Death in el Valle – Newsletter from CM Hardt - # 2


A Breakthrough for Death in El Valle in Spain  

November 3, 2005

Dear Friends: 

I am finally back from Spain after the most incredible tour screening Death in El Valle there for the first time.  After 9 years of attempting to break through the “censorship” there, the Spanish media really stepped up to the plate and courageously spoke out about the film. There were dozens of articles in all the local papers about the documentary and its story, 5 radio interviews - including a 20 minute feature on Cadena Ser’s Hoy por Hoy - Spain’s most listened to radio show, as well as several TV spots. For this, I owe many many thanks to Emilio Silva, Santiago Macias and their ARMH network. 

I haven’t had a second to breathe since I came back because the email response from the Spanish public continues to be wonderful, but overwhelming. I’ve received countless heartwarming emails applauding the documentary’s effort to break the “pact of silence” in Spain, and many others where people share their tragic stories of humiliation, torture, forced labor camps and “desaparecidos” or relatives vanishing never to be seen again. I am both moved and humbled by Franco’s survivors telling me “Eres muy valiente” or you are very courageous. 

There were a total of 5 screenings while I was in Spain, all to packed houses, where many had to be turned away. The “premiere” was in the city of A Coruña on September 27 – not far from where Generalissimo Franco was born and I thought to myself how wonderfully appropriate. I came back to remind him of what he did!  The local paper La Opinión started their feature on the doc with that detail - which I thought was awesome. 

The trip to A Coruña, on the Galician coast, started off with an interesting request from ARMH’s (Association for the Recuperation of Historic Memory) vice president Santiago Macias:  Could I do him a huge favor and transport some “remains” that had recently been exhumed and needed DNA analysis in A Coruña? Since there is no “official governmental” agency set up do this, ARMH, started a grassroots movement in 2001 to handle the ever-increasing demand from families. (With any where between 50,000 to 100,000 people still reported to be in mass graves –  they’ll be at it for a while) In the last 4 years ARMH has facilitated over 800 exhumations. Forensic doctors, archeologists, as well as many others volunteer their free time to help out on weekends and holidays. So how could I refuse such a request?  Our two “boxed passengers” arrived safe and sound, traveling in the back seat of my family’s 13 year old Opel Astra with my grandmother and me. 

Acclaimed novelist Manuel Rivas attended the A Coruña screening and wrote a column about the film in El Pais, Spain’s most important newspaper. In it he describes how: “...the death certificate failed to mention any gunshots and attributed [CM Hardt’s grandfather’s] death to an “internal hemorrhage.” This reference to “internal hemorrhage”, so commonly used [in Spain], can be seen as a terrible euphemism for what [Historian] Paul Preston has called the “Spanish Holocaust.”
The screening in the city of Ponferrada was particularly wonderful, especially given that I was most nervous about presenting my film here because it’s the town where the man who killed my grandfather lives. Lucky for me Santiago Macias was there for support. He presented his book that same night (a chapter of it is dedicated to the story of my film) and also introduced the documentary. We also had a very lively Q&A.  Afterwards someone approached me to share that he used to be Ignacio Gil Perdigones’ neighbor, the “Guardia Civil” who killed my grandfather. I was speechless. He also shared with me that the guard had died a couple of years ago - but that his wife was still alive.

The story in La Cronica de León, the province’s main paper, was especially well written. All the press articles links and PDF have been posted on the home page of the website, but of course, they are in Spanish so here’s a sample from La Cronica you non- Spanish speakers:
“The day that Christina M. Hardt find out how her grandfather had really died “a seed was planted that began to delicately blossom”. The harvest of that seed is the documentary ‘Death in El Valle”, a voyage into the depths of the silence that still overshadows the stories of our Civil War and postwar repression.” 

Perhaps the most exciting part of this journey has been that I was able to share it all with my grandmother Josefa, or as my family calls her “la Yaya”. Even though she is 85 years old, she’s in terrific shape and accompanied me to three of the five screenings. In all of them there were standing ovations for her courage in telling her story. 

This past Sunday (I was already back in LA) there was a 6th screening at the Teatro Emperador, León’s oldest and most beautiful cinema. Yaya went by herself, because most of her friends choose not to remember. Even though it was raining cats and dogs, over 400 people attended. Yaya was showered with attention by the audience, which included acclaimed writer Julio Llamazares. Earlier in the week, she was interviewed at the local radio station.  How wonderful that she could live to have these experiences. For this and so much else, I am infinitely grateful. 

Now I must turn my attention to the US. I am busy planning the official launch of the Website and the DVD here in Los Angeles and in talks right now with USC and UCLA for possible screening dates. As my yoga teacher, Guru Singh pointed out to me, I must connect the subject matter of this film to what’s going on today in the United States, as we face our own press censorship and our civil liberties are threatened in this era of the Patriot Act.  

This past weekend I attended an amazing conference at the University of Notre Dame on the subject of Franco’s Mass Graves. Many of powerhouses on this subject matter were there and the connections were everywhere. As Professor Randolph Pope from the University of Virginia brought to our attention, CNN had to sue the US government in order to be able film the dead in the aftermath of Katrina, and it is forbidden to shoot images of US soldiers in body bags. I found myself thinking, as I heard an NPR story about hitting the 2000 mark of US military casualties, that no one ever seems to mention how many Iraqis have died. Though reports vary widely - 20,000 to 40,000 or so deaths - according to a recent BBC story: “Poor planning, air strikes by coalition forces and a "climate of violence" have led to more than 100,000 extra deaths in Iraq [..] deaths [that] are mainly attributed to coalition forces - and most individuals reportedly killed were women and children.”

There is still so much to do on ALL fronts. In Spain, where the death of a dictator 30 years ago has still not erased the painful legacy, nor the web of lies, of his 40-year rule.  El País published an alarming survey reporting that 40% of Spanish youths aged 18-24 thought living under a dictatorship was NO different from living in a democracy! 

In Spain, we need several things to mend the past. Historian Julian Casanova speaks of the three pillars of justice required to build a strong foundation for Spain’s history, victim to revisionism:  archive the past, educate the youth about its history, and build museums to house the dictatorship’s relics and archives, which represent historical evidence.  I would add one more: create a truth and reconciliation committee to help the Spanish arrive at some consensus about their atrocious past. If not, they will forever be divided. 
