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in May 1964, the Colombian armed forces raided Marquetalia, a 

rebellious enclave founded by armed communist peasants living in 

the central Andean mountain range. the self-proclaimed Marqu-

etalia Agrarian Movement was led by the veteran guerrilla leader, 

Pedro Antonio Marín, alias Manual Marulanda (also known as Sure 

Shot). Marulanda had fought as a liberal guerrilla during the worst 

years of  la Violencia, the earlier civil war that cost 200,000 civilian 

lives and laid waste to much of  the rural economy. 

Marquetalia, located in the department of  tolima, was 

formed of  approximately fifty veterans of  la Violencia and their 

families. this group had rejected government offers of  amnes-

ty to any combatants in la Violencia that demobilized, choos-

ing to keep their weapons on hand and control territory. By 1964, 

the Colombian government became fearful that Marquetalia and 

several other “independent republics” would become the seeds of  

a nationwide Communist insurgency. in the view of  the Colom-

bian Defense Minister at the time, Marquetalia was: 

 [A] a region of  5000 km sq. without roads, where thousands 
of  peasants took refuge from the Violence. the bandit Sure 
Shot has influence over these people for the last ten years… 
Sure Shot is the arbiter; he constitutes a government imposed 
by terror and by force. this bandit passes himself  off as a Com-
munist, judging by the phrases we find written on papers stuck 
to the cadavers of  soldiers.”1

OPerACión MArqueTAliA
Operación Marquetalia was intended to re-establish government con-

trol of  the region. the combined air and land attack succeeded in 

ending the “independent republic” as such, but Marulanda and a 

dozen other combatants withstood the much-publicized assault by 

an estimated 2,500 soldiers and escaped, cementing Marulanda’s 

reputation as an invincible rebel. 

in the aftermath of  the attack, Manuel Marulanda and 

a communist organizer named Jacobo Arenas first founded a 

guerrilla force called the Southern Bloc, and then in 1966 they 

launched the Revolutionary Armed Forces of  Colombia (FARC). 

the new insurgent group claimed inspiration both from Marx-

ism-leninism and from Simón Bolivar, the nineteenth-century 

hero of  the War of  independence from Spain.

The COld wAr 
During the 1960s, armed insurrections in the name of  socialism 

broke out worldwide. the Cold War played itself  out through 

proxy wars around the planet, with the Soviet Union backing 

many such Marxist-leninist movements and the United States 

opposed. Colombia was no exception to this global pattern of  

armed revolution. Along with the FARC, a dizzying number of  

guerrilla forces appeared on the scene in the mid-to-late-1960s, 

all dedicated to overthrowing the state, implementing a socialist 

economy, and combatting the influence of  the U.S. Reflecting the 

splits within international socialism, these groups rarely agreed 

on strategy, and sometimes even warred with each other. 

the national liberation Army (eln) was founded in 1964. 

Although Father Camilo torres, an influential sociologist and 

popular leader, remains a symbol of  the eln, he was killed in his 

first combat with the Colombian Army, leaving the leadership of  

the group to a hard-line Communist named Fabio Vásquez. this 

Cuban-trained commander spent much of  the eln’s formative 

years holding elaborate show trials of  his own soldiers for “class 

treason,” which often concluded with their 

execution.2 the eln was on the verge of  

disappearing in the mid-1970s when a left-

ist Spanish priest, Father Manuel Pérez, assumed command and 

directed the group toward political work among the population. 

that work, along with enormous revenues they gained from ex-

torting oil companies along the Venezuelan border, renewed the 

eln’s influence and fighting force. this revolutionary priest had 

a curious moral code that forbade the eln from engaging in the 

narcotics business, yet defined the kidnapping of  civilians as a 

legitimate tactic. the eln is still fighting the Colombian state, 

making it possibly the oldest guerrilla insurgency in the world.

in 1967, Maoist dissidents of  the pro-Soviet Communist Party 

formed the People’s liberation Army (ePl). the ePl competed with 

the FARC for influence in the banana-growing regions of  Urabá. in 

1991, under attack by paramilitaries, the majority of  its members ne-

gotiated with the government and demobilized. the FARC then as-

sassinated over 200 ex-ePl members, angered that some demobi-

lized ePl were working with the army as paramilitaries. on January 

3, 1994, a FARC squad opened fire on a barbecue being held in la 

Chinita, a poor neighborhood of  Apartadó populated by ex-ePl. 

the FARC shooters killed thirty-four civilians.

then there was the M-19, a flamboyant, heterodox group 

formed in the wake of  an apparent electoral fraud against the pop-

ulist candidate Rojas Pinilla in 1970. the M-19 was known for spec-

tacular actions that thrilled their urban intellectual followers, such 

as stealing Simon Bolivar’s sword from a Bogotá museum and tak-

ing over the Dominican embassy during a cocktail party to hold 

fourteen diplomats hostage, including the U.S. ambassador. But in 

1985, their flair for publicity led them to commit a ghastly mistake. 

thirty-five M-19 commandos entered the Palace of  Justice build-

ing in downtown Bogotá, and held close to 300 lawyers, function-
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aries, and members of  the Supreme Court hostage. their plan was 

to stage a show trial of  the government for allegedly breaking the 

terms of  a truce that was supposedly in place, but the commandos 

did not take into account the Armed Forces’ resolve to kill them, 

regardless of  the loss in civilian lives. in the ensuing counterattack, 

the Palace of  Justice caught fire. More than a hundred guerrillas 

and hostages were killed in the conflagration, while the nation lis-

tened to the desperate pleas of  the president of  the Supreme Court 

for a cease-fire broadcast live on the radio. 

The Berlin wAll
the Cold War ended in 1989, with the fall of  the Berlin Wall and the 

collapse of  Communism in eastern europe. Around the world, most 

socialist movements took the hammer and sickle down and stopped 

advocating armed revolution. in Colombia, during the following two 

years, the M-19, most of  the ePl, the Revolutionary Workers Party, 

and the indigenous Quintín lame Armed Movement all demobilized 

in exchange for amnesty. But not the FARC or the eln, whose lan-

guage has not softened, nor has their will to use extreme violence.

fAlSe negOTiATiOnS
in 1998, while Colombia was preparing to vote for president, the 

leader of  the FARC, Manuel Marulanda, met with Conservative 

Party candidate Andrés Pastrana, making it known that if  Pastra-

na were elected the FARC would sit down with him to negotiate 

peace. on the basis of  that understanding, the Colombian people, 

who were desperate for an end to the conflict, and voted Pastrana 

into office as the “peace candidate.” the FARC then proceeded 

to toy with Pastrana for over three years. For negotiations to take 

place, the president had agreed to remove all security forces from 

an area the size of  Switzerland in the southern states of  Caquetá 

and Meta. the FARC used this vast demilitarized zone to grow 

coca, to recruit and train troops, and to hide kidnap victims. Co-

lombians increasingly concluded that the FARC had been pretend-

ing, that the guerrillas saw these negotiations simply as a ruse to 

gain time and territorial advantage. Pastrana finally terminated the 

talks in 2002. Public disgust with the failed negotiation process led 

to the election of  Álvaro Uribe Vélez, the former governor of  An-

tioquia, who campaigned on a tough anti-FARC platform. 

For their part, guerilla leaders argued that the state had acted 

in bad faith by pretending to negotiate while continuing to work 

with paramilitary forces that massacred peasants in areas under 

FARC influence. FARC spokesmen justified the guerrillas’ dis-

trust by pointing to the results of  a previous round of  peace nego-

tiations with President Belisario Betancur, in the mid-1980s. As a 

result of  those talks, the Colombian government agreed to allow 

the FARC and the Colombian Communist Party to form the Pa-

triotic Union (UP), a legal political party that was joined by other 

leftist leaders and movements. over the next decade, paramilitar-

ies, hired assassins, and state security agents killed an estimated 

1,500 UP members—including two presidential candidates. the 

extermination of  the UP strengthened the FARC’s hard-line mili-

tary wing, complicating the chances for any future negotiations. 

The Tide BeginS TO TurnS
During the period of  1998-2002 the FARC reached their max-

imum strength: sixty-two fronts distributed around the country 

with an estimated 17,000 rural combatants and a network of  ur-

ban milicia and spies. At the time, the FARC controlled approxi-

mately thirty percent of  the national territory. 

But in 2002, the tide began to change. the United States of  

America has given approximately 6.3 billion dollars in military aid 

and training to the Colombian security forces during the period of  

1999-20113, helping Colombia develop an air force capable of  he-

li-transporting troops and pin-pointing FARC camps. Financed by 

U.S. aid and a special tax first levied by President Uribe to fund the 

war effort, Colombia has built a force of  close to 435,000 unifomed 

personnel, between military and police, as of  2011.4 

Upon election in 2002, President Uribe deployed security forces 

along the country's main highways, blocking the guerrilla strategy of  

massively kidnapping civilians. By securing the roads, the Uribe ad-

ministration gained great favor among the general public, which had 

become horrified by the guerrilla practice of  kidnapping.

Paramilitaries also played a role in weakening the FARC and the 

eln, doing the dirty work forbidden to the Colombian armed forces 

by international law. through a long campaign of  massacres, selec-

tive assassinations, and death threats, right-wing paramilitary militias 

forced over a million persons from their land. the overwhelming ma-

jority of  the people they displaced were not guerrilla collaborators, 

but by attacking the civilian population in zones under guerrilla in-

fluence, the paramilitaries did manage to eliminate the network of  

collaborators the FARC and eln had built up in many areas. Para-

militaries were successful at expelling the guerrillas from Medellín, 

Barrancabermeja, and various cities of  the Atlantic coast.

The deATh Of MAnuel MArulAndA
in 2008, the founder and patriarch of  the FARC , Manuel Maru-

landa, died of  natural causes. His death was confirmed by a 

FARC video posted on youtube.com that showed a burly rebel 

commander shouting out an eulogy from a clandestine jungle lo-

cation, the crossed AK- 47s of  the FARC flag behind him.5

that same year, the Colombian state began to offer substantial 

rewards in exchange for the death or capture of  FARC leaders, yield-

ing a rich harvest of  betrayal. Apparently thanks to an informant, 

who received a reported 2.5 million dollars, the Colombian armed 

forces were able to locate and bomb the camp of  FARC spokesman 

FUnerAl oF JoUrnAliSt JoSe DUviel, neWS DireCtor oF rADio StAtion
“the voiCe oF the JUnGle” AlleGeDly killeD By the FArC.neivA, hUilA. JUly 6, 2001.

continued on page 46



[34][34]

FArC CAMp, JUnGleS oF CAQUetÁ, 
neAr SAn viCente Del CAGUÁn. AUGUSt 7, 2000.

FARC combatants watch national 
news on a small television set 
connected to a generator. During 
the review of troops at five am 
the next morning, I was surprised 
to hear the commander pop them 
questions about the previous 
night's news: “What happened 
yesterday in Medellín, and what 
is the importance of the event?”

At one point during my two days 
in the camp, I left an empty 
metal cup on a table made of 
rude planks in the dining area. 
An instant later, I heard a rank-
and-file combatant call out 
peevishly, “Whose cup is this?” 
Nothing should be left out, as 
the guerrillas’ survival depends 
on gathering up the camp and 
heading into the jungle within 
moments of sensing a threat.
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CAr BoMB. villAviCenCio, MetA. April 7, 2002.

Aftermath of a car bomb, 
allegedly placed by the FARC. The 
authors of the attack employed 
the cazabobos (“hunt fools”) 
technique, to create maximum 
casualties. First they set off a 
small petard, which attracted 
onlookers to see what happened. 
Then they blew up a car filled 
with fifty kilos of dynamite mixed 
with potassium. The “fools” in 
this case were eleven civilians, 
including four children, and 
sixty- one wounded. The victims 
were mostly street vendors 
and parking attendants.



FArC CAMp, JUnGleS oF CAQUetÁ, neAr SAn viCente Del CAGUÁn. AUGUSt 8, 2000.

FARC fighters exercise with 
their rifles. The FARC has always 
been keenly worried about 
infiltrators in their ranks, to 
the point that allegedly FARC 
commander Iván Ríos had 
over 200 of his own fighters 
executed, after trying them in 
“war councils” for spying.i
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viCtiM oF el noGAl SoCiAl ClUB BoMBinG. BoGotÁ. FeBrUAry 7, 2003.

On the night of February 7, 
2003, the FARC allegedly blew 
up the El Nogal social club in 
an affluent neighborhood in 
Bogotá by detonating a car bomb 
containing 200 kg of explosives. 
Thirty-six people died, over 200 
wounded. Reportedly, a squash 
instructor drove the car bomb 
into the club, and was killed 
himself in the explosion.ii 

Although the insurgents denied 
responsibility at the time, the 
Colombian army later claimed to 
have recovered an email from the 
computer of slain FARC strategist 
Raúl Reyes in 2000, allegedly 
sent by Reyes to other members 
of the FARC central command: 

“Comrades of the Secretariat, 
receive my communist salutation… 
I consider it pertinent for us to 
study the political convenience 
of denying responsibility in the 
formidable action against El 
Nogal, in order to create greater 
internal contradictions among 
the government, the state, 
and the gringos, [given] that 
their intelligence services have 
not been capable of arresting 
anyone nor do they possess 
proofs against the FARC. That’s 
all. Warm regards, Raúl.”iii 

(In May, 2011 the Supreme 
Court ruled that the documents 
found on Reyes’ computers 
lack judicial weight.)
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“KiDnAP RoAD,” SUMAPAZ, CUnDinAMARCA, MAY 2, 2001



FARC RoADBloCK, PUeRTo RiCo, CAQUeTÁ, SePTeMBeR 2, 2000



SUMApAZ, CUnDinAMArCA. MAy 3, 2001.

On the 26th of February, 
2012, the FARC declared 
from their website that, to 
encourage negotiations with 
the government, the guerrillas 
would liberate the ten remaining 
soldiers and police that they 
have been holding captive for 
over a decade. On top of that, 
the FARC surprisingly stated 
that they would halt the practice 
of kidnapping civilians. 

‘Much has been said about the 
retention of persons, men and 
women of the civilian population, 
that the FARC has carried 
out with the financial aim of 
sustaining our struggle… With 
the same spirit [of promoting 
a negotiated solution] we also 
announce that effective today 
we prohibit the practice in our 
revolutionary mode of action.’ iv

If it proves true, this 
announcement would mark a 
major shift in the FARC’s strategy, 
and could be a step towards a 
negotiated end to the conflict.



FArC CAMp, JUnGleS oF GUAviAre. oCtoBer 24, 2007. UnknoWn 
FArC photoGrApher.

This “proof-of-life” image was 
taken by the FARC to demonstrate 
that Ingrid Betancourt—an ex-
presidential candidate, a dual 
French and Colombian citizen, 
and the FARC’s most valuable 
hostage—was still alive. The 
photograph was published by 
the world’s media, intensifying 
international pressure on the 
Colombian government to 
win Betancourt’s release.

Ms. Betancourt’s pose is an icon of 
suffering, a masterful performance 
suffused with the symbolism of 
religious art. Displayed across her 
front, Ingrid’s waist-length hair 
becomes a measure of time spent 
in captivity, a loudly—ticking 
clock, a reproach. Her posture is 
devout, submissive, yet there is 
rage in her tightly clutched hands. 
Around her right wrist, one can 
make out a homemade rosary, 
fashioned from plastic buttons and 
a cord, testament not only to her 
faith, but also to the penury of her 
existence. The picture is a call for 
help, an image of Rapunzel with 
her hair down, waiting wordlessly 
for someone to come for her. 

Ingrid Betancourt, eleven 
Colombian POWs, and three 
U.S. military contractors were 
rescued by the Colombian 
armed forces on July 2, 2008.
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At time of this photograph, 
Alejandro (who asked me to 
change his name out of fear of 
reprisals) had just been released 
by the FARC in exchange for a 
ransom. His eight-month ordeal 
began when FARC urban agents 
snatched him from an all-night 
hot-dog spot in an affluent 
Bogotá neighborhood. The 
FARC then hustled him out of 
the capital to FARC—controlled 
territory in the mountains of 
Sumapaz. Alejandro inherited 
the painting of Simón Bolivar 
from his father, who was killed 
in 1994 during a botched 
kidnapping intent by the FARC. 
The family seemed to have been 
targeted: in 1987, another leftist 
insurgency (M-19) had abducted 
and then killed his older brother.

BoGotÁ. MAy 9, 2001.
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Raúl Reyes within ecuadorian territory on March 1, 2008. informa-

tion retrieved from Reyes’ hard drive seemed to prove that Venezu-

elan leader Hugo Chávez had offered the FARC 250 million dollars 

to help their war effort against his regional rival, the Colombian gov-

ernment. President Chávez called the attack a “cowardly murder” 

and for several tense weeks the Venezuelan leader made threatening 

speeches about war with Colombia. 

Soon after, alias Rojas, the chief  of  security for the head of  the 

FARC’s northwestern Block Iván Ríos, executed Ríos and his girl-

friend in their sleep, and then came down from the mountains to de-

liver Ríos’s right hand to the Colombian army as proof  of  his death. 

Rojas reportedly was to receive a reward of  2.6 million dollars for the 

assassination.6 the exact same scenario had earlier taken place in the 

Sierra nevada of  Santa Marta mountain, when a FARC guerrilla de-

livered the right hand of  the commander of  the FARC’s 59th Front, 

known as El Indio, in exchange for a reported $400,000.

in July of  the same year, the Colombian army pulled off a 

major victory against the FARC with Operación Jaque. in this elab-

orate ruse, Colombian soldiers posed as humanitarian workers 

come to ferry the hostages away in a helicopter to a meeting with 

the FARC high command. the guerrillas guarding the FARC’s 

prize hostages—the French-Colombian politician ingrid Betan-

court, three U.S. military contractors, and eleven Colombian sol-

diers—apparently fell for the trick and turned their captives over 

to the Colombian army without firing a shot. this was a remark-

able feat, especially as the FARC had demonstrated on other oc-

casions their readiness to execute hostages in cold blood in case 

of  a rescue attempt. Despite controversy over the unauthorized 

use of  the Red Cross symbol in this deception, Jaque was an enor-

mous public relations success for the Colombian government. 

these victories helped elect Colombia’s current president, 

Juan Manuel Santos, into office. Santos, who is a member of  

one of  Colombia’s most established families, was Defense Minis-

ter under President Uribe, and he campaigned with a promise to 

continue his predecessor’s hard line against the guerrillas. early 

in his presidency, the army scored another major victory by kill-

ing the man considered FARC’s top military strategist, known as 

Mono Jojoy, in a bombing raid.

in the latest and heaviest blow yet, on november 4, 2011, the 

Colombian armed forces killed Alfonso Cano, who had succeed-

ed Marulanda as the top leader of  the FARC, after an intensive 

manhunt of  over two years. Reportedly a thousand commandos 

and infantry discovered and attacked Cano and twenty-four oth-

er guerrillas with air support from four Super tucano jets, a doz-

en Black Hawk helicopters, four Harpy attack helicopters, and 

two AC-47 Spooky bombers.7 the FARC promptly appointed a 

grizzled veteran fighter named alias Timoleón as leader. 

nO end in SighT
But it seems that the FARC has adapted to the new military reality. 

in response to the greater capacity of  the Colombian armed forces, 

the FARC has returned to the precepts of  classic guerrilla warfare: 

operating in small groups, sleeping in mobile camps, increasing the 

use of  sharpshooters, and planting landmines. Despite the death of  

top leaders, the FARC show few signs of  giving up. in 2012, the Co-

lombian media reports of  frequent FARC attacks on police stations, 

sabotage of  infrastructure, kidnapping of  foreign oil workers, and car 

bombings. According to one widely-cited Colombian study, in 2011 

the guerrillas attacked security forces and infrastructure over 2,000 

times, approximately the same number as in 2002.8

The endurAnCe Of The fArC
Understandably, many Colombians view the guerrilas as nothing 

more than bandits and drug traffickers. their brutal tactics and 

reliance on the cocaine business as a source of  financing have 

alienated the majority of  the population outside of  certain ru-

ral regions. the insurgents are responsible for countless atroci-

ties against civilians, including massacres, car bombings, mass 

kidnapping, and the forced recruitment of  child soldiers. Anti-

personnel mines planted by guerrillas have killed and mutilated 

thousands of  Colombians, and their home-made artillery often 

flies wide of  the mark, landing on civilian homes. 

But the leaders of  the FARC are perhaps better understood as 

ruthless ideologues than as simple criminals. in contrast with clas-

sic drug lords, most FARC commanders cannot hope to personally 

enjoy the profits of  the drug trade, but expect to die in the moun-

tains or win the war; and they keep fighting regardless of  how re-

mote the possibility of  taking power actually is. 

the FARC has endured for almost fifty years because it is 

essentially a peasant army, imbued with the campesino’s sense of  

time. the FARC takes the long view, seeing this as a war of  attri-

tion that, over the generations, they will ultimately win. one of  

their most common statements is that, “We have fought for fifty 

years now, and we will fight for another fifty… as long as it takes.” 

Poverty, unemployment and resentment over abuses by security 

forces and paramilitaries provide the FARC with a constant source 

of  new recruits, mostly teenagers from peasant families. 

the original social base of  the FARC was formed by peasants 

displaced by la Violencia to remote regions, where they cleared 

forest and established small holdings in the jungle or high up in 

the mountains. these were tough mountain people who survived 

on the frontier, with no allegiance whatsoever to the central gov-

ernment. the FARC emerged from a background of  extreme vi-

olence, and they use extreme violence to achieve their goals. 

FArC heADQUArterS, DUrinG FAileD neGotiAtionS. SiGnS in BACkGroUnD portrAy FoUnDerS 
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