iun.c enlisted men were pldL(d
under ‘‘provisional arrest’’ in EI
Salvador on suspicion of participating in
the crime. According to published re-
ports citing U.S. and Salvadoran officials,
four of the six men were manning the
roadblock in the area where the crime
was committed and two men were linked
to the crime by fingerprint and ballistics
evidence processed by FBI technicians
helping in the case. The State Depar-
tment officially praised the arrests as
t‘progress... show(ing) the deter-
mination of the government of El
Salvador to act against wanton violence,
whatever its source.”’

Secretary of State Alexander Haig, at
a March 24 Congressional hearing, ex-
plained the deaths as accidental, over-
reaction by nervous soldiers who
“‘misread the mere travelling down the
road (of the nuns’ van) as an effort to
run aroadblock...”’

Two months of locating and inter-
viewing persons with direct knowledge
of the events surrounding the women’s
murders, however, has produced
evidence of foreknowledge and planning
that runs counter to such a theory of the
crime.

Perhaps the most suggestive evidence
was provided by former U.S. Am-
bassador to El Salvador Robert White,
who was fired by the Reagan Ad-
ministration in January after handling
the investigation for the first month. In
a recent interview, White revealed that
several weeks after the murders, ‘‘a
high-ranking Christian Democrat in the
Salvadoran government’ came to him
with a radio transmission intercepted the
day of the murders. The transmission
had been provided to the government
official by a military source opposed to
the rampant violence by the security for-
ces. The transmission, said White, was a
conversation between two security force
units in the area of the international air-
port several hours before Maryknoll
sisters Ford and Clarke are known to
have arrived on a flight from Managua,
It contained the sentence,

American nuns found dead in El Salvador

Two months of locating and interviewing
persons with direct knowledge of the events
surrounding the women’s murders, however,
has produced evidence of foreknowledge and
planning that runs counter to Haig’s assertion
that the nuns were running a roadblock.

holds that the murders were spon-
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Nicaragua.

taneous acts of violence and that

enlisted men acting on their own,”” he
said, ‘‘there would have been no
problem from the beginning (in
punishing them). The message we were
getting (from the Salvadoran officials)
was that this would crack the military
wide open, it could even cause the
government to fall.”’

White contends he has reported all he

knows in cables to the State Depart-
ment, and that it is now up to the depart-
ment to release information or use it in
the investigation.

An FBI official assigned to the in-
vestigation, who requested anonymity,
said that he has never been informed
about the intercepted message by the
State Department.

E

military personnel involved, if any, were
enlisted men acting without higher or-
ders.

Maryknoll sisters Ita Ford and Maura
Clarke, Urseline sister Dorothy Kazel
and lay missionary Jean Donovan
disappeared Dec. 2, 1980, after being
last seen at El Salvador’s international
airport. Their burnt-out Toyota van was
found along the airport road the. next
day, and the four women’s bodies were
exhumed from a deep, unmarked com-
mon grave in a remote area on Dec. 4.

The Salvadoran security forces were
suspected in the women's deaths after it
was learned that soldiers had been stop-
ping cars along the airport road the
night of the murders and had been
present at the women's burial.

The U.S. government pressed publicly
for a full investigation of possible
security force involvement, and in April,

**No, she didn’t arrive on that flight;
we’ll have to wait for the next.””

White declined to give further details,
but said it is a ‘‘legitimate inference”’
that the message refers to Ita Ford, who
he reasoned may have been singled out
for execution because of her work
distributing food and medicine and
protecting refugees in the radicalized
Chalatenango province north of San
Salvador.

White said the intercepted message is
“‘only one report,’” but is important as a
lead because if more than one military
unit was involved in capturing and
executing the women, it would indicate a
military operation under the control of a
superior officer or officers.

White became convinced that the
Salvadoran military, despite promises of
a full investigation, was stonewalling on
the case to protect superior officers. ““If
all the case involved was...savage
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