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“Times have changed, but they also haven’t, being a mother of a very young 

child when you are in a war zone, or anywhere very far away, is so tough. 

All you care about is staying alive for your child, but you always have to put 

another hat on and focus on getting the job done right and getting the 

goods first. It is so tough; it is utterly, heartbreakingly tough”  

 

Christiane Amanpour  

CNN Chief International Correspondent  

New York Times, July 19, 2015 
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PREFACE 

Women such as Elizabeth Jane Cochran, better known by her pen 

name Nellie Bly, who pioneered war reporting in the First World War, and 

Marlene Sanders, a war reporter in Vietnam and one of the early television 

journalists, inspired the generation of war reporters to which I belong. 

In both the United States and Latin America, the roles of women in the 

professional sphere have been in a delicate balance with our roles as 

mothers. It has been a major challenge for all those women who have 

decided to venture into the career of journalism. 

In an article published July 19, 2015, the New York Times quoted Marlene 

Sanders on one of her reflections about journalism and motherhood: 

“Never apologize for your work… you love what you do, and to love what 

you do is one of the finest gifts you can give your child.”  

Both Bly and Sanders were representative of the best of journalism. They 

are an inspiration to many reporters, such as myself, who carry out our 

profession in high-risk areas. 

I covered the war in Colombia between 1998 and 2004. It was one of the 

most dangerous and complex conflicts in history, and when the dust settled 

it left behind a fragmented generation to tell the story. 

After more than a decade since I left my post as war reporter, two major 

events occurred that inspired me to write this book.  First, I watched closely 

as my country moved towards a peace process to end a sixty-year conflict.  

Secondly, I experienced a traumatic life-threatening automobile accident 
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that brought me to a sort of breaking point and recollection of life 

memories and reflections of all the experiences I witnessed during the war.  

Today, the peace process has the attention and interest of the global 

community.  This is an amazing story of hope and progress.  But peace 

comes at a price.  It occurred to me that the peace process takes center 

stage but I felt it is important to honor and remember the victims of this 

war, the families who lost loved ones, the war reporters who lost their lives 

and to educate the world about the pain of war plagued with fear, loss of 

life, and the trivialization of human life in the storm of terror and conflict.  

Why is it important?  There is a historical story that leads us to the current 

peace process that cannot be forgotten.  A historical story of the senseless 

death, torture, sorrow, and pain experienced by a country of innocent 

victims.  A story that was covered for years by dedicated journalists and 

reporters who risked their lives to bring the truth of this storm of war to 

the world.  At a time when we watch the horror of terrorism in places like 

the Middle East, particularly Syria, Iraq, Europe, and a growing frequency 

of terror in the U.S. Let this be a lesson for all nations that no matter the 

history of violence, terror, and horror, we must not ignore the pain and 

suffering of the innocent victims of war.  And, we must always believe that 

peace is always a possibility. 
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INTRODUCTION 

On December 18, 1986, Colombian newscasters’ “On-Air” signs 

were dark, printing presses were frozen for 24 hours, and television and 

radio news was quiet. It was during this profound silence that President 

Virgilio Barco led a march, with crowds of mourners waving white 

handkerchiefs, to say one last goodbye to Guillermo Cano, director and 

journalist of El Espectador, one of the most influential newspapers in 

Colombia. The day before, he had fallen to a barrage of bullets fired by a 

motorcycle gunman working for the drug lord Pablo Escobar. 

84 journalists were killed in Colombia between 1992 and 2016. According 

to the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), an international organization, 

“1,134 journalists have been killed worldwide in the past 24 years, and 

Colombia ranks eighth among the 20 most dangerous countries to practice 

journalism, following only Iraq, Syria, Algeria, Somalia, Mexico, 

Afghanistan  and Pakistan.”  

My career as a journalist began with my coverage of the war in Colombia. 

In 1998 I took on this challenge despite knowing my country was one of 

the most dangerous in the world for journalists. According to the French 

organization, Reporters Without Borders, 25 Colombian journalists had 

been killed in only 6 years. From what the CPJ said after the fact, some of 

my colleagues fell to shootings from drug traffickers, guerrillas, or 

Paramilitary groups. 

The mission entrusted to me then was high-risk, because I had to give daily 

reports on the war in Colombia, its effects in neighboring countries and the 

war on drugs – all while simultaneously filling the roles of father and 
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mother. It was a difficult task. I faced the challenge of finding information 

in one of the most dangerous countries in the world at a time when the 

United Nations named Colombia the country with the highest number of 

refugees, following only Afghanistan. Currently, the Norwegian Refugee 

Council (NRC) and the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR) report 

that there are still 5.7 million “internally displaced persons” in Colombia. 

In the late 90's, Colombia was also the country with the highest number of 

abductions in the world, with 13,000 people abducted according to the 

Colombian organization País Libre.  

It was in this situation I began my work, entering into the complex world of 

the guerrilla forces, paramilitary groups and army. I was a tightrope walker, 

balancing on a very thin thread with no safety net below. I often had to risk 

my own personal safety and that of my team, entering forbidden areas 

dominated by armed groups who were actively at war with one another. 

On top of the risks inherent to being a journalist were a number of other 

pressures. The newscast, the competition and the ratings demanded 

exclusive news as soon as it took place. These factors contributed to the 

challenge as well, as though it were not enough to be a war reporter, to be 

witness to countless stories filled of both violence and humanity. 

I was a reporter in my country at a time when personal safety for 

Colombian citizens was at an all-time low. People were killed or kidnapped, 

never to be seen again, and there were no campaigns, protest marches 

calling for justice, or even critiques in the press. We Colombians were 

caught in a strange lethargy, because we were all part of a generation that 

grew up under the constant weight of terrorism and fear. 

The constant trickle of violence taught us to accept death in an almost 
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trivial manner. We witnessed many scenarios as serious as the horrific case 

of the ISIS attack on French satirical weekly magazine Charlie Hebdo in 

Paris, and some scenes even more grim. In the streets of Colombia, we 

spoke of the acts of terror taking place in our country as though they were 

not a part of our reality. 

During the long, exhausting days working in the Colombian jungle, 

journalists grappled with the challenges of dealing with dangerous groups, 

protected only by their ID cards, cameras, microphones and a makeshift 

white flag. In my experience, most of us did not have bulletproof vests to 

protect us from the crossfire. Our safety during our time in the field 

depended more on the vicissitudes of fate more than on any kind of 

adequate safety measures.  

Journalists’ work and front-line view of their country’s vagaries permanently 

changed the course of events. The acts of terrorism and attacks were not 

isolated incidents, but were part of a much older strategy the participants in 

the conflict had meticulously planned for decades. 

I was inspired by renowned international journalists who risked their lives 

in complicated conflicts, such as those in the Middle East or Africa. I saw 

an especially admirable example in Christiane Amanpour, who motivated 

me to do my job in a very personal way by introducing me to an immersive 

reporting style. It was a unique and risky method given the extreme 

conditions of the conflict we were covering, but I wanted to follow her 

example. 

It is for this reason this account is written in the first-person. It catalogs and 

personalizes those moments that, although filled with sharp edges to write 

or read, are a part of the recent history of one of the most complex and 

important armed conflicts on any continent. 
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It's no secret that terrorism and the global war on drugs are linked.  Groups 

finance organized crime operations with drug money, which comes from 

the streets of first-world nations and bloats criminal coffers to fund local 

conflicts, often in Latin America (in this case, Colombia). It is the same in 

other countries that have similar problems, at the root of which is the same 

illegal production chain. 

If we look at how these realities relate tangentially but deeply affect one 

another, if we see the myriad variables involved, we realize that we are 

participating in these conflicts as a global community. We are all 

contributing to the degradation of the value of life, the creation of fewer or 

lower expectations for the next generation. We are participating at times by 

omission, through compliant silence born from telling ourselves that the 

situations our countries have helped create are past our borders and thus 

not our concern, since they’re taking place in seemingly distant locations. 

In the 21st century, however, local issues are globalized through mass 

media. There is a general interest growing as men and women are becoming 

more informed and willing to participate, as individuals. Then there are the 

new technologies and uses of media, which have moved past newspapers, 

television broadcasts and radio into an infinite universe of social networks 

and crowdsourced media. It’s now a breakneck race in which private 

citizens, rather than being passive receivers of news, have increasingly 

become its continuous generators, reporters and critics.  

With generating or reporting news, it’s important to understand that the 

challenge lies not only in recording the event, but also in treating it well and 

understanding its context– its weight and place in time. Now, history is 

being rewritten using new technologies. Those who refuse to back down, 

who use these tools to keep history alive will be the ones who win this 
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information war. 

As digital technology and its innovations are now the main players in this 

bid for the future of journalism, it is necessary to take the field back from 

other interests, reconsider the language we use in conflicts, highlight the 

value of human life and share the suffering of victims, whether they be in 

the Middle East, in Africa, or trapped behind the line of fire in the jungles 

of Latin America. The reality of the issue at hand is that these victims are 

widowed mothers, youths, orphans, and we need to become more sensitive 

to these difficult truths. 

A powerful system has been created, one which threatens the world with 

crises: unstable economies, energy shortages, social uprisings and radical 

changes in the interests of world governments. It is in these chaotic spaces 

we journalists hold an enviable role, as we are very close to the powers that 

shape the futures of our societies. 

Journalism is a powerful profession, where the role of women in a conflict 

must be viewed as more than another statistic. The shadows of the 

journalists who have been killed, abducted or vanished should no longer be 

treated as merely a number in a dark time, but nor should the information 

regarding all those killed in conflict be made public, laid out to be picked 

apart with the pettiness so common to the dark domain of public opinion. 

A committed journalist, unbiased, who picks up a pen to honor and defend 

human rights, who understands that a journalist’s role must be that of a 

doctor keeping watch over a patient, is ready to chronicle the events that 

will one day make up our history. 

The weight of responsibility is especially heavy when it comes to conflict in 

any country. Conflict is made up of invisible components, with differing 
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opinions from different members of the media. Today’s world is going 

through major change. Reconciliation efforts take place at international 

roundtables, with nations coming together to unite against the terrorism of 

Al Qaeda and ISIS. Even so, journalists of all genders have fallen before the 

murderous bullets and blades of Islamic extremism. In a platonic ideal of 

terrorism that anyone can understand, beheadings were made into headlines 

and war reporters around the world went on alert. 

It was just one more reason for war reporters to be there, where the most 

helpless and despairing beings remain torn between life and death. In 

circumstances such as those, it may well be journalism that helps them 

survive. 

In these pages, you will find stories and memories that reveal some of the 

secrets of the war in Colombia, where armed groups of various kinds – 

terrorists, drug traffickers, guerilla forces, and paramilitary groups, some of 

which became criminal gangs called Bacrim – maintained hostilities. 

It’s in the jungles of Colombia I begin my story, a piece of modern history. 

“History” is one explanation for why I conducted the work of war 

journalism in hostile territory in Colombia – that, and the war’s relationship 

to the problems in European and Latin American countries, the United 

States and countries in every region of the world. 
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Chapter 1 

BREAKING POINT 

On a sunny Friday afternoon May 27, 2016, it was the start of 

Memorial Day Weekend as I rode along I-84 eastbound in Tolland 

Connecticut heading to New England for the weekend.  In a moment 

everything changed as I was now experiencing the horrific smell of hot iron, 

flashes of light produced by the friction of fast-moving metal against 

pavement, my face just centimeters away from the ground fighting against  

threatening sparks and resisting the effects of gravity.  

Glass exploded with particles whizzing around while my son, my husband 

and I were thrust through a guardrail with intensity while our vehicle rolled 

down a hill. A small vehicle had just swiftly spun around 180 degrees and 

torpedoed and wedged under the wheel well of our Dodge Ram causing us 

to catapult in the air and roll multiple times across the highway and through 

the guardrail.  Seconds before impact, I saw that car coming quickly, as if a 

demon was driving a dark chariot through us.  I was concentrated on my 

cell phone, when I raised my eyes above my lenses and suddenly saw the 

dark colored car wrestling out of control  I shouted, “be careful!” The next 

thing I remember was a paralyzing noise as the car crashed into us sending 

our vehicle airborne, and then time stopped and I instinctively started 

praying to God. I plead mercy and in a moment of grace the truck stopped 

in a grove of trees. It all happened within minutes but felt eternal. In a daze, 

I reacted, opened my eyes, look around and gazing at safety bags that 

unknowingly deployed, I heard the voice of my husband asking how we 

were and the strong voice of my 21-year-old son saying: "I’m ok". My 
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husband warned us of a hissing sound and strong smell of gas that he 

feared may cause an explosion.  This reignited our adrenaline as we speedily 

became aware of our surroundings and seemed ways of exiting the crushed 

vehicle. There was a distant voice of a man asking: "is anyone alive?" 

Suspended in the air by my seat belt with the truck lying on its side, I had a 

foggy and surreal feeling. We were surely the beneficiary of a miracle.  My 

son and my husband managed to crawl out through the rear window of the 

truck.  I finally hit my seat belt release button as my body let go and 

dropped to the driver side door like a brick. I grasped air-filled pouches as I 

twisted and turned in broken glass, dirt, tree branches and twisted metal to 

find an exit.   

When I crawled out of the truck, I stopped to see the faces of onlookers, 

caring strangers, who merged in my vision with the green of the hill we 

rolled down moments ago.  Covering the car with their shadows, I looked 

for the faces of my son and my husband among them.  I closed my eyes 

and lay my head on the grass, and saw radiant sun entering through a 

window as my mind shuttered through memories of my past.  Life is so 

fragile.  I want to retain it and now wonder how? 
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Chapter 2 

THE PLACE CALLED “PLEASURE” 

In the 90's, there was a rise in the presence of paramilitary groups 

in Colombia. Carlos Castaño and his brother Fidel had created a powerful 

illegal group financed by drug traffickers a decade before. That group at the 

end of the 80's lead in associate with the Cali cartel the group Los Pepes, that 

mean persecuted by Pablo Escobar, and then the single and most important 

mission they had was murder they archenemy Pablo Escobar and ended the 

Medellin cartel.   

At the end of the 90's, and after the death of Escobar, the paramilitaries 

grew and strengthened in Colombia. After having helped the Cali Cartel to 

eliminate the Medellin Cartel, they devoted to continue the attacks against 

guerrilla groups as FARC and ELN, which by then had seized a large 

territory of the country.   

The paramilitary groups organized, ran and promoted hundreds of murders 

and massacres of people related in some form with guerrilla groups. With 

the help of foreign mercenaries and large shipments of weapons purchased 

with drug trafficking money in the European black market, the 

paramilitaries managed to expand territorially, sometimes with the approval 

of landowners who feared to be kidnapped by the guerrilla. Because of the 

absence of protection from the government, some accepted “help” from 

paramilitary squads of private security. 

In 1999, I managed to contact “The Hawk,” one of the South Block leaders 

of the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC), a paramilitary and drug 
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trafficking group. I was to record a story in one of the paramilitary camps in 

the south of Colombia. It was complicated subject matter because, unlike 

the FARC, the AUC were responsible for massacres and drug trafficking. 

Every force in the war was active in the Putumayo region located in the 

border with Ecuador and Peru, as evidenced by how common it was to 

come across FARC, paramilitary and army checkpoints all only a few 

kilometers from each other along the same road. On one trip alone we were 

stopped by all three, and the golden rule that saved our skins was, 

“Remember that you haven’t seen anything.”  

In one of the episodes that sticks out in my mind, I received word of battles 

between the paramilitaries and the FARC in the village of El Placer 

(“Pleasure”), apparently over a cocaine operation the FARC owned. 

Beginning in the late 90’s, Putumayo has been known as a major center for 

cocaine production. There were and still are extensive coca plantations in 

the region. According to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, there are 

96,000 hectares of coca in Colombia, 81% of the planted area are in 

Putumayo, Cauca, Nariño, Caquetá and Norte de Santander.  

The day of our trip, I was up early with my cameraman Luis Eduardo 

Franco to rent a jeep. I remember that we were accompanied by a 

European journalist that worked for Getty Images and that the car was 

huge. I could barely reach the pedals! 

We went into the forest in the direction of the combat and quickly got lost. 

At one point, we arrived at a crossroads where some farmers told us that a 

crime had occurred on a small nearby farm. 

In that moment, our priority changed and I decided with the cameraman to 

go towards the humble farm where the crime had occurred, when our 
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foreign colleague realized we were lost and were planning on going to an 

unknown location to investigate a crime, he panicked and abandoned the 

car, arguing that it was too risky to do this for a story and that he’d rather 

return to the village we’d come from by foot. 

He left, and Franco and I went on ahead. Franco recorded while I drove, a 

white flag hanging over our rearview mirror as a symbol of our peaceful 

intentions. When we reached the house where the crime had occurred we 

got out of the car. The door was open, and Franco went ahead to enter the 

house, still recording. He called me in once he saw it was safe. I walked 

inside resolutely and suddenly found myself confronted with an image I’ll 

never be able to forget.  There was a body laid out on a table, covered with 

a white sheet and surrounded by four candles. Drops of blood fell to the 

floor one by one. Looking at the shape of the body, we quickly discovered 

that it was a pregnant woman.  I felt a deep, profound sadness at the sight 

of this woman lying alone. Who was she? Why had she been killed? Who 

killed her? Had this been her home? I had so many unanswered questions.  

It was the body of a mother and her unborn child sacrificed on the altar of 

violence. When we left the house, I looked around us nervously, feeling as 

though we were being watched from the forest, as though countless eyes 

were hiding between the trees. 

After we'd recorded that horrible crime, we went on to the place the AUC 

had told us to go. We went through four AUC checkpoints, knowing it was 

AUC only because they did not wear camouflage uniforms. They were 

dressed in civilian clothes and red armbands that said “AUC.” We were told 

to keep quiet and wait until they gave us the order to enter the combat 

zone.  While we waited, fighting broke out at one of the checkpoints several 

kilometers away. We could hear the explosions, gunfire and blasts from 

where we sat. The AUC was attacking the FARC with the same 
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unconventional weapons they were known for using.  When the shooting 

stopped, we heard the radio crackle with the order that the press could now 

enter the combat zone as the fighting had “apparently” finished. 

We came to a hill, a piece of land that the AUC had just taken from the 

FARC. It had been a major coca plantation.  Franco began recording the 

crops, ditches and trenches while I spoke, giving a number of explanations 

on camera during the recording.  When we returned to the road to leave, we 

began to hear gunshots coming towards our location from the jungle. The 

FARC had hidden themselves among the trees, coming very close to the 

AUC without them realizing it. 

While we were frozen on the road the paramilitaries took up positions and 

returned fire. The fighting had begun again, and Franco and I were right in 

the middle.  It was half an hour before there was silence again. As soon as it 

seemed safe, Franco and I ran to where the Jeep was parked next to the 

road. I couldn’t start the car at first, my hands were shaking so badly. I tried 

to start it quickly, turning the key many times and pressing down on the gas 

rapidly, but the car wouldn’t respond. After what felt like an eternity, 

however, the engine roared to life and we drove off at full speed. 

I was breathing heavily and my heart was beating hard and fast. Franco had 

the camera in his hand and kept recording as we made our escape. We felt 

bullets beat against the car as we drove. They were shooting and in those 

moments, we were the target. Somehow, we managed to get away. 

When we got back to the village to return the car, the owner was furious to 

see that it now had 15 bullet holes. He never asked us if we were alright or 

how that happened; his only concern was whether or not we would pay for 

the damage. Those bullet holes stood as testimony to our perilous journey 

to a place called, paradoxically, “Pleasure.” 
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Chapter 3 

HUMAN SHIELDS 

In April 6 2002, 150 guerillas from the Revolutionary Armed 

Forces of Colombia (FARC) attacked a town located two hours from 

Bogota with 35 pipe bombs. The guerilla force attacked the police station 

with pipe bombs, gravely injuring 5 officers.  The attack lasted 7 hours and 

took place on Friday night. The guerillas known as Aka “el Boyaco” and 

“the peasant” were responsible for the destruction of Puli. The authorities 

said that the guerillas organized the attack a month after the police returned 

to town.  

The weekend broadcasting manager, William Calderon asked me to go to 

Puli that same night to cover the guerrilla takeover. When I began 

preparations for the journey, the cameraman and many others told me that 

this was an insane trip.  They said I was about to start down an incredibly 

dark and dangerous path. I decided to go despite their warnings, and my 

team and I left at 4 A.M. so we could be there by morning. 

When we were approaching the town, we came across a FARC checkpoint. 

They made us get out of the car, saying they needed to search it, but not 

telling us for what. During the inspection, they discovered our tripod and 

camera.  The guerrilla fighter in charge was certain they were weapons. I 

tried to explain to him that they weren’t weapons and that we were just 

simple reporters here to document what was going on in the town.  After a 

long and difficult discussion, he still didn’t believe me. He thought we were 

spies who worked for the government. Finally, he radioed a superior for 

instructions and we could enter the town. 
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It was 6 A.M. when we stepped into the town. We immediately noticed the 

propane tanks loaded with shrapnel and rigged to explode. They were laid 

out in the middle of the street. Everyone was hiding, but we could see some 

people through the curtains in their houses. The town was completely 

silent, the townspeople too terrified to step outside their doors. The police 

station, or what was left of it, was a wreck.  Andres Reina, cameraman, and 

I were setting up in the ruined police station when, much to our surprise, 

we found some of the missing officers. They were entrenched in the 

station, hoping military and air support would arrive soon. We’d just arrived 

first.  The officers told us that they were out of ammo.  They were alone for 

more than 8 hours responding to the attack and if the FARC attacked again 

it would be a massacre, because they had nothing to defend themselves 

with. There were at least 150 guerillas surrounding the town and only 32 

police officers hidden in a destroyed station without any bullets. 

We finished recording and packed up, but when we left Puli we were 

intercepted by the guerillas again. One of them was approaching our car, 

but before he got to us I grabbed our radio to tell our news chief that 

something had gone wrong and the guerrilla force had intercepted us for 

the second time in less than two hours. 

I turned the radio off and hid it under the car seat so the guerilla that came 

up to our window couldn’t see it. “Please give us your cell phones, camera 

and all your communications equipment, then step out of the car with 

nothing in your hands,” he said, and of course we did. In that moment, we 

were being kidnapped. 

It was a cloudy and rainy day, gunshots were heard in the distance and 

helicopters flew overhead hidden by the clouds.  We walked into the forest 

until we reached an adobe house where some farmers lived. The guerilla 
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that took us here, ordered us around pointing his rifle and urging us to sit 

on some wooden logs in the little farm’s yard. I was petrified.  I bowed my 

head and I sat down on a wooden log. I did not dare raise my head but my 

eyes could still pan around my surroundings. I saw a young woman with 

long black hair and sallow skin. She timidly opened the door and I saw 

three children hugging her legs. She greeted us, offering us a hot cup of 

coffee.  It was a cold day and the rain didn’t stop. While I was drinking 

coffee, I engrossed myself in watching the steam rise from the cup, 

raindrops fall into the bowl and blend with the flavor of firewood and 

charcoal left in my mouth. It reminded me of my grandmother Bernarda 

who had lived with my family when I was a child. She had ingrained a deep 

respect for the value of life in my siblings and me.  The rain intensified. We 

didn’t have anything to keep the water off our heads, but our damp hair and 

clothing didn’t matter. What mattered was our palpable fear and our 

uncertainty about what would happen next. 

The sound of helicopters above us grew more intense. They seemed to be 

flying back and forth but again remained hidden by the clouds.  The erratic 

behavior of the helicopters only added to our apprehension. Sometimes we 

heard what sounded like bursts of gunfire followed by a long silence. Later, 

a guerilla covered from head to toe in a black plastic poncho descended the 

hill. He was coming for us. He pointed his rifle at my head saying, “I 

recomend you don't do anything stupid....” Then he moved back.  Joaquin 

Vasquez, who was our driver and one of the members of my team, started 

to have a panic attack. While my cameraman, Andres and I tried to calm 

him down, the guerilla ordered us not to scream or call for help because 

things could, and would, get much worse for us if we did.  We spent hours 

as their captives. In the afternoon, the same guerilla came with orders to 

move us to a new location. We didn’t know where we were going. He had 
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us walk in the direction of a road that led toward Bogota, the Capital of 

Colombia.  When we reached the road, we saw the commander of the 

guerilla group.  He was the one responsible for the destruction of Puli.  I 

couldn’t figure out if he was “el Boyaco” or “the peasant”, both men were 

responsible for hundreds of kidnappings and attacks in different towns 

located in Cundinamarca the state of Bogota the capital of Colombia. 

 While we stood at the road, the commander surprised us by stopping a 

passing car. I remember noticing that it was a Renault 6. He ordered the 

driver to take us to a nearby town called San Juan de Rioseco. He then 

addressed us, saying, “Get in that car and get the hell out of here. I don’t 

want to see you here again.” 

I turned to the Commander asking about the car we'd come in and our 

news casting equipment they stole from us. The man cursed me, saying, 

“Who do you think is giving the orders around here? You’d better get in the 

car before I change my mind and have you keep Ingrid Betancourt 

company!  Ingrid is a Colombian-French politician who was kidnapped 

during February 2002 while campaigning for the Colombian presidency.  

Another guerilla, this one with black hair and a vacant stare, chimed in, 

adding, “Or better yet, sort her out with lead!”  In that moment, my legs 

started to shake. I slowly turned around and started to walk to the car, 

waiting for me scant meters away. That short walk took an eternity, because 

I spent each second expecting a bullet in my back or a burst of gunfire. 

Thousands of thoughts ran through my head, frantically circling around my 

son, my mother and my father. I felt the slightest touch of death, the faint 

psychic friction we all feel when exposed to true danger.  When I got into 

the car, Joaquin and Andres were there with me. The driver of the Renault 

who was a complete stranger, had his eyes on the rearview mirror and 

slowly started the car as we all waited in silence for the shooting to begin.  
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The car began to climb the mountain in looping curves. First, second, third 

bend and we couldn’t hear anything. When we had gone a kilometer and a 

half towards San Juan de Rioseco I couldn’t help it anymore. I collapsed 

into tears at the danger we were in. 

The FARC was planning to use us as human shields. I learned afterward 

that the air force wasn’t able to bomb them because they had held us as 

their hostages.  
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Chapter 4 

THE FUGITIVE 

Luis Eduardo Franco zoomed in with his camera, then exclaimed, 

“Carlos Antonio Lozada is in that truck!  He’s one of the toughest FARC 

leaders and he’s a leading General!” 

I couldn't believe it. Lozada was an important FARC leader, pursued by 

over 5,000 army soldiers and here I was, in this nearly inaccessible place 

with a cameraman, casually filming the escape of one of the most wanted 

men in the world.  

When the makeshift wooden car ferry crossed the river and reached our 

river bank, I could not believe my eyes.  It was true that Lozada was on 

board with his bodyguards carrying AK-47 rifles. He had the control of the 

car and tried to leave but I stood in front of the vehicle, I took out my 

microphone and approached the driver’s window.  

Lozada looked at me with a smile. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “I 

came to see you,” I replied. Then I lifted my microphone and asked him a 

few questions. The commander answered them, then hit the gas and 

disappeared, kicking up dust as he drove into the forest. 

I looked at my cameraman, excited. “Franco, we have the story of the year!”  

After the terrorist, Lozada appeared on television, escaping the Special 

Forces by fleeing down a dark and dusty jungle road, there was a great 

controversy in my country. People wondered how a FARC commander 

pursued by the army, police and air force – a huge deployment of 

manpower – could be found by a journalist and a cameraman before the 
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5,000 soldiers chasing him. 

With the controversy came problems, because although I recovered my 

credibility with this super exclusive (a hard blow to the competition), my 

sources began to mistrust me. The doubt came from rumors that I had 

sided with the FARC, turning some people against me. The truth was, I 

wasn’t on anyone’s side. It was my job to broadcast the news and the 

immense responsibility of that mission is what mattered to me the most. 

Lozada escaped, and the troops hastened to follow his trail to La Julia 

(Meta). While all this was happening, we decided to stay in the area for a 

couple days longer, looking for stories. 

We had already begun to enter the village when the buildings began to 

appear before our eyes: bamboo huts, mud and wood, a restaurant, a shop 

and a public phone booth with a satellite uplink. People got around on 

unpaved roads or on trails and tracks carved into the surrounding jungle by 

machetes, all of which became pools of mud whenever it rained. There was 

also a clandestine airstrip a few kilometers from town, which was said to 

house aircraft loaded with cocaine. 

People looked at us with suspicion as we passed through the village. 

Nobody trusted us and nobody spoke to us – they avoided us like the 

plague. The day we arrived we went to the restaurant, and the people there 

barely paid us enough attention to serve us. We understood because we 

could only imagine the fear these people were living in, in a town ruled by 

the FARC. It was the guerilla’s sanctuary, and we were strangers here. 

We found a hostel. It was a large, wooden building with enormous 

corridors and rustic rooms. You could see the forest from indoors by 

looking through the spaces between the wooden planks. 
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The beds were covered by mosquito nets to keep insects and snakes away. 

Before bed each night, it was customary to move the bed, lift the mattress 

and then check my boots, backpack and every other place a snake could 

hide. It seemed like I was more afraid of snakes than the FARC! 

The first night I spent in La Julia, I slept with the scent of death in my nose. 

I had confusing and strange dreams that night. The next morning, all I 

remember was that I woke up feeling addled, but prepared to go on the air 

for my first broadcast anyway. 

When I went to meet the cameraman and team, the journalist Juan 

Fernando Tabares was in the lobby waiting for me. He had come as 

coverage support, but that morning he told me we were having a problem. 

“We can’t use the satellite antenna, the camera, record anything or use the 

phone,” he said. 

Just then, two men approached us. “The boss says that all communications 

are suspended until further notice. You’re not allowed to use any of your 

equipment, and you can’t leave,” one of them told us. The “boss” was 

apparently Raul Reyes, another member of the FARC Secretariat who was 

hidden a few kilometers from us. 

The two men took our satellite phone, disconnected all our equipment and 

ordered us to pack up our camera. We weren’t allowed to record anything, 

or leave. Technically, we had been kidnapped! 

While we were captive it was as though time had stopped. It was so hot 

there; the breeze didn’t stretch past the leaves on the trees. Since we had 

nothing to do and were under constant surveillance, I would stand at a 

window to look at the children of the town. I watched some play marbles 

on the ground while others ran from one side to the other, not having 
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anything better to do. 

I started to fantasize about what my life would have been like if I’d been 

born in that town. I pondered the futures of those children, and how 

difficult it would be for them to leave. It would be almost impossible, really. 

If you were born in La Julia, it was there that you’d die! I watched those 

bright children, damned both by the FARC and by a country that had 

foolishly abandoned them. 

I thought about what my son's future would have been, if I had had to raise 

him in these difficult conditions. I still wonder about the fates of the 

children I watched there, 15 years ago, by now they would all be adults, and 

it’s likely that some, if not all, were drawn into a world of violence. 

It’s not a simple moral problem because it’s not as though we decide our 

destinies in a vacuum. The conditions, places and societies we’re born into 

shape who we are. A child born into those conditions, lacking so many 

things but hearing messages of hate, learning to lash out against everything 

they do not understand and, as they grow up, seeing those who have what 

they lack as enemies. 

 We had spent few days as their captives when the same men who had 

locked us in the hostel returned with a message: “The boss says you can 

go.” I looked at my colleague and the cameraman. Without a word, we 

gathered our things, got into our cars and escaped from that place as fast as 

we could. 

A few kilometers away we reached the bank of the Uva River. We had to 

wait for the makeshift ferry to get our cars to the other side, and this time 

the wait felt like an eternity. We kept looking at our clocks, then behind us 

to make sure no one was following us. We were afraid the FARC had 
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reconsidered and was coming to recapture us. 

Finally, we crossed the river, but we were still in FARC territory. Our car 

was chugging along in our escape when we saw a uniformed guerilla who 

looked identical to the FARC leader Romaña, speaking with a woman in the 

doorway to a house. We were so eager to leave the area that despite having 

the opportunity to film him, we could not stop ourselves to do it. We were 

in imminent danger!  

When we returned to Granada Meta, we found that the media controversy 

surrounding the army had grown in the wake of the news we’d published 

about how FARC leader Carlos Antonio Lozada had managed to slip 

through the army’s fingers. It put pressure on the troops participating in the 

operation to retake the demilitarized zone, forcing them to accelerate their 

plans and risk the soldiers’ lives beyond what was necessary. 

The sweep into the demilitarized zone required extreme care; the area was 

full of minefields, traps and guerillas dressed in civilian attire. In one 

operation, seven Special Forces soldiers lost their lives when a phantom 

aircraft, confused by friendly fire, mistakenly bombarded friendly troops, 

killing seven of its own best men. 

Six months after that tragedy I had to cover a story on a military base near 

Bogota. While I was doing some interviews, I met the Special Forces 

commander who had been involved in the retaking of Caguan. “Ahhh,” he 

said to me. “So, it’s you I have to thank for having killed seven of my best 

soldiers. Because of you we had to speed our pace in a dangerous and 

delicate area… Which would never have happened if you hadn’t published 

that news.” 

I felt terrible about what he said back then, thinking that he might even be 
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right. But today I know he was not. I was doing my job and I acted with 

good intentions; the whole reason I was there was the immense desire to 

explore a reality few had documented. The deaths of the commander’s 

soldiers were a horrible twist of fate that I’d been caught in the middle of. 

And in that equation, who was to blame? Who won? Who lost? Who was 

right? The journalist or the solider, both complying with the requirements 

of their professions? The guerilla, someone who might pursue FARC goals 

because they wanted to or because they were forced to fight? 

Everyone, absolutely everyone, is a part of a destiny planned by a power we 

cannot see and do not understand. Our destinies are governed by time and 

space, our paths crossing like bullets, each seeking to defend its own 

interests. 

Days before, after the peace process between President Andres Pastrana’s 

administration and the FARC guerrillas collapsed in 2002, army troops 

began to retake the demilitarized zone, a 40,000 km2 area the government 

had withdrawn troops from. It had been ceded to the FARC as a condition 

of advancing the peace talks. 

The demilitarized zone was located in the Meta and Caqueta departments. 

For readers who aren’t from Colombia, that’s an area the size of 

Switzerland, comprised of five municipalities: San Vicente del Caguan, 

Mesetas, Vista Hermosa, La Uribe and La Macarena. It was the epicenter of 

the failed peace process Pastrana’s government attempted between 1999 

and 2002.  

Things began to go wrong with the peace process almost from the 

beginning, as the FARC violated the ceasefire agreement, using the 

demilitarized zone to train troops and prepare for attacks in various parts of 

Colombia. 
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From San Vicente del Caguan, the FARC planned attacks on the civilian 

population, especially in the Tolima and Huila departments. People and 

items were seized in cities such as Bogota, Medellin and Cali, then brought 

to the demilitarized zone. Stolen luxury cars and heavy machinery, used to 

build roads, are just two examples of what wound up in the zone. It was no 

secret that this was going on, but the zone the government had ceded to the 

FARC was gradually becoming a hotbed of crime. 

It was a wonderful situation for the guerillas, because they could commit 

crimes in the area around the demilitarized zone, then return to the 

territory, which both police and military personnel were completely 

forbidden from entering. Once the guerillas had returned to the zone, the 

authorities could not pursue them. 

On February 20, 2002, the FARC hijacked a commercial airplane, 

kidnapping Senator Jorge Eduardo Gechem Turbay. This event put an end 

to the peace process, for by then the FARC had already carried out too 

many attacks, leading to the breakdown in negotiations. 

In the month before the peace talks collapsed, the atmosphere throughout 

the country was tense. Army troops had been ordered to gather scant 

kilometers from the demilitarized zone in preparation to retake the territory 

– an order which could come at any time. 

I knew when the peace process collapsed that General Alfonso Ortiz would 

be in charge of the shock troops that would enter the demilitarized zone to 

pursue the FARC leaders. I paid a great deal of attention to the soldiers in 

the Granada (Meta) Battalion, because news would spring from that area 

when you least expected it. 

The soldiers I spoke with were just waiting to receive final word the peace 
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talks had failed, but President Pastrana had been giving mixed messages 

about whether or not the talks would continue. That produced a lot of 

discontent, especially in military high command. I remember how General 

Ortiz, very disappointed by the president’s initial willingness to continue the 

process, shifted some of his troops around Granada Meta for military 

exercises.  

As soon as I received word that the battalion was deploying some troops, 

my cameraman Orlando Bulla and I were on the ground marching after 

them. After walking down the road with the soldiers for several hours we 

reached the top of a hill. There, General Ortiz was waiting. He stood steady 

before them, and said, “We are here and we are ready. With or without the 

president’s blessing, we are not turning back without entering the 

demilitarized zone.” 

The general’s words could be interpreted as an act of rebellion against the 

commander in chief of the armed forces and president of the republic. The 

cameraman recorded the entire speech; Ortiz knew we were there. 

Bulla and I returned to Nueva Granada Battalion because we had a satellite 

team assembled there. I contacted the station and told them we had the 

story they’d want to open the night’s broadcast with. 

They had already issued the headlines by the 7PM broadcast and General 

Ortiz’s inflammatory speech opened the nightly news. I was on-camera, 

ready to report from the battalion, listening to a producer in Bogota count 

down from 10, when out of the darkness came soldiers from the battalion. 

One of them covered the camera with his hand while another struggled to 

snatch my microphone from me. Three others had scissors and were 

attempting to cut the antenna wires of our satellite equipment. There was 

no broadcast that night as our little group was expelled from the battalion, 
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our team having been forced out by the military. 

A few minutes after the incident, I returned to the battalion and 

immediately started toward General Alfonso Ortiz in the central office. 

While I was on my way, I ran into my colleague Jineth Bedoya, who was 

also working in the area. Caught between solidarity and fear, she asked me, 

“Adriana, what did you do?” I looked at her in silence, then continued on 

my way. 

When I arrived in the General's office, they directed me to his desk. I went 

and stood before him to explain how seriously I took the incident. He, in 

turn, told me he was very upset. “General,” I replied, “I’m a reporter.” In 

that moment, Ortiz's military career was in jeopardy - he had already 

received several calls from the Minister of Defense and the President of the 

Republic. After expressing my displeasure to the General I began my 

retreat. I passed between desks, the colonels and junior officers watching 

me in silence. 

From that moment on, I could not enter the military base. General Ortiz’s 

retaliation was to prohibit my entrance and forbid all interactions between 

me and his subordinates. This meant that my work became more 

complicated. I had to resort to stalking and other underhanded techniques. 

When the peace process was finally terminated, my relationship with the 

army was in intensive care. The troops began their entry into the 

demilitarized zone with tanks, and I hadn’t been notified by a single one of 

my sources. 

I was in charge of covering the retaking of the demilitarized zone, but 

without any of my sources in strategic areas to turn to, I was unable to 

cover the army’s entry firsthand.  I found out the army was retaking the 
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demilitarized zone when I got a call from my broadcasting manager. He was 

furious on the other end of the line as he watched the competition live 

broadcast the army’s reentry into the demilitarized zone, complete with 

tanks and a military march headed by General Jorge Enrique Mora. It was a 

historic moment, and I had lost access to it thanks to my enmity with the 

army. It was a very humbling moment in my career, and I questioned my 

competency despite my strong commitment to reporting. 

Hours after that incident, one of my army sources called and told me a large 

troop movement to La Julia Meta was being planned. The area had been 

regarded as a FARC sanctuary for years, and the source told me the army 

was planning to take 5,000 soldiers to hunt the toughest leaders of the 

terrorist group. At the same time my crew and I were heading to the same 

place, without knowing we will witness the escape of one of the most 

wanted terrorists in the world. 
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Chapter 5 

THE AMBUSH  

We started to hear rifles burst, the cameraman Fernando Giraldo 

and I were standing in the middle of one of the town’s dirt roads and 

speaking with some farmers when we heard the first rifle shots ring out. 

Some people ran to the river in their frightened confusion, while others hid 

in their houses.  

Several seconds passed before I realized I had my face pressed into the 

ground, feeling more than hearing the bullets whizzing just a few feet above 

my head. Time was passing too fast and too slow, and for the first time, I 

felt truly afraid of dying in the crossfire. I had just gotten divorced, and the 

idea of losing my life in a situation like this tormented me. All I could think 

about was how lonely my four-year-old son would be if I were to go 

missing. 

We had been knocked to the ground in the confusion, but I knew what we 

had to do… record the fighting! 

I looked up from the ground, trying to find my cameraman. I saw him 

kneeling, hidden in the undergrowth with the camera tirelessly recording the 

smoke rising from the rifles, the horses panicking at the sound of gunshots 

and the wounded soldiers passing us by. 

I hadn't noticed, but I was completely exposed, sitting in the middle of the 

battlefield. A soldier approached me, saying, “What are you journalists 

doing here? You’re in the way!” I then felt him grab me by the waistband of 
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my pants, lifting me into the air and throwing me to the side of the road. 

I fell into a thicket of grass and weeds, not daring to raise my head because 

I couldn’t tell if the gunfire was still going on. Then I heard someone 

shouting, “Civilians! Get out of here, because it’s about to heat up!” I heard 

my cameraman’s voice calling me and I ran to him; when I reached him, we 

took off running toward the river. 

I saw some of the townsfolk running as well, some with sacks of clothing, 

food or personal items. I saw an old man, trying to outrace the danger 

despite his cane. Finally, we reached the river, where we found another 

obstacle awaiting us. There was a boat available, but there were 20 of us and 

the boat could only hold 12 people.  

I don’t know how we all fit on the tiny boat without it sinking, but we 

managed to cross the Putumayo River and arrive in Puerto Asis healthy and 

whole! 

It was 1998, and in the ongoing conflict between the terrorist group known 

as the FARC and the authorities, the FARC had the upper hand - they had 

kidnapped 400 soldiers and police officers, had attacked 70 police stations 

and 7 battalions, and controlled 163 towns in Colombia.  

For both the FARC guerrilla force and the paramilitary AUC, the Putumayo 

region on the Colombia-Ecuador border in the South was an important 

strategic location. There, both sides produced cocaine, fought for control 

over certain cities and maintained their safe “houses”. The region was 

considered one of the most dangerous in Colombia, since the two groups 

faced off daily in their ongoing territory war. 

I was in Putumayo dozens of times throughout my career, so I often had 

the “luck” to witness the fighting between the army and the FARC, or 
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between the guerillas and paramilitaries. During those times, I sometimes 

covered the FARC and paramilitaries coca fields and coca paste labs. Other 

times I would follow the army on their operations to retake the area the 

state had apparently lost all control of, so close to the Ecuadorian border. 

By that time, the FARC had imposed an “armed shutdown” in the south, 

lasting several months. The shutdown consisted of a sort of “curfew” in 

which farmers, citizens, trade and everything else was frozen after 6 pm, all 

on the orders of the FARC. 

I was in Puerto Asis, Putumayo, working on a story when I heard that the 

army was going to begin an operation in a ghost town on the Ecuadorian 

border. By then, roughly 25 families had abandoned the small village called 

Teteye, located just a few kilometers from Ecuador. The FARC had 

announced that the town would wind up in pieces if they heard of any 

military presence in the area, and many of the terrified citizens had fled 

their homes. 

Moved by my need to record this part of history, I decided to go to the 

town with the cameraman Fernando Giraldo. Teteye.  It was extremely 

difficult to reach this town. We had to take a boat and sail in the direction 

of Ecuador to get to the town, which was not terribly dissimilar from any 

other abandoned Colombian town. There were no roads, no electricity, and 

no telephone lines – just roughly two dozen stilted houses built of wood 

and bamboo where families lived their lives despite the limitations. I 

noticed a lack of school buildings in the town. This humble community 

touched me; it was such a desolate and destitute town. 

The army was conducting reconnaissance work in the area at that time, as 

Teteye was considered a strategic area. There were rumors that the FARC 

had encampments in Ecuador that they were using to launch attacks on the 
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Colombian security forces. 

I watched the soldiers advance their operation, vigilant and ready - their 

information suggested there were explosives in some houses, and that the 

guerillas plan was to detonate the entire town once the army had let its 

guard down. I heard about this a little late for my liking – We were filming 

those desolates streets, when the soldiers walked into a vicious ambush 

from the FARC. 
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Chapter 6 

A BLACK CAT WITH SEVEN LIVES 

For six years, the army was on the trail of terrorist Negro Acacio, 

widely regarded as a sort of “Pablo Escobar of the FARC”. Acacio had full 

control over the FARC’s cocaine production, and he dominated the drug 

distribution routes into the U.S. and Europe. As a payment for some of 

these international transactions, Negro Acacio received 10,000 AK-47 

assault rifles, delivered to him by a Russian plane that dropped the crated 

weapons into the Guainian jungle from 30,000 feet.  

While he ruled his empire, he had the support of the FARC's leaders and 

the foreign drug traffickers who came to the Colombian forests to do 

business, exchanging weapons for drugs. One such trafficker was Brazil’s 

Fernandinho Beira Mar, the most wanted drug lord in the world. 

In early 2001, Army General Carlos Alberto Fracica and Colonel Alejandro 

Navas began an operation called “Black Cat,” aimed at capturing the 

Brazilian drug lord and the terrorist traffickers. 

When we reporters heard about Black Cat and its objective, we followed the 

army into the jungles of Guainia to document the troops during the 

operation.  Cameraman Alirio Valverde and I spent a week watching the 

troops in action, recording the details of a massive military movement that 

lasted 72 days and involved 3,500 Rapid Deployment Force soldiers. 

As a result of this operation, Brazilian drug lord Fernandinho Beira Mar 

was captured in the Guainian jungles April 19, 2001. “Negro Acacio” 
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escaped. 

Beira Mar's capture took place near a location known as Barrancominas, the 

place where Negro Acacio did his business with the international mafias. 

The day I saw Beira Mar, he was handcuffed and had an escort of at least 

20 Special Forces soldiers. Months after his capture, the Brazilian drug lord 

was extradited to his home country, where he could expect an 80-year 

prison sentence. With Beira Mar’s imprisonment and the evidence of the 

“Black Cat” operation found in Barrancominas, the U.S. requested Negro 

Acacio’s extradition for the crime of drug trafficking. 

The Colombian army didn't waver, beginning to prepare for operation 

Black Cat II immediately. This operation was aimed at the king drug-

trafficking terrorist himself, and would be the third attempt to catch Negro 

Acacio. One Saturday, I was on duty at the station when one of my sources 

called me from Vichada, a faraway state located close to the Venezuelan 

border. My source told me to be alert because the army was moving 

forward with operation Black Cat II.   

I knew this was as important as the first operation had been and as soon as 

we hung up I went to my broadcasting manager William Calderon, telling 

him there was an operation moving against Negro Acacio in Vichada. We 

decided to issue the following statement on that night’s news: “Tonight we 

are reporting a military operation taking place against FARC front 16. Army 

commandos have been deployed in the vicinity of Barrancominas 

(Vichada), where 3,500 Rapid Deployment Forces are advancing operation 

Black Cat II.” 

The broadcast had disastrous repercussions. Just minutes after the news 

aired, I received a call from the army command press chief. She began by 

amicably asking where I had gotten my information, to which I replied that 
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I couldn’t reveal my sources. It wasn’t the answer she wanted. “We just 

need you to tell us where you got that information. The information you 

gave is very sensitive because it isn’t correct, and you need to clarify that to 

your audience,” she demanded. “What we reported is true! So true that I 

know the operation isn’t called Black Cat, it’s called Men in Black,” I 

replied. She hung up the phone, as it had become clear that I had enough 

information to know I was right. What I’d said was confidential, known 

only to the military high command and some of the soldiers involved in the 

operation itself. 

Minutes later, she called again, but this time her tone was threatening. She 

assured me that Army Commander General Carlos Alberto Ospina was 

furious that the operation hadn’t been launched and that he needed to 

know who the “traitor” was that leaked the information to me. I suffered 

the army’s harassment while they pressured me to give up my source, but I 

never did say a word. 

An hour later I got a call from another of my contacts, this time telling me 

that the situation was very sensitive - this was the first operation in which 

the Colombian Army was working with U.S. troops and it had already been 

damaged because it had leaked to the press. They also told me that the 

operation, which included elite commandos and U.S. technology, was such 

a highly precise operation that it had been suspended following my news 

broadcast earlier. 

My contact also warned me that the Army had been given the order to raid 

my house that night. I immediately called RCN’s news director Alvaro 

Garcia to inform him of the situation. 

My news director took over, calling the military and warning them that they 

would have serious problems with national and international press if they 
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raided my home. While this was happening, I moved to my apartment with 

several cameramen and sat down to wait. We were ready to record the 

soldiers’ arrival, but thanks to Garcia's intervention none ever came. 

After that, though, my journalistic career was hounded by General Carlos 

Alberto Ospina. He forbade me from entering any military base in the 

country. I was not able to set foot in Colombia’s Ministry of Defense.  By 

having published news of their operation, I became an enemy of the Army. 

Despite my sticky situation with military command, I did not lose my 

source. I was left exposed to be regarded, as they say in my country, 

“cannon fodder.” The military was torpedoing my career and trying to 

destroy me as a journalist, and as if the ban I was subjected to wasn’t 

enough, the Army also embarked upon a ferocious internal witch hunt to 

find my sources. Two senior military personnel I knew were unjustly 

accused of leaking information. These decorated soldiers paid for the leak 

that saved Negro Acacio – a leak they hadn’t caused - with their careers. 

Like a cat running out of lives, Tomas Medina Caracas, AKA Negro 

Acacio, died in the seventh operation the Army mobilized against him. The 

FARC’s top thug finally fell on September 1, 2007 during operation “Rising 

Sun.” 
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Chapter 7 

MY COUSIN THE SOLDIER  

We were ready to take off on an Air Force’s DC3 aircraft to 

Bogota. On the other side of the air craft a soldier who was sick and was 

being evacuated from the area of the fighting was staring at me, “don’t you 

recognize me? I’m your cousin John – I’m your Uncle Javier’s son,” he told 

me. I was surprised because I didn’t see him since we were young children. 

The last time we had the opportunity to see each other was when we were 

12 years old.  

John had changed quite a bit. He looked haggard, his skin was sallow and 

pale, and he was too thin. He barely had the energy to talk. His uniform 

wasn’t the proper olive green, but had turned the color of swamp grass. His 

boots looked muddy and worn from walking the inhospitable jungle.  

In that moment, in the middle of a time of terrible slaughter, I learned that 

I had a cousin in the army who was a survivor. John had come to the Billar 

encampment as part of an army operation to intercept the top leaders of the 

FARC, led by a guerilla known as “Tiro Fijo.”  He had been involved in 

operations for several weeks until he fell sick with leishmaniosis, a type of 

parasite, and was pulled from the front lines just a day before the FARC 

ambush. His illness was mosquito-borne, and he was being treated with 

countless penicillin injections. 

When he told me what had happened to his squad, he looked at the floor. 

His voice quivered when he spoke; he was in a state of shock, almost as 

though he wasn’t sure if he was alive or dead. He was one of the few 
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survivors of this operation, and the majority of the soldiers had either been 

killed or fallen into the hands of the FARC. The war had touched my 

family, and that day I really felt how close it was to my own fragile life. 

In March 1998, 64 Colombian soldiers were massacred by the FARC in the 

biggest military setback in the country’s history; at the same time, 43 

soldiers were kidnapped. Most of them would remain captive for 14 years. 

In that attack on the village of El Billar, located in the Caquetá department 

in southern Colombia, 30 terrorists were killed and more than 100 people 

were reported wounded on both sides. 

This tragedy occurred when 600 guerillas from the FARC’s southern and 

eastern blocs ambushed 153 army soldiers that they caught without support, 

in a vulnerable position in an area they had not secured. That was the first 

time the FARC used deadly pipe bombs against the army, taking advantage 

of the fact that the troops had spent too long in one area. According to 

early witness testimonies, the army made the mistake of allowing prostitutes 

into their encampment, some of whom were acting as FARC spies. Those 

women were the ones who later helped devise the scheme. 

General Manuel Jose Bonet Locarno, the leader of the army at that time, 

was quoted at a press conference at the Tres Esquinas military base giving 

the official version of what had transpired, but the brave Soraya Yanine, a 

Colombian journalist, had already come and gone from the location of the 

attack.  

Soraya had gone into the jungle with her cameraman, taking the narrow 

trails by car and by foot, following the Caqueta River for many days to enter 

the dangerous area where the bodies of soldiers still lay, having been 

mutilated by the explosions of manmade propane-tanks bombs. 
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While on her way to the battlefield, Soraya was detained for several hours 

by the FARC in the town of Peñas Coloradas, the same place the guerillas 

had kidnapped 43 soldiers just a few hours before. It’s because of the 

stories Soraya obtained during that time that we know the FARC didn’t 

shoot the soldiers who survived the attack because the farmers rose up to 

intervene. It was thanks to them; the soldiers’ lives were spared. 

Soraya managed to get herself and her cameraman released within a few 

hours, making her one of the lucky few to return alive from that 

slaughterhouse. 

I met Soraya in Florencia Caquetá the day she returned from her dangerous 

mission. In the backpack she carried, she had something more precious 

than diamonds to media – an old Betacam cassette tape with the entire 

story, complete with horrific images, of the massacre at Billar. 
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Chapter 8 

 THE BROTHER OF TERROR 

I arrived at the scene of an explosion five hours after an attack. It 

was a horrendous picture; the air was heavy with the pungent smell of 

burning flesh, there was blood everywhere and dismembered corpses, 

unrecognizable, lay all over the street. Some were under cars that had been 

flattened by the blast, as if they had been trying to hide to save their lives. I 

saw them lying there… the dead were youth, children and the homeless. 

There was no difference between them now. The explosion had shattered 

those walls. 

Following the attack, RCN, the newscast I worked for, decided to leave me 

in the area for several weeks as a special envoy. There was a FARC plan in 

place so it was important to be there reporting live. 

The one responsible for the attack was a guerilla known as “Ismael Ayala” 

or “Manguera.” His real name was Luis Alexis Castellanos Garzon, brother 

of Romaña, terrorist leader and tougher member of the FARC. 

It was 1999, Ismael was 24 and killed 44 soldiers during a slaughter in the 

town of Gutierrez in Cundinamarca Department. He also participated in 

the attack of the city of Mitu, located near the Venezuelan border, and was 

in charge of carrying out an operation named “the Siege of Bogota,” 

through which the FARC sought to gain control of the capital city. 

As part of the operation, Ismael was charged with sowing terror in the 

population and harassing the security forces in Villavicencio. 
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Ismael set up a roadblock in one of the city's main gates, kidnapping a 

dozen people off a bus. I left to cover the story as soon as I heard the news, 

but when I got there, all I found was a burned-out bus on a dirt road. I 

asked some of the curious nearby locals if they knew anything about the 

kidnappers’ escape route. Luckily for me, one of them pointed down a dirt 

road, saying, “There.” My cameraman, driver and I immediately headed into 

the wilderness, chasing the news.  

I think we’d driven for 3 hours when, with no warning, we stumbled across 

a village nestled in the mountain. We drove in, crossing the little settlement. 

As we passed, the locals ducked their heads if they saw us looking at them. 

Some looked back suspiciously, while others stared intently at the RCN 

Newscast logos all over our vehicle. 

We crossed the village without incident. Back then, we reporters thought 

we had some amount of immunity from the armed groups in Colombia. 

When journalists carried their licenses, displayed a white flag or drove in an 

official news van, we felt safe. Calling on that “immunity,” we hung a white 

flag on our car and I put my ID around my neck. The road took us to 

Ismael’s camp, it was there where I saw him for the first and only time.  

Where the road ended farther up the mountain, we found another village 

and, above that, a camp where we could see people moving around in 

camouflage fatigues.  

We approached, got out of the car and, without asking anyone, walked up 

to the little tin huts, called cambuches. A uniformed woman came out to meet 

us. “Who are you guys? What do you want here?” she demanded. I 

identified myself and introduced my team, but she waved that off. “Who 

invited you?”  

I told her that we had come there because of what had happened on the 
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road in Villavicencio, and that we were looking for the FARC leader. I 

suddenly remembered that one of my sources had told me that the FARC 

leader in the area was known as “El Gusano,” or “The Worm.” “Miss, 

nobody invited me,” I told her. “I’m just here looking for ‘The Worm,’ 

Romana’s brother.” She was quiet a moment, staring at me, before she 

turned and left.  Several minutes later, a young, tall man with brown skin 

came over, also wearing a uniform. “Who are you looking for, woman?” he 

asked me. “I’m looking for ‘The Worm?’” I answered. He looked back at 

me, expressionless. “And who is this worm?” he asked.  “He’s Romana’s 

brother,” I replied. “I came out here because I want to interview him about 

the kidnapping that happened on the road, in case he knows something.” 

The man continued to look at me. Finally, he spoke. “You know it’s 

extremely dangerous here. Give me your phone number and I’ll see if the 

Worm will talk to you.”  

 We returned to Villavicencio, where we stayed for two days before I got a 

call on my cellphone. A man I didn’t recognize was asking for me. When I 

told him it was me speaking, he then spoke. “Hey! Who told you they call 

me The Worm? I’m no Worm, my name is Ismael!” he said. “I’m so sorry, 

that’s what they told me your name was…” I replied. Ismael let out a laugh, 

then hung up on me. 

Three days later he started calling me, never agreeing to an interview or 

talking about the hostages, but instead saying things like, “You’re where? Be 

very careful not to go over the bridge...” and hanging up. 10 or 15 minutes 

later, we’d hear an explosion.  When I realized the guerilla was tipping me 

off to attacks, I reported the situation to the authorities, not wanting them 

to see me as an accomplice or to be used by Ismael for some unknown 

purpose.  
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After I returned to Bogota, two months passed before Ismael started calling 

me again. He did it from different phones, appearing and disappearing like a 

ghost. Sometimes he would stop calling for long periods of time, but his 

calls always focused on the same thing. He would ask about what it was like 

to live in the city. He told me he’d been born in a rural area and had never 

lived in a city, so he was very curious to hear all about it.  

He asked me how people dressed to go to a restaurant, what kind of food 

they ate there, how much a lunch cost, what people liked to drink, what it 

was like to go to a movie. He was always wondering about everyday life, 

about ordinary life and mainstream living – the kinds of things that average 

citizens just assume and take for granted. 

He once told me he dreamed of what it would be like to live an ordinary 

life, saying he would love to have that experience one day because all he 

knew was the mountain.  I would often try to persuade him to do it, asking 

if he intended to leave the FARC and rejoin civilian life or something 

similar. He would stay quiet, thinking, never saying no…. but never saying 

yes either! 

Many times, he would tell me to come visit him on the mountain, saying he 

would give me an interview in the wild of mountains and a tour of their 

camps. I never even considered the possibility, though, because even 

though he was a source of information, I felt that if I accepted I would be 

putting myself at risk. 

One of the last times he called me, he asked, "And when are you finally 

going to come out to visit me? Or is it that you’re afraid of me?” When he 

said that, I laughed as though it were a joke, but the truth was that yes, I 

feared him. I was terrified that if I went out to see him for an exclusive 

interview, I would never come back and see my son again. 
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One day I got a call from an unknown number, and when I picked up, I 

didn’t recognize the voice. I greeted him nonetheless, then asked, “With 

whom am I speaking? …Who is this?” On the other end of the phone, a 

voice answered. “You’re talking to your ghost. Or did you think I was 

dead?” By then, Ismael was becoming aggressive in his conversations with 

me. 

Ismael fell in November 2003 in a military operation carried out by the 

army. He was 27 when he died and had countless arrest warrants out for 

kidnapping, extortion and terrorism. I learned of his death from an army 

press bulletin. They had attached a picture of Ismael in his camouflage 

uniform, a telephone held to his lapel. 

All this happened, once the government ceased the peace talks in 2002, the 

FARC retaliated by launching a terrorist offensive in several major cities. 

One of the first attacks occurred in Villavicencio, located near the former 

demilitarized zone and just 70 miles from Bogota. 

They detonated a car bomb outside Radio Super, killing 14 people. The 

victims were minors, young and homeless, who happened to be wandering 

the streets on April 7. 
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Chapter 9 

 MIRACULOUS CATCH 

It was Sunday afternoon on March 6, 1998, when the news broke 

that the FARC had executed the largest mass kidnapping in Latin American 

history. 

At a fake roadblock on the Bogota-Villavicencio highway, the Czar of 

kidnapping, Henry Castellanos Garzon, a terrorist known as Romaña, 

intercepted more than 100 vehicles. Most of the victims taken were entire 

families who were travelling home after having enjoyed a weekend in the 

plains to the east. 

This practice was known as “pesca milagrosa,” or “miraculous catch.” The 

FARC would surprise civilians on the road, especially on the weekends, 

then kidnap them and later decide who they would keep and who they 

would ransom. In the first mass kidnapping they took 32 people, including 

five foreign nationals – one Italian and four U.S. citizens. 

Back then I worked for Hora Cero, a new TV newscast that aired on the 

weekends. My boss Jaime Florez, who had hired me on the 

recommendation of renowned Colombian journalist Juan Gossain, sent me 

out to cover the story. 

No one could have guessed then that Guillermo “La Chiva” Cortes, the 

owner of the news show I worked for and one of my bosses, would 

become one of Romaña’s kidnapping victims just a few months later. 

News director Jaime Florez and executive producer Jorge Ivan Castro sent 
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me on a trip to Villavicencio to cover the story. I arrived in the city in 

question that same Sunday. It was difficult because I didn’t have good 

contacts in the area, so I was relying solely on the official police and military 

reports to guide me. 

When the week began, there was still no concrete story about what had 

happened. There was a lot of pressure and competition among media 

outlets and their reporters; all the most experienced public journalists were 

there, working with their sources while I had none. 

I set out for where the kidnapping had occurred, travelling the open 

highway with my news team in a rental car. We had just headed into the 

forest when my cameraman asked me where we were going. “We’re going 

to the end of the road,” I replied. 

We were driving without a plan or any information, relying on intuition and 

logic alone; if the guerrillas were out here, then it was very likely the 

hostages were nearby too. 

We were moving down the road when we reached a jeep driving in front of 

us with a white flag. “Looks like that jeep is going to the same place we 

are,” I told my cameraman. “They seem more like Red Cross,” he replied. 

“They don’t seem like Red Cross,” I contested, and we decided to follow 

along behind them.  

We had been traveling for some time when the white car stopped, so we did 

the same. We did not know who was going to get out, nor what would 

happen when they did. A man got out and walked directly to us. I rolled 

down the window, and he asked, “Who are you guys?”  

“We’re journalists from Hora Cero, the new newscast,” I said in reply. 

“Why are you following us?” he demanded. I then explained that we were 
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just looking for information on the mass kidnapping that had happened 

earlier that week and that they seemed to know where they were going on 

this road, whereas we had no idea. The man then smiled at me. “It’s nice to 

meet you. My name is Marko Alvarez, working for Reuters,” he began, “but 

I’m sorry to tell you that you can’t follow us anymore.” 

We all stared at him. “This is a public road – no one can stop us from 

driving down it!” I told him. Marko just smiled again, then left. A few 

minutes later, a photographer came over. He was a tall man with a 

mustache and a very deep voice. “What a shame, but you stop here! You 

can’t follow us down this road any longer,” he told us sternly. He then 

climbed back into the jeep, started the engine and began to drive… with us 

following behind! 

My cameraman got a little nervous. “I’m worried we’re getting into trouble 

here,” he confessed. We hadn’t gone on more than five minutes when the 

white jeep stopped and Marko Alvarez got out and came over again. “We 

agreed you’d stop following us, right?” he asked. And I told him, “Marko, 

we’re here for the same reason you are.” “Yes, but we know where we’re 

going,” Marko replied, laughing. 

“…You know what? I must be honest with you – this is my first job as a 

war reporter. I have no sources and I don’t know anyone…. But now I 

know you and I’m not your competition,” I told him. Marko was quiet for a 

moment or two, but then began to smile wide.  

“Follow us,” he said. 

We followed them to the end of the road, where we arrived at a small 

village of about 15 houses, a school and a soccer field. It was 5:30 pm and it 

had started to grow dark. We were hungry, having not eaten all day or 
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prepared for the long journey we’d taken. Once we were there, we realized 

there were no restaurants, no hotel, no nothing… Marko and his team tried 

to buy some food by knocking on the doors of houses, but the residents, 

afraid of us because we were strangers, ignored us and refused to open their 

doors. 

Since I was the only woman in the group, I decided to approach the 

villagers myself. I knocked on a door and got lucky – a woman answered. I 

introduced myself and told her we were journalists who had come from 

Bogota, and that we were hungry and had nothing to eat. After speaking 

with her, I returned, smiling, to my colleagues and gave them the good 

news – I had solved the problem of food and lodgings for everyone. 

We spent that night in the modest home of an anonymous farmer. It was lit 

with candles and had no frills whatsoever, but it contained the warmth and 

hospitality of a luxury hotel. The humble woman not only allowed us to 

sleep there, but she even cooked for us. 

She arranged a mattress on the floor of her house. The boys settled in to 

sleep there while she took the guest room, giving me the main bedroom of 

the house. When I was in the room and ready to lay down for the night, the 

farmer asked if I was comfortable. “Ma’am, everything is perfect. Thank 

you so much for your hospitality,” I replied. As soon as the words were out 

of my mouth she bid me goodnight and closed the door. She padlocked the 

room from the outside, keeping the key. “This will be safer. If you need 

anything just yell and I’ll open it for you!” she told me. And thus, concluded 

the first night of my adventure in a guerrilla war zone. 

 

When I woke up at 5AM the next morning the door was open and 

everyone was ready to leave. Since we didn’t have any luggage, we just 
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splashed our faces with water to clean off while the farmer passed out old 

enamel mugs filled with steaming coffee and panela, or whole cane sugar, 

made over a wood fire. We rented a mule to carry our equipment and began 

our expedition up the mountain, taking an endless trail that would lead us 

to where the hostages were. 

The poor mule, already carrying all our equipment through the hellish 

jungle, wound up having to carry my cameraman Javier as well, as he fell ill 

on the road. During the long trek, I learned that Marko was an experienced 

war reporter from El Salvador who had covered conflicts in Central 

America before. It was from him that I received my first lessons in war 

reporting, and he who first taught me the value of the victims in a conflict. 

We reached a small hamlet in the middle of nowhere. All we could see was 

mountains – it was the same green to every side. In the center of the village 

were adobe huts and a shop that sold nothing but canned sausage, sliced 

bread, beer and soft drinks. When we got there, we realized we were not the 

first reporters to arrive; experienced war reporters Astrid Legarda and 

Patricia Uribe, both experts for whom I had a tremendous amount of 

professional respect, were there already. We hadn’t been in the hamlet for 

more than 30 minutes when the guerrilla force emerged from the jungle. It 

was the first time I’d met a guerilla face to face. 

They didn’t have the evil faces I’d imagined. Instead, I saw a group of 

young people carrying rifles and wearing green camouflage uniforms and 

rubber boots. I don’t know who was more nervous - the commanding 

guerilla that had come to give us an interview or me because it was the first 

time I’d seen them. 

It finally came time to do the interview. I’d thought that we would all do it 

at the same time, but my colleagues decided to let me go first and so I asked 
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the guerilla a few questions to get a sense of what had happened with the 

kidnapping. When we had all finished and the guerilla was preparing to 

leave, he came over and, showing an unusual interest in me, leaned in. “I’d 

like to invite you to see the hostages. Come with us and I’ll take you to 

where we have them. I’ll give you the exclusive. What do you say?” he 

asked, voice low.  

I was speechless with shock. It was some kind of numbed state that meant I 

couldn’t speak, couldn’t say yes or no, and couldn’t make any kind of sound 

to express what I was thinking. I don’t know if I turned green, red or white 

as the guerilla with his sallow skin and rough features, invited me to visit the 

hostages as sweetly as a suitor would invite one for a holiday in Paris or in 

the Greek islands.  

Despite the FARC leader’s insistence, I decided to return to Bogota. I’d 

done my journalistic duty; the guerilla had come to the scene, I’d 

interviewed those responsible and I’d learned my first lesson – protect my 

life and the lives of my team, even in the face of an incredible scoop. 

In the end the hostages were released gradually. Most of their families paid 

millions of dollars to the FARC in exchange for their freedom. 

For the six years between 1998 and 2004, mass kidnappings on the 

Colombian roads were a major fear for the population. Domestic tourism 

dwindled in every corner of the country even after those years because 

Colombians had been kidnapped so regularly. 
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Chapter 10 

THE CHILDREN OF WAR 

During my time spent searching the roads and villages of southern 

Colombia for stories of the conflict, a cameraman, a driver and I came to 

Hormiga in Putumayo. It was 6:00 pm, and everyone knew that at that time 

no one could use the roads because any traveler would be at the mercy of 

the FARC. 

It was getting dark. The man we had hired to drive our jeep was heading 

down a completely deserted road at high speed, when we suddenly came 

across a FARC checkpoint in the road. The guerillas stopped us, forcing us 

to get out of the car. I noticed that the FARC commander was young, and 

his force was made up of children aged 12, 13 or 14. We had run into a 

FARC roadblock, but it was really a checkpoint run by children playing war 

with real guns. 

“What are you guys doing here? Don’t you know we don’t allow anyone on 

this road after 6 pm?” the FARC checkpoint head demanded. We 

responded with the truth – that we were going to Hormiga, Putumayo. But 

telling the FARC we were heading to that area was saying that we were 

heading into paramilitary territory. “Ah… you’re going there to meet with 

the paramilitaries!” the checkpoint head responded. We strongly denied it. 

We had a foreign war photographer accompanying us, and he’d purchased 

some bottles of soda for us to drink during our trip. When he saw tempers 

flaring at the checkpoint, he suggested I offer the guerilla children some 

soda. And so we did – we gave them the soda, and they began to feel more 
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comfortable with us. 

They put down their rifles and grouped around our jeep’s door. The 

photographer also happened to be carrying a Polaroid instant camera, and 

he asked the checkpoint head if he could take a photo. The guerilla nodded 

easily. After taking the first shot, when he shook the Polaroid and the color 

image of the guerilla began to appear, the astonished and deeply curious 

children rushed to surround the photographer. They wanted to touch the 

camera and learn how it was done, how a paper could magically become a 

photo, how the blurry image could slowly become clear.  

The young guerillas were full of emotion. Putting guns and grenades aside, 

they began to shout, “I want one, I want a picture… please take a picture!” 

Soon we were doing our best to fulfill their wishes. Children were posing 

for the camera, boys with boys, boys with girls, the head with all the 

children, the children with the foreign journalists, the journalists posing 

beside the children, everyone together… We made beautiful memories 

then. The children were happy, and for an instant, I could see their smiles. 

“You are very kind, miss. Thank you,” one of the children told me. “Why 

do you say that?” I asked. “Because you brought us soda, and we were very 

thirsty,” he replied, full of innocence in that moment. We gave them all the 

soda we’d brought. 

The checkpoint head was pleased with the personal photo of him and his 

troops, so the roadblock opened for us in the dark, allowing us to continue 

on our way.  

The following morning, we were in Hormiga. I was resting in a small hotel 

when I was roused by a strong knock on the door. I opened the door to 

find the hotel manager standing there. “There are two boys here looking for 
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you. I don’t know who they are, but they say it’s better if they’re not seen,” 

he told me. 

Then the boys came to my door. “Miss, you’re the one who was at the 

checkpoint yesterday, at six in the evening? At my commander’s 

checkpoint, half an hour outside of town?” they asked. “Yes, I guess so,” I 

answered. And the boys surprised me because they turned out to be 

guerillas in civilian clothes. They had come to demand I return the radio the 

checkpoint head had lost, because he couldn’t find it and they thought I 

had taken it.   

"What radio are you talking about?” I asked them. Apparently, the 

checkpoint head had left his radio in its tin in the car, and they thought we 

had taken it. With such a grave accusation, I was panicking. If the radio 

didn’t show up, their commander would be shot… and what about me? …I 

don’t know what would have happened to me… I insisted that it wasn’t 

possible, and that I would never steal from anyone – let alone the FARC! 

I let the guerillas into my room to search my suitcase, the bathroom, the 

bed and the closet. They went through all my things carefully, then did the 

same with Jimmy the cameraman and the car.  We showed them that we 

didn’t have the missing radio. 

The next day, the guerillas returned. "My commander said that you took the 

radio and that they'll shoot him for it," they told me. I let them search 

everything again. 

On the third day, I was ready to leave, but the driver was nervous. “No! I 

don’t want to go by that checkpoint again,” he said. He sought an alternate 

route, arguing that we’d be in imminent danger if we returned the same way 

we’d come. 
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I convinced him that we should go the same way, as it would look very 

suspicious if we left a different way than we’d come, perhaps leading them 

to believe we had indeed stolen the FARC’s communications radio. 

And so, we returned to the checkpoint. The head was surprised to see us, 

but I got out of the car and approached him. “I decided to stop by to 

resolve the issue we have. I’ve come to look you in the eyes and tell you 

that I didn’t take your communications radio,” I said. The man looked at 

me and started to reconstruct the impromptu photo shoot. We concluded 

that he had put the radio on top of the car in the dark, and when the car 

started, the radio fell and almost certainly rolled to the side of the road.  

The young guerillas the cameraman, the driver and I all agreed to look for 

the lost radio in the ditches by the side of the road. For a moment, I 

stopped to think on how paradoxical life can be. Here I was, trying to prove 

my innocence while at the same time trying to save the life of a man who 

had threatened me. 

After a long search, the lost radio appeared.  

Being close to those young guerillas had given me a chance to think about 

their futures and their families. In 2012, there were 3,800 children who had 

been forcibly recruited by the FARC, and the group of 15 that I met was 

proof of the reality behind that statistic. I now knew that those kids had not 

lost their childlike natures despite having learned to fire a gun and living 

next door to death. 
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Chapter 11 

THEY GOT AWAY IN A TAXI 

In remote San Jose del Guaviare, the army hunted for a dangerous 

terrorist known as Urias Cuellar. While soldiers pursued the FARC in the 

plains, we journalists had permission to cover their operations, waiting 

eagerly in a military garrison for the official report and incident details. 

It was on this trip that I met Jineth Bedoya Lima, one of the most 

courageous journalists in the world. Disciplined and discreet, Jineth always 

listened carefully to everything the people around her said, and in the 

afternoons, she would isolate herself in a small tin hut called a cambuche to 

write in her travel diary. Years later, that little journal would form an 

integral part of many of her books.  

Today, Jineth is a dear friend and colleague who has been internationally 

recognized as a wonderful writer and journalist. She is the deputy director 

of El Tiempo, a major Colombian newspaper, and has become a global 

activist against sexual violence after her abduction, torture and rape at the 

hands of a paramilitary group. 

One morning while Jineth, our colleagues and I were waiting on the latest 

news of the military operations, I went out onto the garrison’s premises to 

find a bathroom when I happened to come across the door of the office 

that held all the secret military intelligence. I was passing by when I heard a 

radio operator give the coordinates of a battle between the army and the 

FARC. I committed the coordinates to memory, then quickly went to get 

my cameraman, Luis Eduardo Franco. I approached him discreetly, 
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murmuring, “Don’t say anything. We leave in 15 minutes. We have work to 

do.” 

Franco and I hurried out of the garrison. “Where are we going?” Franco 

asked, and I told him, “The truth is, I can assure you there will be action. 

Better to walk quickly before someone sees us and takes our scoop! We 

should look for a car to take us.” 

Suddenly, we saw a shimmer on the road – a taxi was approaching! It felt 

like a miracle to see an unoccupied taxi in the lonely, 100-degree heat. 

When we got in, I asked the driver to please take us to Puerto Arturo. The 

man turned to me with surprise. “Ma’am, I can’t take you there! It’s an 

extremely dangerous place!” he exclaimed. But we insisted, and he 

eventually, if dubiously, accepted the $60 (roughly 150,000 Colombian 

pesos) that I offered him for the ride. 

When we got close to the battle, we found a checkpoint as several cars 

seemed to be passing through before crossing a bridge above the Guaviare 

River. The driver waited in his car while Franco and I got out of the taxi, 

worried, because there was no movement in the cars ahead. Suddenly I 

heard the crunch of gravel, coming from what sounded like dozens of pairs 

of boots. I bent down to look under the cars and saw people dressed in 

camouflage and rubber boots. It was the FARC! 

They found us. "Who are you? What are you doing here? They’re spies!” 

someone shouted. When we heard that, Franco and I immediately pulled 

out our identification cards, proving we were journalists. 

While I was persuading the guerillas to leave us to our work, Franco, who 

was my favorite cameraman for his courage and audacity, turned on his 

camera and began to swing it from side to side, like a pendulum, trying to 
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get footage of the FARC without them realizing. When they let their guard 

down and accepted our presence in the area, we walked to the bridge.  

We were looking for good pictures, movement, helicopters, anything! We 

needed action. We were there to do everything we could to find it. Suddenly 

we saw some men dressed in civilian clothing carrying big black plastic 

bags. We didn’t know what they were filled with; maybe weapons, maybe 

cocaine, or maybe something else entirely. When they saw us, they 

immediately began cursing and screaming at us. “Let’s go, this is 

dangerous,” I told Franco, and we quickly left the bridge. 

When we ran back to find the driver who had brought us there, we saw the 

guerillas had already taken him. They’d kidnapped the driver, our driver, 

and we had to escape before they caught us as well. 

We couldn’t confirm the information, but they probably abducted the 

driver to move weapons, explosives and/or wounded guerillas; we didn’t 

hear anything about him for a number of days. I was very, very worried 

about his fate, we went into the nearby town on numerous occasions, 

asking other drivers and restaurant employees if they’d seen him. Although 

we tried to find out what had happened, it was a waste – nobody knew 

anything except for Franco and I, because we were the only witnesses. 

Finally, some days later, we learned that the FARC had released him and 

he'd returned safe and sound. We went to find him, wanting to talk to him 

and make sure he was alright, but he didn’t want to talk. The guerillas had 

probably threatened him, forbidding him from talking about his experience. 

I never found out what happened to him during his time with the FARC – 

not whether he’d paid for his release, or what kind of work he’d been 

forced to do. All I knew was that our driver had returned alive. 
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A few days later I met in San Jose del Guaviare with Spanish journalist 

Salud Hernandez-Mora, who had come to the area looking for stories for a 

European newspaper. Of course, I told her what had happened to us. “So, 

the FARC attacked, fought, kidnapped and everything else under the sun, 

then took a taxi?” she asked in her thick Spaniard accent. Then she laughed. 
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Chapter 12 

THAT’S HOW THE FARC WERE BORN 

When we reached the battlefield, we saw a humble school. In its 

yard, bodies were sprawled over the ground, covered in white blankets. 

They were the bodies of Franklin and the guerillas who had accompanied 

him. The military, meanwhile, went up and down the lines, checking the 

aliases of the FARC fighters in an attempt to identify them all. 

Back then, I had never seen a dead guerilla. I don't think I'd seen a single 

person who had died a violent death. I spent a long time in front of those 

anonymous corpses, the white blankets rising and falling in the light breeze 

that came down off the mountain. I didn’t want to look at how the bodies 

had been left, not wanting to burn that image into my mind. It was very 

cold there – it was the chill of death and the icy loneliness of those who had 

died so miserably.  

As I watched everything going on, a helicopter identical to those the U.S. 

used in the Vietnam War landed at the site. It was time to leave, and the 

army was offering to take us back to Bogota.  

When I got into the helicopter, I immediately noticed several black bags. 

They were in the middle of the floor and I had to jump over them to sit. 

While I was avoiding stepping on them I realized they were the bodies of 

FARC fighters, lined up one by one. I flew back to Bogota in that 

helicopter with my legs drawn up to my chest, because the dead were laying 

at my feet. 
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Franklin’s real name was Jaime Nael Lombana.  He died on February 1999 

in combat with the army. He was a significant target because he was 

commander of the 54th Front and a key fighter in the FARC organization.  

At that time, Franklin and Miller Perdomo were responsible for executing 

FARC’s strategy to siege Bogota, the Capital of Colombia.  They were 

responsible for a brutal wave of kidnappings and extortions in 

Cundinamarca Region, as well as several attacks on villages near Bogota. 

They focused on creating panic and terror in the population, thus 

weakening the credibility of the police and making the FARC’s arrival to the 

capital loom closer each day. Franklin was one of the first senior members 

of FARC leadership who was killed employing a new war strategy 

implemented by the government and known as “Plan Colombia”.  With this 

blow, the army won a major battle against the FARC.   

The FARC seed was sown in a more innocent and idealistic way in 1936, 

when a group of nonconformist peasants created the first group that 

rejected the Land Distribution Law. In 1948 after the murder of the 

presidential candidate Jorge Eliecer Gaitan, some political movements by 

less organized rebels, created “Popular Self-defense Groups” that later 

would become known as guerrillas or the FARC.  

In the early years of FARC history, there were two loosely formed groups; a 

liberal guerilla group and a communist guerilla group. The first commander 

of the liberal guerrilla group was Jacobo Prias Alape Aka “Charro Negro” 

who created his group at Ataco village located in the state of Tolima. 

Meanwhile, Isauro Yosa Aka “Lister” led a self-defense communist group 

at Irco village, where the town of Chaparral is located. In the beginning, 

both organizations tried to complement each other in the fight against the 

government. Isauro started a march toward a ranch called “El Davis”. It 
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was here that Isauro established a headquarters with liberal and communist 

detachments, but soon ideological differences started to emerge. At the end 

of the 40’s at “El Davis” ranch, 300 guerillas, 4 units with 75 men were 

training to create the Sucre Command. 

In the beginning, the communist guerrillas had a political, economic and 

social agenda. While the liberal guerrillas wished to take revenge on 

everything related to the conservative government led by Mariano Ospina 

Perez and Laureano Gomez. At that time a cruel civil war between 

Conservatives and Liberals erupted. Famous and dangerous bandits like 

Black Blood, Desquite, Sparks, General Mariachi, Tarzan, Captain 

Venganza and Efraín Gonzalez, were confused how to deal with the 

newborn guerrillas.         

After a successful military coup led by General Gustavo Rojas Pinilla on 

June 13, 1953, his government managed to demobilize the guerrillas by 

granting pardon and amnesty by decree 2184. Rojas Pinilla created a peace 

committee where General Duarte Blum, his protégé, managed to 

demobilize the liberal guerrillas of "Guadalupe Salcedo" in the Eastern 

Plains. Rafael Rangel, leader of the guerilla group in Barrancabermeja 

demobilized, as well as "Captain Franco" guerilla leader in Urrao Antioquia.  

Meanwhile Juan de la Cruz Varela, guerilla leader in the Sumapaz did not 

surrender. 

Although the guerrillas were deactivating, a group of 30 individuals, 26 men 

and 4 women, who were still armed did not accept this pact, instead they 

marched towards the state of Cauca located close to the border with 

Ecuador. Among the defectors were Jacobo Prias Alape Aka "Charro 

Negro", Pedro Antonio Marín Aka “Manuel Marulanda Vélez” or 

"TiroFijo", Isaías Pardo and Jaime Guaraca. Apparently, the mistake made 
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by the political class of the time, was to think that the guerrillas would end 

on their own. 

In 1954, the guerilla defectors grouped and armed peasants in the region of 

La Colonia, located in the village of Villa Rica Tolima. When the authorities 

learned about what was happening they took measures to expel them from 

the area in a confrontation. The fighting lasted six months and ended with 

the capture of the guerillas leader called “Lister”. The survivors retreated in 

the state of Tolima and settled in Marquetalia and Rio Chiquito. This attack 

perpetrated by the army inspired the guerillas to reorganize again and fight 

back. 

In 1957, the dictatorship of Rojas Pinilla had already fallen, and Colombia 

started to be ruled by the National Front with Alberto Lleras Camargo as 

the new president. The National Front was a political coalition of two 

main political parties, the liberal and the conservative. They agreed to rotate 

power for a period of four presidential terms for each one.  

In 1958 the National Front offered amnesty and pardon to the peasant self-

defense groups to demobilize.  The guerrilla leaders accepted. "Charro 

Negro" bought a film projection machine and dedicated himself to 

exhibiting films in the town, while "TiroFijo" was dedicated to work as 

Head of Public Roads and Works on the road that connected the 

populations of Carmen and Gaitán, but that new direction would not last 

for long. 

In 1960 "Tirofijo", took control as commander of the southern half of the 

state of Tolima and allied with Ciro Castaño who did the same in the village 

of Rio Chiquito. In 1961, the allies self-proclaimed the "Independent 

Republic of Marquetalia". At that time, a conservative senator Alvaro 

Gomez Hurtado, denounced to congress the existence of an independent 
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republic in Tolima. In May 1964 President Guillermo Leon Valencia, with 

the support of the United States, ordered a military operation to occupy 

Marquetalia and with an unprecedented military deployment, launched the 

LASO Plan (Latin American Security Operation) with 16,000 soldiers 

commanded by the Colonel Jose Joaquín Matallana. The operation resulted 

in the guerillas withdrawing from Marquetalia. 

The FARC were born in Marquetalia on July 20, 1964. As a result of an 

assembly led by a group of Self-Defense Peasants. They formed the first 

structure with 42 men and decided to become revolutionary guerrillas. That 

area eventually became the geostrategic enclave of the nascent organization. 

From that moment, the guerrillas developed an agrarian program where it 

proposed an equitable distribution of wealth and in which the military 

principle was to deploy versatile guerrillas always ready to fight. That meant 

that the guerrillas would remain mobile and active never staying in one 

place.  That was the effective strategy that strengthened the FARC. 

In 1965, another revolutionary group was born. The Liberal Revolutionary 

Movement MRL.  This group backed the Cuban revolution and protested 

against the United States invasion of the Bay of Pigs. The group didn’t last 

so long. Shortly they divided themselves giving life to the group that we 

know today as the Ejército de Liberación Nacional or National Liberation Army 

referred to as ELN. ELN was regarded by the Colombian government and 

many countries including the United States as a terrorist group.   

In 1965 the FARC perpetrated the first attack on a population, “TiroFijo” 

and Isaías Pardo attacked Inza, located in the state of Cauca. Seven catholic 

nuns died when the guerrillas clashed in combat with the police. After the 

attack, and for the first time, the authorities offered a reward of 50,000 

pesos ($ 18 USD) for any information leading to the capture of the guerillas 
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responsible for this attack. 

“TiroFijo” recruited men of strong communist ideology for the role of 

political leaders. Jacobo Arenas was his partner in that role.  “TiroFijo” 

remained focused on building and managing military strategy and 

operations. 

In 1966 “TiroFijo” took the name of Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia FARC. The central command of the organization continued to 

mature into the late 1960's. 

At the end of the 1970s, the FARC did not oppose coca production in the 

eastern plains and the Amazon Basin. Instead, the group organized to 

regulate the drug market in areas they controlled and this gradually became 

their main financial resource. 

The FARC continuously evolved their fighting tactics.  In 1982, they again 

marked a turning point in their fighting strategies and tactics. The group 

implemented operations with well trained, small squads capable of ambush, 

and carrying out an offensive siege. The guerrilla units were organized and 

integrated with 90 men in each squad. The primary objective was to 

perpetrate “hit and run” attacks in civilian populations and military bases 

creating the highest profile damage, chaos, fear, and terror. 

In 1984 the President Belisario Betancur called for a peace talks and the 

FARC agreed a ceasefire that ended up in 1987. During the period of the 

ceasefire the FARC was able to reorganized extending territorially. At that 

time, the organization grew up from 16 to 36 fronts. In 1985 the Patriotic 

Union, a new political group was born. Members of the FARC, along with a 

large number of other leftist and communist groups, formed that political 

party of communist origin. This was a chaotic time which resulted in more 
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than 4,000 of the party’s members being assassinated. 

In the late 1990s the FARC had a national convention in the state of 

Caqueta, which was attended by all the leaders and commanders of the 

FARC.  The meeting was held in an area that the government under 

President Andres Pastrana leadership had demilitarized for peace talks. 

During the period from 1998 to 2002, the FARC took advantage of the 

time spent in peace talks to adjust and evolve their military strategies and 

tactics focused those used during the Vietnam War. With the new 

techniques, the FARC was ready to conquer territories occupied by police, 

soldiers, or paramilitary groups. When the peace talks with Pastrana ended 

in failure in 2002, the FARC had strengthened its military power, training, 

and tactics with 17,000 powerful fighters. They split the force into several 

fronts, intensifying attacks on villages and towns with pipe bombs; 

recruiting children; kidnapping of civilians, politicians, policemen and 

soldiers. The FARC also significantly expanded their business of drug 

trafficking, controlling production, and distribution of cocaine which 

further fueled their financial resources. 

In 1999, through two undercover military intelligence operations, the FARC 

lost two important men, "Franklin" commander of the 54th Front and 

"Miller Perdomo" commander of the 51st front. From that moment and in 

a successive way in this new stage of the war between the government and 

the FARC, the army captured and / or killed in combat important terrorists 

like aka Esteban, Urías Cuellar, Mocho Cesar, Marco Aurelio Buendía, 

Manguera, Hugo, Sonia and Simon Trinidad who were extradited to the 

United States.  

Between 2008 and 2011 the toughest commanders of the FARC like Jorge 

Briceño Aka “Mono Jojoy”, Luis Edgar Devia Silva Aka “Raul Reyes” and 
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Guillermo Leon Suarez Aka “Alfonso Cano”, among other leaders, were 

killed successively as a consequence of well-coordinated intelligence and 

military operations. After a long prosecution by the authorities and for 

more than 60 years, the father of the FARC Pedro Antonio Marin Aka 

“Tirofijo” died on March 26, 2008 as consequence of a cardiac arrest. 
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Chapter 13 

A MASSACRE OF INNOCENTS  

In May 2002, the FARC’s 58th front and the paramilitary forces 

fought for control over the Bojaya area located in the Choco department 

over the Pacific region, leaving the civilian population caught in the 

crossfire. In the attack, the FARC used pipe bombs indiscriminately, 

bombing the town church and killing 119 people, including 48 children who 

had taken refuge from the fighting there. Women and the elderly were 

discovered among the victims as well. All that remained after the bombing 

was a statue of Christ on the altar. 

Bojaya was an extremely poor village located on the banks of the Atrato 

River near the Pacific Ocean. Yellow water ran right into the adobe houses 

and over the wooden subfloors, which were slowly sinking into the mud. 

The people living in that grinding poverty shared a single church and small 

school. The Bojaya I have in my memory is mixed up with the misery of its 

African residents, prisoners of violence, poverty and corruption.  

I arrived in Bojaya, Choco, nearly 15 days after the slaughter, traveling in 

the company of several national and foreign journalists. By then the smell 

of death had permeated everything – a foul, penetrating odor that I still 

remember 13 years later. It was the smell of dried blood combined with the 

heat and humidity of the jungle, a smell that clung to the windless place 

where jungle met river. 

After learning about that massacre, the worst civilian massacre in 

Colombian history, Norbey Hernandez the cameraman and I went to 
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Quibdo, the capital of Choco State. We stayed there for two weeks, 

recording the stories of the families who, terrified of the violence, had 

abandoned everything to save their lives. Hundreds of them had come to 

Quibdo on rafts and in canoes after days of navigating the rushing Atrato 

River. We witnessed the exodus of the dispossessed, those with no future, 

left without hope.  

Once the refugees arrived in Quibdo, they found the city had no refugee 

camp. Even though the Red Cross, the government and other international 

organizations were providing assistance, it was not enough. Those days the 

exodus grew and shrank in turns since hunger often forced the refugees to 

move again, this time to Cali or Medellin, major Colombian cities where 

they had only inescapable poverty to look forward to. 

It had been nearly a month since the massacre when flyers announcing a 

religious "ceremony" at the riverbank in memory of the victims began to 

circulate. After discussing the merits of covering the event with Salud 

Hernandez-Mora, a Spanish journalist who was a correspondent for El 

Mundo Newspaper, we agreed to go together. It was, according to the 

villagers, a ceremony to free the victims and their spirits. 

As night fell, the community gathered on the bank around a campfire, 

drums beating while the restless and anxious people waited for the 

ceremony’s leader to arrive. Finally he came, tall, dark and somewhere in his 

60s. He immediately began reciting strange incantations.  

They laid a monicongo, a giant doll 7 feet tall, shaped like a human and stuffed 

full of straw out on the sand, surrounding it with candles. The man looked 

at the doll and announced that for the ceremony it represented the FARC. 

He began to perform all kinds of prayers and chilling curses, walking in 

circles while he spoke his eloquent incantations. That man was a true 
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grandmaster of witchcraft from Choco, and we had gone thinking we 

would be watching a mass. 

Salud and I looked at one another, puzzled but waited to see what would 

happen next. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore. “Salud, this ceremony is 

scaring me, I need to leave,” I said. I left right afterward. Salud, like a good 

European skeptic, stayed until the end, fascinated by the unusual ceremony 

and certainly gaining valuable insight into the culture of the community. I, 

on the other hand, ran back to the hotel, hoping to stay far away from the 

strange energies I’d felt while they had called out their prayers. 

I returned to Bojaya a year after the tragedy with some government officials 

who were interested in demonstrating how the town had been rebuilt in just 

12 months. We traveled along the Atrato River. On the boat, we met the 

Bishop of Quibdo. Overcoming my anxiety, I went up and told the Bishop 

the story of what had happened a year ago at the voodoo ceremony. When 

I finished, he looked at me. “Well, I want to tell you, the group who 

committed those atrocities is almost all dead,” he said. “How?” I asked. 

“The jungle is swallowing them up,” he replied. “Black magic is 

mysteriously killing those men.”  
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Chapter 14 

THE MYSTERY OF THE SUITCASE 

In one of the guerrilla attacks on the plains, they blew up the 

transmission tower that provided electricity to the city of Villavicencio 

located two hours south from Bogota. 

My team from Hora Zero Newscast and I arrived at the site of the attack to 

document what had happened. On an isolated stretch of road, we found the 

tower toppled to the ground. The FARC had caused an obvious problem 

for the community by cutting off their electricity. 

As we were driving back down, we saw a farmer come out of a very humble  

house and approach the dusty road. The man was about 45 years old, dark-

skinned and of medium height. In his hand, he was carrying a suitcase. 

The man put his hand on our car, forcing us to stop. After the driver had 

stopped, I rolled down my window and greeted the man. 

It was 5:30 in the evening, so it was getting dark. “Where are you guys 

going?” the man asked me. “We’re headed to Villavicencio. Do you need a 

ride?” I asked. The farmer initially said yes, then changed his mind, 

surprising us by handing over the suitcase. “Actually, could you guys do me 

a favor? This briefcase is headed to a friend of mine at an estate at the end 

of the road. Could you drop it off?” he asked. We were all surprised at the 

farmer’s request. One of my colleagues refused outright, while the other 

looked at me to say “Be careful,” but in the end, we decided to help the 

man since he seemed to be harmless. 
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The place he told us to meet his friend was the intersection of a rural road 

and the main highway that connected to Villavicencio. He was giving us the 

instructions when he added, “When you get to the intersection, you’ll see an 

estate. Would you please leave the suitcase there?” We asked him who we 

were leaving it for, but he just replied by saying that a friend would be there 

to pick it up. He didn’t give us a name, however, nor a physical description. 

Since we were in a hurry to get going by then, we just told the farmer we 

would do him this favor.  

The cameraman, driver and I drove quietly for about 10 seconds until the 

questions burst forth. “What if the case has explosives? We could die!” 

“What if it’s full of cocaine and the army takes us down? Fuck!” “He must 

have been a guerilla! What if he killed someone, and we’re carrying a 

dismembered part of their body in there?” Then a silence fell over the car. 

All we could hear was the sound of the motor. 

Suddenly, I let out a scream of terror and asked the driver to stop, wherever 

we were. I leapt out of the car, suitcase in hand, looking for a place to 

abandon it. 

After we left the suitcase by the side of the road, somewhere where it 

couldn't endanger anyone, we drove straight to the estate the mysterious 

man had told us about. We realized it was a restaurant, frequented mostly 

by police and members of the military. I told a policeman who was getting 

into his vehicle outside the restaurant about the suitcase. 

We then left the area quickly, trying to get as far away from the suitcase as 

possible. 

While we were driving, we started to notice several army personnel 

hurriedly approaching the area. Two or three hours later, an army press 
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release circulated saying, “A strange case has been found abandoned on the 

highway on the outskirts of Villavicencio. Anti-explosives personnel are on 

the scene to examine its contents.” After that, we didn’t hear anything 

more. We never found out what was in that suitcase. 
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Chapter 15 

WHO’S THE VENEZUELAN KILLER?  

One afternoon on April 2001, while I was preparing a story in the 

newsroom, I received a call. On the other end of the line was a strange man 

who called himself Hector Javier Vivas. He said he was a Venezuelan 

national, and that he wanted to report a kidnapping. 

According to his report, he was in Colombia working as a dealer of parts 

for vehicles when he was victim of a kidnapping by a paramilitary group in 

the Eastern plains. What he was saying was particularly serious because 

during his abduction he claimed that he witnessed the abductors also 

involved in drug trafficking transactions. 

Vivas said he had obtained his release, thanks to the payment of 50.000 

dollars cash, and had spent several weeks trying to share his story with the 

press because, according to him, he wouldn’t have any guarantees if he 

reported it to the authorities. 

After the call, we agreed on an appointment at the news facilities so I could 

take a detailed account. My broadcast manager told me to do the interview 

and agreed to investigate the case, as we still didn’t know if what Vivas told 

us was true. 

He came to the meeting and provided a copy of the formal complaint he 

had filed previously with the authorities. The document was explosive 

because it claimed that the paramilitaries who had kidnapped him had two 

other foreign citizens in his possession, a Canadian and an American, and 

for whom they asked for 10 million dollars. In the complaint “002” that he 
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made at the Rural Gaula of Meta, said that in the farm where he was 

kidnapped, he had seen a truck with 3,200 pounds of cocaine that arrived 

during the kidnapping. In addition he said that he had been living in 

Colombia for a year after having been arrested in Venezuela and served five 

years in prison for narcotics trafficking.  

I did the interview in Vivas’ home a couple of days after our initial meeting 

at the news station. The man and his pregnant wife were living temporarily 

in a house located in a middle-class neighborhood of Bogota. As soon as I 

arrived there, I could see that they had fairly limited means; it was easy to 

tell that they were really struggling. 

I remember that they didn’t have any furniture or appliances, only a small 

dining area. Vivas told me he had had to pawn everything he owned to 

survive with his family after his kidnapping. 

I was drawn into his story, as I felt a mixture of pity and empathy for this 

couple. After the interview, I stayed in close touch. Hector would call me 

almost every day to tell me about his wife’s pregnancy or their money 

problems. 

When I pitched my interview material to the station, my shift manager 

refused to publish it, saying it would put Hector’s life at risk. Hector's 

remarks were direct and explosive because he really wanted to take the case 

to the U.S. government. According to him, there were no guarantees if we 

took it to the Colombian authorities. So in the end, the interview was never 

published! 

One night, I was resting at home when my cellphone rang five or six times. 

It was Hector, but I was exhausted from a long journey and I didn’t want to 

answer it. I decided to call him back the next day, then put it out of my 
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mind and went to sleep. 

Early next morning, I was just coming into Bogota when I got a phone call 

from the news station informing me of a riot that had occurred at La 

Modelo prison last night, killing a number of people. 

I was told to go to the forensics lab, where they had brought the bodies of 

the victims to learn their names and what had happened to them, as well as 

interview their families. 

When I got there, it was full of people, most of whom were relatives of the 

victims. I was trying to reach the person in charge of forensics when 

suddenly a blond, pregnant woman rushed to me. “They killed him last 

night. They killed Hector,” she sobbed, embracing me.  

I felt numb. Hector had nothing to do with the Modelo Prison or with the 

riot that had occurred. It was a macabre coincidence, Hector dying the 

night of the riot but somewhere totally different. I had not answered his call 

and he had gone to that place to meet with a stranger. Now I was being met 

with news of his death. 

According to the investigator’s report, Hector Vivas was meeting a man 

who had promised to help him. The meeting was at 8 p.m. in a bleak 

district of Bogota. According to a witness the killer was a tall and skinny 

man, who shot him in the back when Hector was trying to grab a cab. Vivas 

had walked right into a trap. 

In the midst of the crowd that cold Bogota morning, in all that confusion, I 

hadn’t even recognized Hector’s wife. News of his murder shocked me; it 

was hard to believe that he had called me just the night before.  

The night after his murder, I went to visit his widow. I wanted to give a 
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show of support and solidarity, as she was just days away from giving birth 

in an incredibly vulnerable position and with no savings. I spent several 

hours in her house with her, giving her some money to buy food while the 

situation in Colombia was resolved. 

Two days after his death, Hector's mother arrived in Bogota. She called me, 

crying uncontrollably as she thanked me for being perhaps the only person 

who had listened to her son. She told me that, when the prosecution 

gathered his things, all he had had on him was his wallet and my business 

card with my phone number. I would have been the last person Hector had 

spoken to if I’d picked up – the call had come minutes before his death. 

Who killed Hector Vivas? 
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Chapter 16 

THE VOICES OF THE INNOCENT 

In early 2009, Colombia was shaken by the massacre of 27 Awa, an 

indigenous group, near the town of Barbacoas, Narino, by the Ecuadorian 

border. 

According to reports from the Human Rights Watch and Colombia’s own 

Governor of Narino Antonio Navarro Wolf, the FARC had conducted the 

slaughter in cold blood. They had accused the 27 Awa of collaborating with 

the army and killed them, in some cases stabbing them to death. 

This tragic event was just one of the many brutalities the Barbacoas 

community faced over the years, as the guerrilla forces plagued the civilian 

population on numerous occasions, persecuting and murdering innocent 

people they accused of collaborating with the military. 

In an attack that took place earlier in 2001, I remember how the army 

carried out Operation Tsunami in an attempt to retake control of 

Barbacoas. A large detachment of soldiers entered the village, led by 

General Jorge Enrique Mora-Rangel and Fernando Tapias. The army, acting 

on behalf of the government, had come to stay. The community had 

requested the installation of a military base in the region, seeking protection. 

The day of the operation, all the key Colombian media outlets were 

represented there. On our footage, we saw the troops enter the town, 

townspeople coming out to greet the soldiers as they came. Some people 

thanked them for coming, while others waved white flags and still more 
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shouted welcomes. It was an honest expression of the spirit and joy the 

townspeople felt. They were delighted by this event.  

But the happiness would not last long, as the army wasn’t prepared to stay 

there indefinitely. Tragedy would come with the departure of the last of the 

soldiers. But that would come later. 

Upon the army’s arrival, several journalists, myself included, conducted 

interviews with Barbacoas public officials about the public safety situation 

and the meaning of the army’s arrival. 

We filmed people saying they were happy the government had remembered 

them, and had finally sent armed troops to protect them. During the three 

hours we spent in that town, we filmed a number of interesting news stories 

that aired that same day. We featured the townsfolk and their stories in 

many of them. 

Several weeks went by before, one afternoon in Bogota, one of the heads of 

security from the news channel I worked for warned me that he had seen a 

group of people looking for me, saying they needed to speak to me 

urgently. I asked him who they were, but all he could tell me was that they 

were seven men of color who claimed to come from Barbacoas and needed 

me to meet with them. 

Although I was quite surprised by their visit, I went to meet them. Once I 

had the opportunity to speak with them, I realized they were some of the 

leaders of the town, representatives of their council. They began to talk 

about the news we had published about the retaking of Barbacoas and the 

townspeople’s words of welcome for the army. They told me the military 

had withdrawn from Barbacoas only weeks after their arrival, leaving the 

civilians at the mercy of the FARC. 
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After the last of the soldiers left, the FARC returned, killing the villagers 

who had spoken on camera, accusing them of helping the army.  

Their words knocked the breath out of me. The victims were the same 

innocent voices that we had spoken with in front of our cameras. 

We had aired that news to give the public a taste of the mood of Barbacoas. 

I felt deeply sad and profoundly guilty for the deaths of those people. They 

had been executed just for talking to the press. 

The leaders had made the long and costly journey to Bogota to beg me to 

publish a correction for the news, one that claimed the people of Barbacoas 

hadn’t wanted the army there and had demanded their withdrawal. What 

they asked for was unheard of, but they told me they were here on the 

FARC’s orders. If they did not complete the mission they’d been given, 

they were sure to be executed when they returned to their home. 

I spoke with the broadcast chief, describing the situation. We decided to 

publish a short article describing “what had really happened” rather than a 

correction, but focusing the story on the importance of guaranteeing the 

safety of the people who had come, and ensuring that those threatened 

were not silenced for good. 
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Chapter 17 

THE FARC’S BANK 

In April 2003, I was with a group of journalists at the Defense 

Ministry in Bogota, looking for news as usual, when suddenly General 

Francisco Rene Pedraza came down the stairs and announced a press 

conference. There was an uproar in the corridors as colonels, majors, 

captains and everyone else in the building poured out. We knew something 

big was coming. 

When General Pedraza began to speak, we were blown away. “147 soldiers 

of the Colombian army came together to seek hidden wealth held by the 

FARC guerrilla force, a ‘guaca’ somewhere in the jungles of Coreguaje, in the 

former demilitarized zone,” he began, going on to describe how the 

soldiers, once they had found it, had stolen it. The general had been 

charged with revealing the greatest scandal involving soldiers in military 

history. He stood before the cameras to explain the details of how, when, 

where and why. Military high command had decided to speak to the press 

before news of the scandal could be leaked in some other way. 

The whole country knew the soldiers involved belonged to an anti-guerrilla 

unit assigned to a battalion in Popayan, Cauca, also located in southern 

Colombia. My news agency ordered me to head down there to investigate 

the story, because the 147 soldiers involved in the scandal were already 

fleeing, authorities hot on their tails. 

I began my investigation in Popayan, focusing my search on establishing 

contact with soldiers who were or had been friends of the fugitives. But no 
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one would speak to me, or let slip any hint that would let me reconstruct 

what had happened. 

Everyone was afraid because the prosecutors, the army, the press and the 

police chasing the soldiers were all looking for details regarding the event. It 

was a very sensitive issue, because the soldiers involved were being accused 

of embezzlement by appropriation – a crime that carries jail time in 

Colombia. 

The method I used to find them was simple. I started approaching the 

soldiers I saw in the battalion and asking them one by one about the 

soldiers involved with the guaca. It didn’t work at first because they didn’t 

trust me, but I won their confidence in time. 

Several weeks passed, and some of them began to drop hints that helped 

me figure out who was close to those involved in the case. I told them I 

would do a completely discreet interview, guaranteeing confidentiality to 

protect their identities if they would tell me what they knew. 

I filmed my coverage in that place, pieces airing 3 or 4 times each day to 

give the details of the persecution of the soldiers. It was a story of mixed 

comedy and tragedy, because when the soldiers returned to Popayan with 

all that money, they spent it all on prostitutes, electronics, spas, beauty 

treatments and clothes. It was easy to tell that something was up, because a 

soldier’s salary was less than $300 a month at the time, and they started 

paying for taxis and fancy meals with $100 bills instead of in pesos, the local 

currency. The soldiers couldn’t hide the influx of wealth – it was obvious 

when they began leaving big tips for taxi drivers, waiters, manicurists, 

masseuses, prostitutes and anyone else who gave them a service. 

Their behavior caused a huge influx of dollars for a small city with less than 
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350,000 inhabitants. Gossip spread like wildfire, with people whispering in 

the streets that the soldiers had become overnight millionaires, and that 

something strange was happening. Those rumors reached the ears of 

military high command. 

Military command’s suspicions were first roused when an incident involving 

a grenade occurred on a transport aircraft with soldiers who were just 

coming back from the Coreguaje jungle with backpacks full of money. 

One solider threatened to blow up the plane with a fragmentation grenade 

because he was found to have hidden wads of money in his backpack. The 

soldier was secured once the aircraft touched down, and was then taken 

into medical supervision. They declared him drugged to smooth over the 

situation.  

The first thing the soldiers did when they returned to the battalion was 

leave the service. Tired of being in the army, they left it to buy luxury cars 

and other goods. When they returned to the base to visit their former team 

members, however, the other soldiers had questions. “Where did you get 

enough money to buy those luxury vehicles and expensive new clothes? 

Where did you get the money to buy the prostitutes of Popayan for a whole 

week for private parties?”  

Since the situation lasted for a couple of weeks, commanders started to hear 

about it and their alarm bells started to go off. While I was reconstructing 

the story with the information I’d heard, I got a call on my cellphone. It was 

a young man who said he would be willing to tell me what had happened in 

the jungle, which he could do because he was one of the fugitives. He said 

he would give me an interview, but he had several conditions first. 

We would have to meet in a little-known part of Bogota at a precise time. 
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He also threatened me, telling me that if I arrived with anyone – the army, 

police or prosecution – I would be held responsible and would pay for it. I 

accepted his terms, and we agreed on an appointment at the location he’d 

mentioned. 

During our first meeting, we discussed the details of the situation. There 

was no interview that time; it was just to meet and, I think, for him to see if 

I was trustworthy. Afterward, we agreed to do the video interview over the 

weekend. 

I returned to the agreed-upon location with my cameraman Rodrigo Pineres 

that weekend to do the interview in a place no one would have ever guessed 

the soldier was hiding. The interview lasted a couple of hours, in which he 

told us everything. 

He gave us details on how the guaca had been found, what he had spent his 

share on in the past days, who his companions were, and even about the 

affair he’d had with one of them – another fugitive. 

To summarize, the soldier and his lover had hidden the money together, 

but his partner had betrayed him. During the time when military command 

was searching for them, he took all the money from where it had been 

hidden in the creek, fleeing without a trace. 

There were many details in his story. After I finished my interview with 

him, I contacted Quintero Editores, a publishing house associated with Oveja 

Negra publishing in Bogota, and they offered to let me write a book in 

collaboration with Juan Carlos Giraldo, a legal affairs reporter at RCN. Juan 

Carlos was already a renowned writer, known as one of the best journalists 

in Colombia. I was truly honored to have the opportunity to work with him 

on such an important project. 
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Juan Carlos and I took on the task of writing the book. I had the source, 

story and information and he had the writing experience. I’m grateful to 

Juan Carlos for everything he taught me; it wouldn’t have been possible to 

do such a huge project without his help. I don’t know why the editor only 

credited me on the book when it had really been co-authored by Juan 

Carlos. The publisher said it was because I had done the interview with the 

soldier, but really, Juan Carlos made a lot of crucial contributions. 

After the book was released, it became a best-seller. There was a whole 

second book I could have written about how the project came along, as 

during the writing process my source continued to meet with us to give us 

still more details despite being chased by the authorities. 

It was a story that made the news every week, since there were still soldiers 

surfacing with the stolen money. Some were arrested, and others were 

persecuted by the FARC, the paramilitary groups and common criminals.  

The last time I heard from my source was right after the scandal had 

broken. He had decided to return to the jungles of Coreguaje. I remember 

having coffee with him that day, when he showed me a yellowed paper with 

the coordinates of where they had buried the money. He told me there had 

been much more buried there, and he was determined to get some for 

himself. He even invited me to go with him! But I turned him down. I 

didn’t want to know any details about the locations of those caches, because 

the more I knew, the more danger I was in. 

In Colombia, a controversy began regarding whether or not what the 

soldiers had done was a crime, because the money hadn’t belonged to 

anyone. It wasn’t the governments and it certainly wasn’t the FARC’s. The 

stacks of bills seemed to be the result of drug trafficking, extortion and 

kidnapping; it was dirty, bloody, cursed money. 
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Once they found it, the soldiers decided to distribute the money among 

themselves, and that was their crime. Since the discovery occurred while 

engaged in a military operation ordered by their superiors, they were 

obligated to report the find. It was from this that all their other problems 

sprung. 

Something striking is the similarity between this story and a military unit 

known as Demoledor, which found a FARC underground bank, or guaca, as 

Colombians call hidden treasure troves like those people sometimes find in 

native tombs. The soldiers had come to that place on a secret mission. 

The guerillas had kidnapped three American contractors, Tom Howes. 

Marc Gonsalves and Keith Stansell. The victims had been flying over the 

forest when their plane was shot down by the FARC. The guerillas killed 

one crew member but kidnapped the three foreigners, holding them in the 

Colombian jungles for 1,967 days – more than five years. 

The Americans were finally rescued in a dramatic operation on July 2, 2008, 

when they were freed alongside former presidential candidate Ingrid 

Betancur – also a victim of long captivity, and who was kidnapped when 

she was a presidential candidate. 

In 2003, the "Demoledor" unit of the Colombian army had been given the 

mission of rescuing the Americans from a dangerous area known to be a 

FARC sanctuary. Every detail of this story can be found in the book La 

Guaca de las FARC: Yo la encontré (The FARC Guaca: What I Found), 

published in October 2003. 

Upon entering the Coreguaje area, the soldiers discovered a several-

kilometer minefield when a sergeant was wounded by one of the old mines. 

As soon as he realized they were in a minefield, the sergeant ordered an 
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evacuation, later telling his soldiers to undertake a careful survey of the 

entire area. 

As the mines in the area were suspected to be quite large, soldiers without 

explosives expertise were ordered to support those that were by looking for 

explosives using long branches taken from trees. Soldiers took thin, leafless 

branches and used them to touch the ground to determine whether a mine 

had been buried there. It was a suicidal task, as the objects they were most 

likely to find were, without a doubt, anti-personnel mines. 

During the survey, one of the soldiers hit something hard under the earth – 

something that made a banging sound. The soldier proceeded to figure out 

the diameter of the object in question, and found it to be so large that he 

would almost certainly die in the explosion. When he approached it to 

begin to carefully remove the dirt, he told his friends to say away, not 

wanting them to die with him should it explode. The soldier believed he 

was risking his life, but to his surprise, he found the top of a blue plastic bin 

covered with adhesive lime and white powder. 

When he uncovered the pail, there was a strong smell of insecticide. At first, 

he thought the white powder was cocaine, but when he began to remove 

the lime from the bin, he found a number of plastic bags. His squad mates 

came over, grabbing the plastic bags and looking inside to see, much to 

their surprise, wads of Colombian pesos in bills of different denominations. 

After the first bags, they began to find wads of U.S. bills as well. It was an 

incalculable amount of money. 

Though they intended to hide the discovery from most of their squad, the 

soldiers slowly leaked the information and had to begin to share their 

treasure. At some point, thanks to one observant soldier, they discovered 

that many trees in the area had marks on the trunks, each one 
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corresponding to another bin of money buried beside it. It was like a golden 

road, one tree leading to another bin, and another, and another, each one 

containing thousands and thousands of dollars. 

They found so much money that there is still a controversy surrounding it, 

as the precise amount of the cache was never discovered. 

According to the story I got from the soldier I spoke with, they found some 

$150 million in cash, but according to other versions from soldiers and 

books, it was 40 billion pesos. There has never been an exact figure, since 

no one knows how much was in the bins. 

What we do know is that the soldiers who participated in this operation got 

rid of most of the things they had brought with them so they could carry 

back their find, abandoning basic jungle survival tools, personal items, food, 

supplies of all kinds, everything; they emptied the packs they had been 

given so they could fill them with money. At that time, their ambitions of 

wealth were more important than the tools that would help them survive. 

When the soldiers of Demoledor tried to leave the jungle with their 

backpacks full of money, they found the helicopters could not locate them 

in the middle of the overgrowth, so the soldiers began to burn the least 

valuable Colombian peso bills they had. 

The power of money began to cause issues among the soldiers, including 

disciplinary concerns. One man known as the rancher, who usually cooked 

for all the men, asked them one morning, “And when have you seen a cook 

who was a millionaire?” After that, they began to offer huge sums of money 

to see who would cook. That was when they began behaving more 

erratically, hiding their money or making bonfires with the bills. The things 

they did were totally implausible and absurd, but true. 
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After this adventure, there was a long trial held involving the 147 soldiers 

and their superiors. During this process, some returned the money, others 

surrendered to the authorities and some escaped. There were even deaths 

among them for breaking the pact of secrecy they had made. 

The FARC made it a military objective to recover the wealth, chasing the 

soldiers who, at the same time, were also being hunted by the army, the 

police, prosecutors, paramilitary groups and criminal gangs, all of whom 

believed them to be millionaires. 

The trial for the 90 Demoledor soldiers they could catch lasted for about 10 

years. I never really found out what the final ruling was. There was a movie 

made on the subject, as well as a television series and a number of books, 

but the stories never ended with an official discovery of the guaca in 

Coreguaje. The soldier I interviewed decided to return to the Coreguaje 

sector on his own several months after the book was finished. He went 

back there and disappeared into the jungles forever. 
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Chapter 18 

AN ADVENTURE IN ECUADOR 

Sucumbíos is the Ecuadorian region closest to Colombia. Over 

time, it became clear that the FARC had set up camps in Ecuador and was 

launching attacks against Colombian security forces from there. 

In 1998, my team and I were near the border working on a story about the 

public safety situation there. Accompanied by a foreign journalist, a driver 

and a cameraman, we rented a jeep and started our journey to Puerto Asis, 

Putumayo, which was near Ecuador. The idea was that we would cross the 

bridge over the San Miguel River to reach Sucumbios. 

After passing through FARC, paramilitary and army checkpoints, we 

reached the border. Our goal was to find evidence of the rumored FARC 

camps in northern Ecuador. 

Once in Ecuador, we came to an Ecuadorian police checkpoint manned by 

a group of 15 soldiers. We weren’t required to even present our passports – 

the police simply allowed people to pass at their discretion. 

I presented my Colombian ID, and the rest of the members of my team 

presented their documents as well. We had continued down the unpaved 

road for about 15 minutes when we saw two police jeeps come chasing 

after us. We thought they were private cars, but the jeeps soon stopped us 

on the road. 

A number of uniformed soldiers with rifles got out of the jeeps. They took 

aim, holding us there at gunpoint. 



CAUGHT IN THE STORM OF WAR 

99 

The police ordered us to get out of our jeep with our hands up. I asked 

them what was going on, as we had left the border station just a few 

minutes ago. The soldiers told me to shut up, accusing us of being 

terrorists. They said we were members of the FARC. 

The confusion was because the jeep we were traveling in had a giant graffiti 

carp saying “FARC EP people’s army,” which had been painted on it by a 

guerilla at one of the roadblocks we had gone through. It made the 

Ecuadorians nervous; they thought we were guerillas because we were 

traveling in that jeep. 

They inspected the car, looking for weapons, cocaine, any kind of 

questionable item, but we didn’t have anything. I told the police holding us 

that we were journalists, but they didn’t quite believe it so they went over 

our cameras thoroughly, asking the cameraman to turn it on and off several 

times. They thought the camera was loaded! In the end, the police found 

nothing, but arrested us anyway, driving us to the police station in 

Sucumbios in our jeep. 

When we arrived at the station, the police locked all four of us in a cell. The 

Putumayan driver, cameraman, foreign journalist and I all looked at each 

other in silence, hoping everything would be cleared up soon. 

When one of the police approached us, I asked him to call RCN television’s 

Bogota office, giving him my card and assuring him that we were here as 

journalists and reporters who had nothing to do with the FARC. After 

several hours, the police made a few calls to verify our story, until finally 

they were sure we were telling the truth. 

The police commander was apologetic, telling us he regretted the incident 

and explaining that strange people often crossed the border from 
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Colombia, so the police were very concerned about the security situation. 

By way of apology, the commander offered to give us an interview, and we 

were able to expand on the little he’d said so far. We talked about the 

collateral damage at the border and about what was really going on. He 

elaborated on the threats posed by the paramilitary groups and FARC 

around the San Miguel river bridge, which was the only road connecting 

Colombia and Ecuador in the region. 

After our release and with the police now on our side, we began to explore 

Sucumbios. We only understood the value of this trip a long time later, 

however, as Sucumbios was a very peaceful village filled with friendly 

people at that time, and we were looking for stories of war and conflict. 

We wanted to know how all the problems we were having in Colombia 

were affecting our Ecuadorian neighbors, but incidentally wound up 

investigating something that had already grabbed my attention. Raul Reyes, 

a member of the FARC Secretariat, was in that area. There had been 

rumors about his presence since 1998, but now there was more concrete 

information. 

Nearly 10 years later, the Colombian authorities discovered that if the 

FARC had had camps in Ecuador, it was in the area my cameraman and I 

had been in a decade earlier, and was precisely where Luis Edgar Devia 

Silva, aka “Raul Reyes,” had been hiding. 

Raul Reyes died in Ecuador in an operation approved by Colombia’s 

Defense Minister at the time, Juan Manuel Santos. The operation sparked a 

diplomatic dispute between the two countries for having violated 

international territory. It was a very serious incident that required a great 

deal of diplomacy to resolve. 
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During the bombing of Raul Reyes’ camp in Ecuador, the authorities found 

several computers with a great deal of compromising information, including 

information on high-profile politicians and the relationship between the 

FARC and the Venezuelan government. All this information was key in the 

fight against terrorism. From the find sprang a court case that has already 

gone on for more than a decade, entirely focused on Raul Reyes’ 

documents. 

A decade before the operation occurred, my journalist’s intuition had taken 

me to the place he, along with the FARC camps on the Ecuadoran side of 

the border, was finally found and where eventually the bombing that killed 

him, one of the most important FARC leaders, took place.  
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Chapter 19 

THE MISSING ONES 

May 16, 1998 is the date of one of the first paramilitary massacres 

in Colombia. The paramilitary group killed 32 young people, of which only 

seven were ever found. The other 25 remained missing, all because the 

paramilitary group believed the youths belonged to the FARC. 

The victims’ mothers and widows held protests in public parks and 

reported the case to the press, and the tragedy soon became international 

news. Everyone wondered what had become of the missing boys. No one 

knew if they were alive or if they had been killed along with the first seven. 

Nobody knew what had happened to them. 

At the same time these citizens vanished, the elections for regional and 

governmental officials were being held throughout the country. At the 

special request of Mauricio Vargas and Ricardo Galan, the director and 

deputy director of CM& News, the most important broadcasting system in 

Colombia at that time, I was sent to cover the elections in Barrancabermeja 

and investigate the case of the missing ones. 

Barrancabermeja, a major Colombian oil port, is located near Venezuela. 

Due to its valuable oil and proximity to the border, the city had become a 

major hot spot for urban warfare between the FARC and the AUC, who 

fought to control the slums. The same situation would later occur in the city 

of Medellin as well. 

Both sides were killing people indiscriminately to win the turf war. 
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In 1998, Barrancabermeja had one neighborhood known to be a patchwork 

of misery called Primero de Mayo. The authorities had completely lost 

control of it – any soldier or policeman seen in the area on foot would be 

shot from one house or another. There were snipers everywhere, the FARC 

having taken position in the area. When I visited the neighborhood during 

this time of instability, I felt as though I had stepped into Beirut. 

Given the difficult public safety situation, the government set up a polling 

station in the neighborhood school. People who wanted to vote would have 

to go there to do it. 

My team and I decided that we would cover the election from the most 

dangerous neighborhood because the people there were so afraid. The 

FARC had declared that no one in the area could vote there.  

The elections opened at 8 in the morning. Very few people risked the trip 

to the school to vote. I spent the whole day at the school with the electoral 

authorities, listening to occasional gunshots from the street and hearing 

people harass the police stationed outside. 

It was a very unpredictable situation. It was 4 in the afternoon when the 

polls closed, and I remember the vote counters counting the ballots quickly, 

then folding up the table as a tank drove up to the school. They all got into 

the tank and left the neighborhood. Meanwhile, my cameraman recorded 

everything as I wrote in my notebook. 

It was unbelievable, standing in front of that tank and giving my report 

while my cameraman recorded. We had to return to the city center on a 

motorcycle, since no driver would risk entering that part of the city to pick 

us up. 

After that report, I set out to learn more about the missing ones from the 
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recent attack in Barrancabermeja, taking the opportunity to interview their 

mothers. They were simple housewives dressed in humble clothes – true 

country folk. When I first met these women, I thought of my aunts and 

grandmothers. They made me think of my own origins, as many 

Colombians who lived in the cities had roots in the country, myself 

included. It was like seeing my aunt, grandmother or mother, which made 

their stories particularly moving, sad and close to my heart. 

It was the story of a boy who left home to play soccer and didn't come 

home, who went to the store to buy some eggs and never came back. They 

were shocking to hear. 

According to the international news agency Reuters, “during the 50 years of 

war, more than 30,000 people went missing at the hands of different violent 

factions. Colombian authorities have unearthed about 6,000 bodies in mass 

graves all over the country.” These painful stories are added to the 

countless mass graves found filled with the bodies of men and women who 

have been returned to their families after all these years, as well as the 

innumerable human rights violations committed by the FARC, the 

Paramilitaries and even the government. Take the case of the “False 

Positives,” for example. This was a special form of kidnapping in which 

corrupt members of the Colombian army would capture civilians, make 

them look like enemy fighters in guerrilla zones and then kill them, 

committing these atrocities so they could increase their numbers and gain 

benefits, such as raises or time off.  

These and many similar cases are examples of the immense cruelty we must 

remember, not so later generations can seek revenge, but so that these 

egregious crimes are not repeated, helping us stem the flow of tears from 

the mothers, widows and orphans of the dead.  
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Chapter 20 

JOURNALISM IN THE CROSSFIRE 

My dearest colleagues and me including Soraya Yanine, Jineth 

Bedoya- Lima, Nestor Morales, Astrid Legarda, Juan Carlos Aguiar, Claudia 

Gurisatti, Mauricio Aranguren, among many others, were targets of the 

FARC or the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (National Liberation Army, or 

ELN), while others were blacklisted by paramilitary groups. The list of 

targeted journalists is so long that it would fill this book!  Their accusations 

ranged from espionage to being supporters of one of the armed groups, the 

military or the government, depending on who was doing the accusing. 

There were many red flags that threatened our security as reporters.  The 

situation obviously affected our career growth, since some of us had to 

leave the country to protect our lives, while others stayed, remaining in 

Colombia under the protection of bodyguards and armored cars.  

All the threats levied at war reporters and opinion reporters dealt the 

journalistic field in Colombia a fatal blow, as some of my generation’s 

professionals were forced to abandon their posts, leave the country or 

change focus. We were the last generation to experience front-line war 

journalism in Colombia. 

In my personal experience, from mid-2003 members of the FARC 

leadership intensified their threats on my life. I received several messages 

from “Mono Jojoy” and “Raul Reyes” warning me never to return to the 

zones of war unless I wanted to lose my life.  Military intelligence knew of 

the threats thanks to intercepted communications from members of the 

FARC southern block. I know this firsthand, because it was a General who 
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first warned me of them. 

When I shared news at work of the threats against me, one of the first 

people I spoke with was my boss (who was also a target for threats). I’ll 

never forget her answer. “You knew very well how dangerous it was to be a 

journalist,” Clara Elvira said. “You knew full well.” When I heard her 

response, I understood that I was completely alone in this. I couldn’t count 

on her support, despite the years I’d spent risking my life while working for 

her. 

I sought help elsewhere, which was when I met Alvaro Uribe Velez, the 

former president of the Republic of Colombia. With him and Jaime 

Bermudez, a senior government official, I had a very different experience 

when I shared news of the threats against my life. With their support, I 

could leave Colombia and begin my long road to a peaceful life. 

During Colombian President Andres Pastrana's administration, the security 

forces were engaged in peace talks (1998 to 2002) that eventually ended in 

failure and crisis. From 2002 to 2010, the government’s position against the 

FARC changed radically, weakening warring groups through military 

strategy, forcing paramilitary groups to begin a demobilization process and 

weakening the FARC’s guerrilla groups to the point that the military was 

able to kill a number of the most important FARC leaders, including Luis 

Edgar Devia Silva, aka “Raul Reyes,” Jorge Briceno Suarez, aka “El Mono 

Jojoy,” Manuel de Jesus Munoz Ortiz, aka “Ivan Rios,” and Guillermo 

Leon Saenz Vargas, aka “Alfonso Cano.” 

With Juan Manuel Santos’ ascension to the presidency, everyone believed 

the tough strategy would continue, as he had been the Minister of Defense 

during Colombian President Alvaro Uribe Velez’s administration. However, 

in a controversial political turn, Santos decided to open peace talks with the 
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FARC and enter a series of dialogues with the ELN. 

The peace process went on for four years in Havana, Cuba and culminated 

in a plebiscite in which civil society rejected by a slight majority vote against 

the peace agreement. However, the talks continued and the whole country 

actively participated in the discussions, seeking to balance the positions and 

give the country the opportunity to live in peace. 

 A committee of high level politicians, diplomats and ex-military personnel 

led by former vice president Humberto de la Calle Lombana held the 

dialogues under international oversight from the United Nations and the 

international community.  

The dialogues generated a positive image of the role of President Santos to 

the point that the Swedish academy awarded him the Nobel Peace Prize 

without the full implementation of the treaty. However, these actions of 

both the government and the living forces of the nation have led to the 

generation of a positive idea about the future of Colombia before all the 

countries of the world. 

I arrived in New York City in 2004 for my first assignment with the 

Colombian Consulate.  After 10 years of working in the diplomatic world as 

a Consul of Colombia, I had the opportunity to see the conflict from far 

enough away to let me objectively analyze the details of the experience.  

Given the ongoing changes in security policy and the ways the peace 

process and issues or problems with violence and drug trafficking are 

managed, I developed a new awareness that allowed me to take myself out 

of the equation as a direct participant, becoming just a public journalist 

covering the conflict.  I could reflect and review my country’s recent history 

like a chapter in a book that allows us to remember the murdered 

journalists, the innocent victims, the children who lost their opportunities 
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for a childhood to a senseless war and the missing ones, all with the respect 

and weight that society owes to its individual citizens. 

My time in the diplomatic world has allowed me to hear peoples’ stories 

firsthand, giving me the opportunity to listen to those who come to the 

United States to escape the violence in my country, fleeing threats and 

looking for an opportunity to live.  

So, I was no longer facing the physical realities of war as I had in the distant 

jungles, but rather the consequences of that war in a faraway urban 

sanctuary. Widows and orphans who came every day, not knowing where to 

go, with financial problems, documentation, health. Men who just wanted 

to rebuild their lives after being victimized – or perpetrated by those crimes. 

All these social problems cross every border, heedless of race, social status 

or family, becoming a part of the global responsibility all nations have as we 

share so many of the problems the exodus from Colombia has created. 

Drug trafficking, for example, is a global problem with 315 million users, 

according to the 2013 report submitted by the United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime. This is undoubtedly one of the underlying reasons for 

global turmoil driven by greed for dirty money and evil power. 

In every part of the world, major cities in developed countries are paying 

the price for the pain, abandonment, loneliness and death of innocent 

victims. How many people who use cocaine ask themselves how many 

people died for each gram they consume? How much pain and misery it has 

caused in its journey? How many thousands of acres of the Amazon were 

deforested for it? How many farmers were killed on its dark path? 

Those who consume drugs, those who produce them, distribute them, 

benefit from the business, those who conceal the crime, the dirty politicians 
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who allow these problems to grow, the judges for sale, the corrupt police 

officers and all the others involved in this chain of death are responsible for 

this cancer that has permeated society in Europe, Asia, the U.S. and many 

other countries around the world, leaving a trail of suffering and destroyed 

lives.  

Even after having lived as a journalist in my hometown and being part of a 

conflict with no truce, after leaving my country under threat of death and 

rebuilding my life to give my family a future, I sensed that, somehow, 

though I thought I had left this story of loneliness and scarcity so many 

Colombians share behind, it had followed me. It was in the faces of the 

refugees, exiles, political refugees, widows and orphans who come to the 

United States every day, seeking support for a better life. My direct contact 

with these families is another inspiration for sharing this story. 

I had known the old notebooks I’d guarded for so many years might 

contain solace, a whisper, a key to my destiny, or be a plea for forgiveness, a 

light on the path, a memory that could enlighten. I want to give these 

forgotten people, whose stories I share in this book, a place in history. 

One day, looking out my office window at the Consulate General of 

Colombia in New York, I thought of something my husband, Rene, had 

said. I shared all the stories I encountered each day with him, and he told 

me I could write a book or make a movie about them.  As they moved him 

so, he felt the world could benefit from learning about my experience. 

The notebooks of my travels, with all their memories, had been stored in 

my house for almost 15 years. I remember it was a beautiful sunny day just 

after my breaking point experience from the auto accident when I decided 

to open them back up and decipher my notes. I didn’t know what to do 

with this story – whether I should write it out, adapt it for a film, or forget 
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about it entirely. 

But I’m a journalist.  

I decided to write.  

 

                                                     END 
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IN MEMORY OF 

The 84 journalists assassinated in Colombia 

(1992-2016) 

 

Édison Alberto Molina, Puerto Berrío Stereo 

September 11, 2013, in Puerto Berrío, Colombia 

Guillermo Quiroz Delgado, Freelance 

November 27, 2012, in Sincelejo, Colombia 

Clodomiro Castilla Ospino, El Pulso del Tiempo 

March 19, 2010, in Montería, Colombia 

José Everardo Aguilar, Radio Súper and Bolívar Estéreo 

April 29, 2009, in Patía, Colombia 

Atilano Segundo Pérez Barrios, Radio Vigía de Todelar 

August 22, 2006, in Cartagena, Colombia 

Gustavo Rojas Gabalo, Radio Panzenú 

March 20, 2006, in Montería, Colombia 

Rafael Enrique Prins Velásquez, Apocalipsis 

February 19, 2005, in Magangué, Colombia 

Julio Hernando Palacios Sánchez, Radio Lemas 

January 11, 2005, in Cúcuta, Colombia 

https://cpj.org/killed/2012/guillermo-quiroz-delgado.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2010/clodomiro-castilla-ospina.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2009/jose-everardo-aguilar.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2006/atilano-segundo-perez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2006/gustavo-rojas-gabalo.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2005/rafael-enrique-prins-velasquez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2005/julio-hernando-palacios-sanchez.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

Martín La Rotta, La Palma Estéreo 

February 7, 2004, in San Alberto, Colombia 

Juan Carlos Benavides Arévalo, Manantial Estéreo 

August 22, 2003, in Puerto Caicedo, Colombia 

Jaime Rengifo Revero, Olímpica Radio 

April 29, 2003, in Maicao, Colombia 

Guillermo Bravo Vega, Alpevisión Radio 

April 28, 2003, in Neiva, Colombia 

José Emeterio Rivas, Radio Calor Estéreo 

April 6, 2003, in Barrancabermeja, Colombia 

Luis Eduardo Alfonso Parada, Radio Meridiano-70 

March 18, 2003, in Arauca, Colombia 

Efraín Varela Noriega, Radio Meridiano-70 

June 28, 2002, in Arauca, Colombia 

Héctor Sandoval, RCN Televisión 

April 12, 2002, in the outskirts of Cali, Colombia 

Orlando Sierra Hernández, La Patria 

February 1, 2002, in Manizales, Colombia 

https://cpj.org/killed/2004/martin-la-rotta.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2003/juan-carlos-benavides-arevalo.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2003/jaime-rengifo-revero.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2003/guillermo-bravo-vega.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2003/jose-emeterio-rivas.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2003/luis-eduardo-alfonso-parada.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2002/efrain-varela-noriega.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2002/hector-sandoval.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2002/orlando-sierra-hernandez.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

Jorge Enrique Urbano Sánchez, Mar Estéreo 

July 8, 2001, in Buenaventura, Colombia 

José Duviel Vásquez Arias, La Voz de la Selva 

July 6, 2001, in Florencia, Colombia 

Flavio Bedoya, Voz 

April 27, 2001, in Tumaco, Colombia 

Alfredo Abad López, La Voz de la Selva 

December 13, 2000, in Florencia, Colombia 

Gustavo Rafael Ruiz Cantillo, Radio Galeón 

November 15, 2000, in Pivijay, Colombia 

Juan Camilo Restrepo Guerra, Radio Galaxia Estéreo 

October 31, 2000, in Sevilla, Colombia 

Pablo Emilio Medina Motta, TV Garzón 

December 4, 1999, in Gigante, Colombia 

Rodolfo Julio Torres, Emisora Fuentes 

October 21, 1999, in San Onofre, Colombia 

Guzmán Quintero Torres, El Pilón 

September 16, 1999, in Valledupar, Colombia 

https://cpj.org/killed/2001/jorge-enrique-urbano-sanchez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2001/jose-duviel-vasquez-arias.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2001/flavio-bedoya.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2000/alfredo-abad-lopez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2000/gustavo-rafael-ruiz-cantillo.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2000/juan-camilo-restrepo-guerra.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1999/pablo-emilio-medina-motta.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1999/rodolfo-julio-torres.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1999/guzman-quintero-torres.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

Jaime Garzón, Radionet, Caracol Noticias 

August 13, 1999, in Bogotá, Colombia 

Hernando Rangel Moreno, Freelance 

April 11, 1999, in El Banco, Colombia 

Amparo Leonor Jiménez Pallares, "QAP" and "En Vivo" 

August 11, 1998, in Valledupar, Colombia 

Bernabé Cortés Valderrama, Noticias CVN 

May 19, 1998, in Cali, Colombia 

Nelson Carvajal, Radio Sur 

April 16, 1998, in Pitalito, Colombia 

Oscar García Calderón, El Espectador 

February 22, 1998, in Bogotá, Colombia 

Jairo Elías Márquez Gallego, El Marqués 

November 20, 1997, in Armenia, Colombia 

Francisco Castro Menco, Fundación Cultural 

November 8, 1997, in Majagual, Colombia 

Gerardo Bedoya Borrero, El País 

March 20, 1997, in Cali, Colombia 

https://cpj.org/killed/1999/jaime-garzon.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1999/hernando-rangel-moreno.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/amparo-leonor-jimenez-pallares.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/bernabe-cortes-valderrama.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/nelson-carvajal-carvajal.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/oscar-garcia-calderon.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1997/jairo-elias-marquez-gallego.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1997/francisco-castro-menco.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1997/gerardo-bedoya-borrero.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

Freddy Elles Ahumada, Freelance 

March 18, 1997, in Cartagena, Colombia 

Norvey Díaz, Radio Colina 

October 18, 1996, in Girardot, Colombia 

Ernesto Acero Cadena, Informador Socioeconómico 

December 12, 1995, in Armenia, Colombia 

Gabriel Cruz Díaz, El Heraldo 

November 11, 1995, in Chinu, Colombia 

Ivan Darío Pelayo, Llanorámica 

August 17, 1995, in Puerto Rondón, Colombia 

Jessé Medina Parra, El Fogonazo 

January 28, 1994, in Cúcuta, Colombia 

Bienvenido Lemos, Caracol Radio 

September 30, 1993, in Buenaventura, Colombia 

Manuel Martínez Espinoza, Radio Súper 

September 28, 1993, in Popayán, Colombia 

Carlos Lajud Catalan, ABC Radio 

April 19, 1993, in Barranquilla, Colombia 

https://cpj.org/killed/1997/freddy-elles-ahumada.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1996/norvey-diaz.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1995/ernesto-acero-cadena.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1995/gabriel-cruz-diaz.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1995/ivan-dario-pelayo.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1994/jesse-medina-parra.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1993/bienvenido-lemos.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1993/manuel-martinez-espinoza.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1993/carlos-lajud-catalan.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

Eustorgio Colmenares, La Opinión 

March 12, 1993, in Cúcuta, Colombia 

Ismael Jaimes,  La Opinión 

May 6, 1992, in Magdalena Medio, Colombia 

Edgar Quintero, Radio Luna 

March 2, 2015, in Palmira, Colombia 

Luis Carlos Peralta Cuéllar, Linda Stereo 

February 14, 2015, in Doncello, Colombia 

Luis Carlos Cervantes Solano, Morena FM 

August 12, 2014, in Tarazá, Colombia 

Argemiro Cárdenas Agudelo, Metro Radio Estéreo 

March 15, 2012, in Dosquebradas, Colombia 

Luis Eduardo Gómez, Freelance 

June 30, 2011, in Arboletes, Colombia 

Rodolfo Maya Aricape, Radio Payumat 

October 14, 2010, in Caloto, Colombia 

Hárold Humberto Rivas Quevedo, CNC Bugavisión and Voces de 

Occidente 

December 15, 2009, in Buga, Colombia 

https://cpj.org/killed/1993/eustorgio-colmenares.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1992/ismael-jaimes.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2015/edgar-quintero.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2015/luis-carlos-peralta-cuellar.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2014/luis-carlos-cervantes-solano.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2012/argemiro-cardenas-agudelo.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2011/luis-eduardo-gomez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2010/rodolfo-maya-aricape.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2009/harold-humberto-rivas-quevedo.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

Diego de Jesús Rojas Velásquez, Supía TV 

September 22, 2009, near Supía, Colombia 

Javier Darío Arroyave, Ondas del Valle 

September 5, 2007, Colombia 

Milton Fabián Sánchez, Yumbo Estéreo 

August 9, 2006, in Yumbo, Colombia 

Oscar Alberto Polanco Herrera, Cable Unión de Occidente 

January 4, 2004, in Cartago, Colombia 

Oscar Salazar Jaramillo, Radio Sevilla 

March 10, 2003, in Sevilla, Colombia 

William Soto Cheng, Telemar 

December 18, 2002, in Buenaventura, Colombia 

Gimbler Perdomo Zamora, Panorama Estéreo 

December 1, 2002, in Gigante, Colombia 

José Eli Escalante, La Voz de Cinaruco 

October 28, 2002, in Esmeralda, Colombia 

Mario Prada Díaz, Horizonte del Magdalena Medio 

July 12, 2002, in Santander department, Colombia 

https://cpj.org/killed/2009/diego-de-jesus-rojas-velasquez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2007/javier-dario-arroyave.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2006/milton-fabian-sanchez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2004/oscar-alberto-polanco-herrera.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2003/oscar-salazar-jaramillo.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2002/william-soto-cheng.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2002/gimbler-perdomo-zamora.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2002/jose-eli-escalante.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2002/mario-prada-diaz.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

Oscar Javier Hoyos Narváez, Radio Súper 

June 6, 2002, in the outskirts of Popayán, Colombia 

Marco Antonio Ayala Cárdenas, El Caleño 

January 23, 2002, in Cali, Colombia 

Álvaro Alonso Escobar, La Región 

December 23, 2001, in Fundación, Colombia 

Heriberto Cárdenas Escudero, retired radio and newspaper reporter 

November 14, 2001, in Buenaventura, Colombia 

Eduardo Estrada Gutiérrez, Desarrollo de la Comunicación y la Cultura 

de San Pablo 

July 16, 2001, in San Pablo, Colombia 

Arquímedes Arias Henao, Fresno Estéreo 

July 4, 2001, in Fresno, Colombia 

Pablo Emilio Parra Castañeda, Planadas Cultural Estéreo 

June 21, 2001, in Bogotá, Colombia 

Guillermo León Agudelo, La Voz de la Selva 

November 30, 2000, in Florencia, Colombia 

Carlos José Restrepo Rocha, TanGente, El Día 

https://cpj.org/killed/2002/oscar-javier-hoyos-narvaez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2002/marco-antonio-ayala-cardenas.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2001/alvaro-alonso-escobar.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2001/heriberto-cardenas-escudero.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2001/eduardo-estrada-gutierrez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2001/arquimedes-arias-henao.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2001/pablo-emilio-parra-castaneda.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2000/guillermo-leon-agudelo.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2000/carlos-jose-restrepo-rocha.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

September 9, 2000, in San Luis, Colombia 

Marisol Revelo Barón, Journalist 

July 4, 2000, in Tumaco, Colombia 

María Elena Salinas, Freelance 

March 5, 2000, in Antioquia, Colombia 

Luis Alberto Rincón Solano, Freelance 

November 28, 1999, in El Playón, Colombia 

Alberto Sánchez Tovar, Producciones Colombia 

November 28, 1999, in El Playón, Colombia 

José Arturo Guapacha, El Panorama 

October 18, 1998, in Cartago, Colombia 

Saúl Alcaraz, Instituto Mi Río 

October 14, 1998, in Medellín, Colombia 

Néstor Villar Jiménez, Journalist 

September 11, 1998, in Villavicencio, Colombia 

José Abel Salazar Serna, Journalist 

March 14, 1998, in Manizales, Colombia 

Didier Aristizábal Galeano, Journalist 

https://cpj.org/killed/2000/marisol-revelo-baron.php
https://cpj.org/killed/2000/maria-elena-salinas.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1999/luis-alberto-rincon-solano.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1999/alberto-sanchez-tovar-luis-alberto-rincon-solano.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/jose-arturo-guapacha.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/saul-alcaraz.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/nestor-villar-jimenez.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/jose-abel-salazar-serna.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1998/didier-aristizabal-galeano.php
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IN MEMORY OF 

 

March 2, 1998, in Cali, Colombia 

Alejandro Jaramillo, El Sur 

October 24, 1997, in Pasto, Colombia 

Martin Eduardo Múnera, Radio Reloj 

September 3, 1994, in Medellín, Colombia 

 

Source: Committee to Protect Journalists. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://cpj.org/killed/1997/alejandro-jaramillo.php
https://cpj.org/killed/1994/martin-eduardo-munera.php
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