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Dispatched from Freedom

JULY 22, 2008

It’s been almost six months now that I have been free, and it still feels like it’s all a dream. Early each morning, I awake to the sound of birds chirping all around me. I live in Bogotá’s savanna, where the air is crisp and I can take in the mountain scenery from my window. There isn’t a morning that goes by that I don’t thank God I’m still alive. It’s the first thing I do upon opening my eyes. Yes, to thank the blessing that’s reunited me with my mother, with my son, Emmanuel, with my family and friends, and with all those who I love most. I am grateful to finally be able to leave it all behind. The kidnapping, the captivity—that’s all in the past. Now that my life is back to normal, with the affection and company of my loved ones, it’s strange to recall that not so long ago, when I was rotting away in the jungle, I could have felt so alone. So utterly forgotten.

Many have asked if I’ve changed since the kidnapping; if I’m still the same Clara that I always was. I tell them yes, that for the most part, I’m still the same person—but with a scar on my stomach now, and a profound mark made on the way I think and feel about things, which I can only hope will fade with time. Sometimes I’m assaulted by feelings of sadness, but, luckily, I have Emmanuel at my side for comfort. As is expected, I would have preferred that the Colombian guerrilla organization known as the FARC hadn’t robbed me of six years of my life. But I’m alive and here to tell the tale. Each person will recount what the war was like from his or her perspective. I’m just another soldier. And this is my story.

These words come from the depths of my heart, and I write this for many reasons. First, I’ve always dreamed of writing a book. I’ve written various academic and professional works, but this is a chance to bare my soul in the world of letters, a field that I’ve always adored. I’m also inspired to write a memoir so that it remains for my son and those of his generation. Because I long to be part of a country that prioritizes reconciliation, forgiveness, tolerance, growth, and peace. Lastly, I want to share my experience with readers and have them understand the difficulties I suffered and overcame, so that perhaps while reading this book, a seed of hope and longing will be planted in their hearts.
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My Mother

Before delving into my story, I first want to express what a tremendous gift my mother has been to me.

I’ve been rewarded with many things in my life, but my mother is, without a doubt, one of the greatest blessings. How can I not thank God for her existence, wisdom, tenacity, energy, and tremendous generosity? It seems like it was only yesterday that I was crying in the wilderness, clinging to a barbwire fence, demanding that they set me free. I yearned to be close to my mamita, I missed her so much, and I sensed her weakened, distressed, and needing me close.

When I think of my time without her, I always remember this moment: it was sometime in early May 2006, about six in the evening as it was starting to get dark, when the guerrilla commander holding us captive ordered us to call everyone together. He approached me with a magazine in his hands and said, “Look, there’s your mother. So you can see for yourself she’s fine. Maybe now you can let go of that fence you’ve been clutching on to. We’re up to fucking here with your tantrums!” He handed me a copy of Semana, a respected Colombian news magazine in the tradition of Time. On the cover was a picture of my mother with the accompanying headline “If my daughter gave birth in the jungle, I want to hold the baby in my arms.” I ran off to my hammock and closed the mosquito net around me, crying my eyes out; I don’t think I even thanked him for the magazine. A little while later, one of my fellow captives came over to tell me that I should read the article fast, because it was meant for everyone, and I’d have to give it back.

Then I overheard a similar complaint from another captive. I couldn’t understand why anyone else would find the article of interest and why they wouldn’t just let me be. I wanted to be alone with my mother. I remember thinking that in the photo she looked worn out but still beautiful. Then the first captive who had asked for the magazine brought over a piece of candle and loaned me his reading glasses so that I could concentrate better. They all wanted to know what the article said. I was left with no other choice but to read the article aloud, although someone else wasn’t happy about this and asked me to lower my voice so he could listen to the radio.

The article talked about the first rumors that my mother had a grandchild. Given the circumstances, I was pleased with her generous and straightforward response: “Come what may, I’ll await them with open arms.” And she fully kept her word. When a plane brought me back to freedom, she was the first person I recognized at the airport in Caracas, Venezuela. On my first day back in Colombia, when I went to pick up my son, who I hadn’t seen in three years, she was the person who came with me. And she still accompanies us every day of our new life.

Thank you, dear mother of mine, for existing, and for being an example of kindness and dignity during moments of sheer pain.
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The Day Before the Kidnapping

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 22, 2002, BOGOTÁ, COLOMBIA

I arrived at campaign headquarters as fast as I could. It was around eleven in the morning, everyone was there, and the meeting had already started. There were about fifteen people in the room, among them Colombian senator Ingrid Betancourt, the presidential candidate for the liberal Green Party called Oxygen, which she’d founded in 1998, as well as her husband, the head of security, several press advisers, support personnel, and other campaign contributors.

The minute I walked in the room, Ingrid asked, “How did the television appearance go?”

“Fine,” I said, “but it started a little late.”

Then someone else in the room commented, “You’re glowing.” I let out a laugh and then, in a humble tone, said, “I still haven’t managed getting used to speaking on television.” After we all settled down, the meeting continued. My mind briefly rewound to the news show I had just been on, which dealt with the four million persons displaced by the armed conflict that had gripped Colombia for decades. A representative from each of the country’s political parties debated the issue from its particular platform.

Suddenly I felt the tension in the room; everyone was worried about Ingrid’s planned campaign stop the following day in San Vicente del Caguán, a remote municipality in Colombia’s southern province of Caquetá, about an hour’s flight from Bogotá.

Just a few days before, President Andrés Pastrana, having botched negotiations with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, acronymed FARC), had put an end to a twenty-four-square-mile demilitarized zone in southern Colombia that had been opened for the dialogue in 1998. The FARC, formed in 1964, is a Marxist-Leninist revolutionary guerrilla organization comprising approximately nine thousand to twelve thousand armed combatants and several thousand more supporters, mostly in rural areas of southern and eastern Colombia. Founded by Luis Morantes (alias Jacobo Arenas) and Pedro Antonio Marín (alias Manuel Marulanda or Tirofijo), the FARC is organized along military lines and includes several urban fronts. It remains Colombia’s oldest, largest, and best-equipped Marxist insurgency.

In November 1998, Pastrana began negotiations with the FARC and was able to meet with Marulanda. But after several breaks in the dialogue and mutual accusations that hindered further talks, the president announced on February 20, 2002, that he was ending the process based on his belief that the guerrillas didn’t have true intentions of making peace. We now had to analyze the pros and cons of our candidate’s traveling to the area under these new circumstances.

Everyone knew it was a dangerous journey because of the guerrilla presence, and there weren’t many volunteers in the room that day willing to risk it. Then someone pointed out that this particular visit had been postponed more than once already and that the mayor of San Vicente, an Oxygen Party member, had personally asked if Ingrid could be there at a very delicate moment to back him publicly with her presence. The city’s civilian population also concerned us since they lived so close to the FARC territory, and traveling there was a good opportunity to demonstrate our party’s alternative to the country’s current situation. It was a tense time in Colombia and the nation’s concerns with security were at the forefront.

We discussed who could accompany the candidate, other than the two French journalists writing about her campaign, the press advisers, and the security team already set to go.

That’s where we stood when Ingrid turned to me and asked, “Clara, would you come with me?” And I, without hesitation, replied, “But of course. What time do we leave?” I had hoped that my response would reestablish a feeling of confidence in the campaign and in the candidate; recapture some of that enthusiasm we had all felt just months before. As campaign director, it seemed that I should be sending a message to everyone by setting an example of loyalty and friendship. Especially given our current chaotic state: the week before, several of the campaign’s directors, including the financial coordinator, the political coordinator, and a senator, resigned. And the campaign’s spokesperson hadn’t showed up for the meeting that day either.

So that’s how I responded to Ingrid. Having stewed endlessly on it during those long years in captivity, I became convinced that my reaction that day could be categorized as a quixotic whim, if not flagrant stupidity. I was undoubtedly at the wrong place at the wrong time.

After the staff confirmed that we had to be at Bogotá’s El Dorado International Airport at five o’clock the next morning, I went home for lunch. My studio apartment was only two blocks away from campaign headquarters. When I got there, I called my brother Carlos to tell him that I couldn’t go to his country house the next day. He asked me why I had to go on the trip. I told him so that Ingrid didn’t have to go alone and to show solidarity with San Vicente’s mayor and its people. He wished me a good trip and a safe return and teased, “You know you’re going to miss out on all the fun.”

After lunch I went back to headquarters and spent the rest of the afternoon going over work matters and other pending activities for the following week. It was only going to be an overnight excursion; our plan was to return to Bogotá Sunday afternoon. Around six in the evening, I left for the day. Just as I was walking in my front door, the intercom sounded; a friend was picking me up to go out to dinner. At the same time, the phone rang. It was the head of Colombia’s national security. He wanted to inform me that he would be sending a fax that would explain in detail the potential dangers of our San Vicente del Caguán trip.

I called Ingrid on her cell phone. She and her husband were at a birthday party, and her husband, Juan Carlos Lecompte, answered her phone. When I told him about the fax, he put down the phone without a word and went to look for Ingrid, who took awhile getting on the line. She listened as I recounted what the security head had told me, then said, “Clara, if you don’t want to go, stay. I’ll travel anyway.” Her reply felt a bit brusque, and I tried to calm her by repeating what I had been told. There was a long silence between us, which she eventually broke by saying, “I’ll call you later.”

By then my friend was at the door waiting to go. I asked him if we could order in dinner instead, explaining that I had to wake up very early the next day. Shortly after, Ingrid called again. I was surprised that she had left the party so soon. In a more conciliatory tone, she said, “Look, Clara, don’t worry; nothing is going to happen to us. I’ll send the driver early tomorrow, and we’ll go to the airport together.” I told her I’d still accompany her, but I did insist that she read all the information they had sent us by fax. After I hung up the phone, the food arrived with a delicious cold bottle of white wine. There was nothing more I could do at that moment but relax and enjoy the evening.

During captivity, I thought a lot about that night, going over each and every one of those moments again and again. Perhaps that’s why it’s still so fresh in my memory. The result of my intense reflection went like this: my mistake, if there was one, was made on that very day. Though it wouldn’t have been easy, I should have been much more firm with Ingrid. I should have told her that I wasn’t going to go with her, to see if she had the guts to go alone. Our story might have very well turned out differently if it had played itself out like this, and we wouldn’t have had to suffer through this painful kidnapping chapter of our lives.

Obviously, none of this should have been done in an emotional manner, nor did it have to be a demonstration of absurd bravery. The fact was that we were two civilian women without any military training who expected to pass right in front of a rebel army that’s had our country at a crossroads for nearly fifty years—though I do believe that while in captivity Ingrid and I ended up showing more discipline, courage, and determination than many of the other hostages, even those who were former military and police.

The truth is that our government never guaranteed us the necessary security for making that kind of trip. It would be offered to other presidential candidates later on, and it saved them from becoming hostages.

No, we never counted on such backing or the luck we had, for that matter. That’s why I’m certain that the reason I’m still alive is a pure case of divine will. The first thing I do when I wake up, just before I’m conscious of taking my first breath, is thank God. I’m well aware of the miracle He worked for me.

My friend gave me a big hug and kiss good-bye that night. I’m not exaggerating when I say that it was the last kind gesture I would receive until the day I saw freedom again.
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The Day

At four o’clock in the morning, my alarm went off. I took my time enjoying a long, hot shower, but even then I was still ready at four twenty. The driver was already waiting for me outside, and we headed over to pick up Ingrid. When we arrived at her duplex apartment in the mountains, she wasn’t ready and made me come up. María, her longtime maid, immediately offered me a delicious glass of fresh tamarillo juice. In the company of Ingrid’s golden Labrador, I waited, gazing out the living room window upon Bogotá. It was still dark, and you could look out over the entire capital with all its lights.

I snapped out of my daze when I suddenly heard someone shouting; it was Ingrid’s husband calling the maid to bring him something upstairs. Shortly afterward, Ingrid came down. The sun was beginning to rise, and we were still on schedule. On our way to the airport, someone from our team called to confirm that San Vicente del Caguán’s mayor and parish priest would be welcoming us that afternoon.

When we arrived at the terminal, the campaign’s press chief and a load of camera people from Oxygen and the TV stations were already there ready to record our departure. The plane took off on time at six fifteen, and we flipped through the day’s newspapers during most of the flight. The country’s leading paper had published a story headlined “Ingrid’s Campaign In Disarray; She’s On Her Own.”

Before we arrived in Florencia, the capital city of Caquetá, we had a layover in Neiva. There, in the VIP waiting room, we put together a press release stating that things weren’t in disarray and that the candidate wasn’t alone and planned on going forward at her typically vigorous pace. But despite our efforts at normalcy, the atmosphere still felt strained. It wasn’t the best situation, to say the least, which led me to think about how her husband’s loud tone that morning was coated with tension. And now this unduly downbeat newspaper story. I felt I should be supportive.

Despite having to wait a few hours in Neiva, we still arrived in Florencia before nine o’clock. We were greeted by friendly airport security personnel and taken to a special lounge where they informed us that two helicopters destined for San Vicente del Caguán were scheduled to leave shortly. Most likely they’d put us on one of them, we were told, but with only a few members from our delegation.

What followed was a never-ending stretch of hours. At around ten, we heard a loud noise in the air and watched as a squadron of police helicopters landed. Afterward, a large group of young, energetic men and women in their twenties arrived. They were a determined-looking bunch, moving briskly and carrying their equipment and police attire over their shoulders. The army officials waiting on the runway for them gave them orders to get into the helicopters and head to San Vicente del Caguán in preparation for the arrival of President Pastrana, who was scheduled to visit San Vicente del Caguán in order to demonstrate government support for the newly installed police force after the area’s demilitarized zone status had been lifted. So the first flight out that day was filled with police.

Then a black Hercules military transport plane that had taken off from Bogotá landed. Out came a group of foreign journalists, also making a transfer, and who were apparently accredited to cover the presidential visit. Finally, around eleven, the presidential plane arrived and the president disembarked with Secretary General Juan Hernández, while the police force waited to pay its respects. On their way to the helicopters, the two men passed just a few feet in front of where we were standing on the runway. We followed Pastrana with our gaze, but he just kept walking. Without saying a word or so much as acknowledging us, he climbed into the helicopter and took off into the sky.

I must confess that I was stunned by his cold attitude, since he was always one to say a friendly hello. It seemed particularly strange that he would act this way toward Ingrid, given that their families were longtime friends; the two of them practically grew up together. Moreover, before he was elected president, she had been one of the star senators who’d traveled across the country seeking votes to contribute to his victory.

Suddenly, from one moment to the next, and without a clear explanation, we saw a procession of people boarding the remaining helicopters. Despite having told us when we arrived that we’d be boarding soon, they took off and left us behind. It turns out that for whatever reason, our campaign’s chief of security couldn’t get hold of the necessary accreditations to get us to San Vicente del Caguán by air as we had planned.

In retrospect, if the president’s attitude had been different that day, the FARC guerrillas most likely wouldn’t have kidnapped us. We would have traveled safely by helicopter and returned to Florencia and then to Bogotá as Pastrana, his delegation, and the international journalists had that very same night. Later that evening, fresh to captivity in the FARC camp, we would watch him on television. Oddly enough, our kidnapping wasn’t reported until the following day. I don’t know why it took so long, since our press chief lost contact with us at around two o’clock in the afternoon, allowing him plenty of time to announce our disappearance.

It’s curious: there were few people I thought about as much in captivity as I did Pastrana. I suppose it came from that absurd notion that a country’s president can fix all of its problems. When we were freed, he was one of the first former presidents to congratulate me on my bravery and to send me a letter, which I’ve stored for safekeeping. I’m convinced that he could have helped prevent our kidnapping or at least negotiated with our captors once we were held hostage. An attempt at our freedom should have come through an agreement or some negotiated solution—not through the military rescue operation that he ordered two days into our captivity, in which several of our army’s soldiers were killed. But one must not forget that Pastrana was five months away from the end of his term. It seemed to me by that stage of his presidency, he was already on his way out, and perhaps that’s why he overlooked his duties.

Something else about the president’s trip to San Vicente del Caguán the same day as the Oxygen Party candidate’s visit there has always struck me as strange. Was it merely a coincidence? His trip wasn’t confirmed until the night before, and I would venture to say that perhaps he rushed ahead with his trip when he found out about ours. However, I don’t have enough information to form any conclusions on this.

When we realized that the airport had been cleared out, we were left with no other choice than to travel the one hundred miles to San Vicente del Caguán by land. Florencia’s Administrative Department of Security (DAS) agreed to set us up with a blue pickup truck but without any personnel to accompany us. So our group gathered in a small airport lounge to decide which of us would continue on. First the head of police security announced that he wouldn’t be joining us, and the remaining bodyguards backed him. I don’t know the reason for this decision, especially since his orders were to protect Ingrid throughout Colombian territory. Next a French journalist, her translator, and our press chief also announced that they were going to stay.

The entourage was reduced to five people: Ingrid, the driver, a French journalist, a camera assistant, and me. The captain of security helped us out by at least placing Ingrid Betancourt campaign posters and white flags on the vehicle; at one point he said to me, “Don’t worry, madam. Tomorrow we’ll be here to pick you up for your afternoon flight back to Bogotá.”

That calmed me a bit. The truth was, up until that point, visits to rural, and potentially risky, areas of Colombia had always gone well for us. I remembered a similar trip on which I had accompanied Ingrid in 1997, while she was still in the Chamber of Representatives, the lower house of Colombia’s congress. We took a small plane to Puerto Asís, a southern city that borders Ecuador’s Putumayo region, to offer humanitarian aid, food, medical supplies, and clothing to the families who had taken to the streets to march together while they waited for their national government to resolve their demands. When we arrived, the airport had been sealed off by the army, and we barely had time to speak to the strikers, give them their supplies, and take a quick walk through the town before we had to return. But on the way back, the plane developed mechanical problems, forcing our pilot to make an emergency landing in a field near the Ibagué airport. Local firemen took us to the airport, and we flew back to Bogotá on a commercial flight.

In spite of the setbacks, I somehow expected this trip to San Vicente del Caguán to turn out as well as that trip to Puerto Asís. Because of this memory, the security captain’s reassuring words were actually able to allay my fears a little.

Once the pickup truck was ready, we boarded. Ingrid went up front with the driver, while the French journalist, the cameraman, and I sat in the row behind them. We said our good-byes to the bodyguards and the rest of the group, and were escorted by a Florencia police vehicle to the outskirts of the city. The road itself wasn’t as bad as we expected and was practically empty, though every now and then we’d pass a taxi or someone on a moped.

We made our way along a beautiful stretch of savanna where the temperature was about eighty-five degrees in the shade. We passed an army checkpoint where they informed Ingrid that there hadn’t been any recent combat in the area or on the road to San Vicente del Caguán. Nevertheless, the soldiers warned her that if she continued on, it would be at her own risk, and she’d be completely on her own. We agreed to stay on route. An hour into the trip, we stopped for fuel in the small town of Montañitas. Since we hadn’t heard from our security team, we tried contacting them ourselves by cell phone, but with no success.

With a full tank of gas, we continued on a road that grew more solitary by the minute. The sky was filled with flocks of white birds as well as flocks of black ones—perhaps an omen for what waited just ahead. Next we came upon a series of bridges to cross. Over each one, I suffered in silence at the thought that they could very well be rigged with mines.

About thirty to forty minutes had passed since our last stop when we saw a stretch of road that went on for miles. From a distance, we could see trucks and buses parked on either side of the road blocking any traffic from passing. A young man wearing camouflage gear and carrying a rifle on his shoulder signaled us to stop. Our driver slowed down. Suddenly the lookout came running toward us. He approached the driver’s side window and asked where we were headed. I noticed that on his belt he wore a sharp-edged machete, or peinilla.

We told him that they were waiting for us in San Vicente del Caguán and to please let us pass. He responded by telling us to wait; that he had to go ask one of his superiors. The young man was sweating and seemed visibly agitated. We watched him run toward the empty buses—there was nobody else in sight. A little while later, he was back.

“Follow me with your vehicle. Slowly,” he ordered. He walked besides our truck and before we reached the buses, he instructed us to veer left. A pair of men who were dressed like peasants, but were actually guerrillas, appeared and motioned for us to head right this time, in order to pass between the buses. We were met with a strong smell of gasoline that seemed to be coming from one of the burnt-out vehicles, as if it were about to explode.

Once we passed the buses, we came to a clearing where a group of uniformed, armed men began surrounding our truck. They were very tense. Suddenly we heard a loud explosion that came from somewhere close by. It hit one of the men standing beside the truck, and blood started pouring down his face. The cameraman screamed, “Oh my God!” and we all sat there in shock.

Sounding desperate, one of the guerrillas shouted, “Fast, to a hospital!” They lifted the wounded man into the back of the truck and the young man with the rifle got in as well. He gave us directions on where to go, making us turn off the main road and onto a smaller one. All the while, the wounded man never stopped yelling from the pain. We hadn’t been on the road ten minutes when we came upon several parked cars and a large group of armed, sweaty, nervous, nasty-looking men.

They signaled for us to stop. The wounded man was immediately unloaded and placed in a jeep that tore away at full speed. Then they turned their attention to us. The cameraman and the French journalist were asked to step out. At that moment, an intimidating man with gruff gestures—he must have been the comandante—arrived at the scene. They asked that Ingrid step out, and they put her into another truck facing the opposite direction.

At this point, I was alone in the truck. The comandante walked back to look at me. Worried, I asked him, “Where are you taking her?” He didn’t answer and told me to get out. He put me in the same vehicle with Ingrid, but in the back part, where six other men, three on each side, sat in silence under a canvas covering. Two more men were holding on to the backdoor from the outside of the truck. The minute I got in, it sped off onto a rough trail of undergrowth. It’s completely possible that they knew we were going to be passing through that area; whatever the case, the men knew exactly what they were doing when they took Ingrid out of the vehicle. They were perfectly aware of who they were kidnapping.

The two men hanging onto the door began to hoot and holler as if they were having fun. Both were holding hand grenades, and I became frightened at the thought that one might get dropped and detonate, since the truck was jumping so much. I was in such anguish that I screamed to the driver, “Hey, you’re not hauling potatoes back here!” I don’t know if he heard me, but we did slow down a little. Soon after, we arrived at another spot, where we changed trucks again. This time an older and more relaxed comandante appeared and instructed us to sit with him in the front of another vehicle.

The other men stayed behind. We continued along a road that led to a small town called La Unión Pinilla. It was a calm and unusually quiet place: its inhabitants sat on rocking chairs on their porches. But there was complete silence as they all watched us go by. The comandante stopped the vehicle and made us go into a store with him. This was a good thing, since Ingrid and I both had to use the bathroom.

The owner approached and asked us if we wanted sodas. When we returned from using the bathroom, they made us go into a side room. The comandante instructed us to sit down and write a letter to our families informing them that we’d been kidnapped. I felt myself go pale, more so when he handed me a blank sheet of paper and then asked for my shoe size. It was precisely at that moment that I realized we were now captives. Up until then, I could still cling to the hope that they were going to free us. Like a large number of Colombia’s inhabitants, I was very familiar with the tragedy and human drama surrounding kidnappings, but it’s something that you hear about and never think can happen to you. Despite my awareness that there were people close to me who were at risk, never did I fathom that I could be a target.
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