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O ne detainee was beaten unconscious. 
Others emerged from the dark isola-
tion room covered in bruises, strug-

gling to walk or vomiting blood. Another 
returned to his cell in tears, telling fellow 
detainees he’d just been sexually assaulted.

“Let’s hit him like a piñata,” guards 
shouted amid the beatings, detainees re-
called, the blows echoing against the metal 
walls.

They called it “La Isla” — The Island — 
the cell where Venezuelans deported from 
the United States by the Trump administra-
tion said they suffered some of the worst 
abuse of their 125 days in El Salvador’s 
Terrorism Confinement Center, or CECOT.

The matching firsthand accounts across 
multiple interviews offer the most complete 

view yet of conditions inside the megapris-
on, where inmates are denied access to 
lawyers and almost all contact with the 
outside world — and where about 14,000 
Salvadorans remain incarcerated. Few de-
tainees have ever left CECOT, and fewer 
have spoken publicly of their experience 
there.

The Washington Post interviewed 16 of 
the more than 250 men who were deported 
by the United States to CECOT, held there 
for four months and then released last 

Interviews with 16 former detainees of El Salvador’s Terrorism Confinement Center 
offer the most complete view yet of conditions at the notorious prison

‘Welcome to hell’
Inside the megaprison where the U.S. deported migrants

Camilo Freedman

A guard stands next to a cell in El Salvador’s Terrorism Confinement Center (CECOT) during a media tour in January. 

month to Venezuela as part of an interna-
tional prisoner swap.

The Venezuelans, rounded up in Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s mass deportation 
campaign, told The Post they were subject-
ed to repeated beatings that left them 
bruised, bleeding or injured. They said 
prison staff restricted medical care for 
detainees suffering from diabetes, high 
blood pressure or kidney failure.

The men slept on metal bunks — usually 
with no cushions — in group cells where 
overhead lights blazed 24 hours a day. They 
were expected to bathe and relieve them-
selves using a water tank and toilets that 
offered no privacy from cellmates. They 
were rarely allowed out of their cells.

see venezuela on A10
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BY MAEGAN VAZQUEZ

President Donald Trump’s de-
cision to fire the official respon-
sible for compiling the nation’s 
jobs statistics drew condemna-
tion Sunday from economic ex-
perts who served in Republican 
and Democratic administra-
tions, but the White House gave 
no sign of backing away.

The move to oust Bureau of 
Labor Statistics Commissioner 
Erika McEntarfer raised ques-
tions about the future indepen-
dence of agencies tasked with 
reporting critical economic data 
— and threatened to further 
politicize the fraught debate over 
whether federal budget cuts and 
job eliminations have weakened 
the nation’s ability to track major 
economic statistics.

The White House on Sunday 
dispatched Kevin Hassett, its top 
economic adviser, to publicly 
defend the president’s decision 
to fire McEntarfer, but he did not 
provide evidence to support 
Trump’s claims that recent 
monthly job figures, which were 
revised downward last week, 
were rigged to make him look 
bad.

“The president wants his own 
people there, so that when we see 
the numbers, they’re more trans-
parent and more reliable,” Has-
sett said on NBC’s “Meet the 
Press.”

The latest jobs report, which 
triggered Trump’s anger, hit at an 
especially sensitive point for the 
president.

On Sunday he called the re-
port “A SCAM” in a post to social 
media, saying without evidence 
that McEntarfer “had the biggest 
miscalculations in over 50 years.”

see BLS on A4
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BY DREW HARWELL

Two days after Jeff Fargo’s 
mother died, he lay in bed, crying, 
at home in Nevada and opened his 
laptop to ChatGPT.

Her friends had asked about an 
obituary, so for nearly an hour he 
typed about her life: that she had 
been a single mom in a male-
dominated world, that she never 
got the credit she was owed, that 
she was loved.

After a few seconds, the chatbot 
offered its condolences and a 
short passage memorializing her 
as an avid golfer known for her 
“kindness and love of dogs.” After 
it was published in her communi-
ty’s newspaper, her friends said it 
captured her beautifully.

“I just … emptied my soul into 
the prompt,” said Fargo, 55. “I was 
mentally not in a place where I 
could give my mom what she de-
served. And this did it for me.”

Artificial intelligence tools are 

not just reshaping how we work, 
learn and live. They’re also chang-
ing what happens after we die, as 
families and funeral homes seek 
help in creating tributes and eulo-
gies to define a loved one’s life.

Funeral directors are increasing-
ly asking the relatives of the de-
ceased whether they would prefer 
for AI to write the obituary, rather 
than take on the task themselves. 
Josh McQueen, the vice president of 
marketing and product for the fu-
neral-home management software 
Passare, said its AI tool has written 
tens of thousands of obituaries na-
tionwide in the past few years.

Tech start-ups are also working 
to build obituary generators that 
are available to everyone in their 
time of grief, for a small fee. Sonali 
George, the founder of one such 
tool called CelebrateAlly, said the 
AI functions as an “enabler for 
human connection” because it can 
help people skip past an over-
whelming task and still end up 
with something that can bring 
their family together.

“Imagine for the person who 
just died, [wouldn’t] that person 
want their best friend to say a 
heartfelt tribute that makes every-
body laugh, brings out the best, 

see AI on A2

People turn to AI tools 
to memorialize the dead
What happens when the 
new trend in death care 

gets stuff wrong?

BY PATRICK MARLEY

Democrats in the Texas legisla-
ture fled the state Sunday to block 
a redistricting plan backed by 
President Donald Trump aimed at 
preserving the GOP’s slim House 
majority, escalating tensions as a 
broader fight over congressional 
district lines unfolds throughout 
the country ahead of the 2026 
midterms.

Texas Democrats have twice de-
ployed the same tactic to combat 
legislation in the 22 years since 
Republicans have controlled all of 
state government, but their efforts 
ultimately failed. This time, Dem-
ocrats plan to stay away for two 
weeks to run out the clock on a 
special legislative session called 
by Gov. Greg Abbott (R) to draw a 
map that would give Republicans 
five more House seats.

The Texas House can conduct 
business only when two-thirds of 
its 150 members are present. At 
least 51 of the chamber’s 62 Demo-
crats will need to boycott the ses-
sion to prevent Republicans from 
acting on the new map. The law-
makers could return a couple of 
days before the special session 
ends Aug. 19 and use other stall 
tactics, but any success could be 
short-lived as Abbott can immedi-
ately call another 30-day session.

The Democrats, who said they 
were flying to Chicago, are mak-
ing a risky bet. They could each 
face $500 daily fines and political 
blowback. As part of the special 
session, lawmakers are consider-
ing legislation to respond to last 
month’s deadly floods, and block-
ing action on that issue is likely to 
be unpopular. Texas Attorney 
General Ken Paxton (R) has 
threatened to arrest legislators 
who break quorum, but he won’t 
have jurisdiction over them if they 
stay out of state.

“We’re not walking out on our 
responsibilities,” state Rep. Gene 

see texas on A5
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they led to him to question hu-
manity. Seven people were arrest-
ed and charged with a laundry list 
of crimes, including numerous 
charges of rape, sexual abuse, 
trafficking and kidnapping. The 

see alabama on A4

But that refuge of safety was 
transformed into a den of hor-
rors, according to Wade. The chil-
dren were allegedly drugged and 
abused in an operation that in-
cluded sex trafficking, torture 
and acts so cruel that Wade said 

three years, the children had been 
taken to the bunker, a structure 
on the edge of a wooded area that 
had been originally built as an 
underground storm shelter in a 
region known for destructive tor-
nadoes.

BY HOLLY BAILEY

CENTREVILLE, Ala. — Inside a 
small Presbyterian church off the 
courthouse square, a few dozen 
people packed the pews on a hot 
summer evening, their faces a 
mix of sweat and tears. There 
were Baptists and Methodists 
and some who claimed no de-
nomination at all, heads bowed 
and eyes closed in a rare show of 
interfaith unity amid criminal 
allegations considered so evil 
that some openly wondered if 
Satan himself had taken up resi-
dence here.

Days earlier, just across the 
street, Bibb County Sheriff Jody 
Wade said his office had uncov-
ered an alleged child sex traffick-
ing ring operating from a con-
crete bunker behind a home on 
the dusty outskirts of Brent, an 
adjacent town of about 3,000 
people located an hour south of 
Birmingham. At least 10 children 
between the ages of 3 and 15 were 
allegedly victimized.

Over a period spanning at least 

Child sex abuse allegations shake Ala. community
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Authorities allege that a child sex trafficking ring operated in a concrete structure behind a home.

Some in Bibb County are 
finding their faith tested 
by the horrific charges 


