
Translation

Mr.  
Hans Leyendecker 
Süddeutsche Zeitung, Munich 

Via Facsimile: 49+89 2183787 

October 29, 1997 

Re: Several articles in the Süddeutsche Zeitung, particularly the article 
published October 24, 1997 

Dear Hans, 

The memory of that November evening at Bogotá airport is still alive, when 
you said goodbye, giving me a kiss on my hand and when you said: “Never 
again shall I write anything evil against you and your husband.” You were very 
happy when you took your plane back to Germany after the visit at the guerilla 
camp and the orderly liberation of two Italian hostages has turned out well. 
The SPIEGEL was able to claim the release operation as its own huge 
success (see SPIEGEL 47/1995). 

The trip started two weeks before, when you arrived by plane in Bogotá, 
smuggling the TV camera before the very eyes of the Colombian authorities, 
without a work visa, although your work as a journalist was verifiable. We 
started our trip to the guerilla camp. Needless to say, all travel expenses were 
henceforth borne by us.   

The misery of the poor people, the inhuman living conditions, the permanent 
fear of the citizens, who have to live with the terror originating from the conflict 
between the military, the paramilitary and the guerilla, and as well the 
numerous documentations about vanished, murdered, tortured and deported 
people, which represents the reality of the country, all that has been 
eternalized on your video cameras. In the course of the trip you yourself 
sensed the hate between the hardened fronts as well the fear, to get into the 
entanglements of an intrigue or to witness a kidnapping situation. However, 
thanks to a good organization and the yearlong experience of some 
individuals, which you now denote as “amateurs”, we did not get into one 
single incident of the kind.   

Other journalists and also your Colombian colleagues could only dream of 
such kind of a visit at a guerilla camp: four days of interviews with two of the 
most important ELN commanders, Nicolás Baotista and Antonio Garcia. You 
shot the breeze, you flirted with the Guerilleras and at the end a farewell party 
with booze and singing. If I recall correctly, the SPIEGEL team was asked by 
the Guerilleros to share some German culture with everyone present. In front 



of more than 100 Guerilleros you then intoned the Internationale. In this 
context, I very well remember your words “Think left, live right”. 
 
During the interviews, when it came to talk about the peace dialogue between 
the guerilla and the Colombian government, you and your journalist colleagues 
said: Why the German reader should be interested in Colombian peace plans? 
Much more interesting would be the liberation of the two Italian hostages. 
Whether the forthcoming operation couldn’t be accelerated (moved up) so that 
the SPIEGEL could be in the position to report about the freeing of the two 
men after seven months of captivity? It was Monday, November 13 and at the 
request of the SPIEGEL reporters, the liberation should take place at the latest 
on Friday, November 17, so that the footing would arrive on Saturday, 08:00 
a.m. German time at the SPIEGEL office in Hamburg. We supported this 
request; everything proceeded on time. 
 
Needless to say, the footage and transcripts of the interviews had been carried 
along by us to Germany, because it was too “hot” to be transported in the 
luggage of a foreign journalist. With that, we had about five days in Germany 
to coordinate the liberation and the trip of a delegation of the guerilla to 
Germany, a trip, which should serve as a preparation for negotiations in order 
to reach a peace in Colombia. Furthermore, certain medicines and medical 
devices had to be bought, which the guerilla needed for their sick people, after 
all, it is way too risky for a Guerillero to go to a hospital for treatment. 
 
Despite many difficulties, we managed to take the Lufthansa plane on 
Thursday evening, November 16 and we arrived at 3:30 a.m. on Friday in 
Bogotá. With no sleep at all we met at 6:00 a.m. at the hotel only to take the 
next flight without delay. We arrived at our first meeting place with a 
commercial plane at exactly 10:30 a.m. from where we headed towards our 
second meeting point with two single-engine aircrafts, where we arrived at 
about noon. The pilots asked us to meet them again no later than 3:30 p.m., 
because they could only take off or land on that grass-covered airstrip by 
daylight, and an overnight stay in this area between paramilitary groups and 
soldiers of the military would amount to suicide. Almost two hours of a trip on 
the river was in store for us. Soldiers of the military on the left banks of the 
river, Guerilleros to the right. You did not lack courage, however. At 1:00 p.m. 
the guerilla eventually located us and accompanied us to meet the two Italians, 
who were expecting us, rather frightened, emaciated and quite desperate. “We 
are from the SPIEGEL and we came her to liberate you” you proudly said. 
Then, both men were allowed to contact their families back in Italy by mobile 
phone, because the emotions, the tears and the joy soon to be home again 
sell well and boosts the circulation of the paper. Everything was filmed. Instead 
of getting comforted, the freed hostages were mercilessly dragged in front of 
the cameras, as is manifested in the shortly thereafter broadcasted report on 
SPIEGEL television. During the entire return trip, you didn’t give these poor 
people a minute’s rest. Meanwhile it was 2:00 p.m., two hours of a trip on the 
river were still lying ahead of us – actually half an hour too late for our return 



flight. When we eventually arrived at almost 4:00 p.m. we could only just see 
one of the two single engine aircraft taking off. The pilots were afraid of 
sabotage or being kidnapped and were not willing to wait any longer.  

There was only one small aircraft left, into which we (9 passengers) had to 
squeeze in, thus totally overloading the aircraft. Under no circumstances could 
we have stayed there. That would have become a tragedy. The possibility of 
another tragedy, i.e. a plane crash, had been rated a slighter chance. Despite 
thunderstorms and yet one more change of airplane we somewhat managed 
to arrive in Bogotá. 

That the desired footage of the release of the hostages didn’t get to Hamburg 
early enough, was not due to our timing, rather due to the problem with the 
telephone lines (slower uplink frequency incongruous with the German 
frequencies). That’s why the footage could not be transmitted via the 
computer.   

At about midnight, both Italians, dirty, unshaved and overfatigued, had been 
handed over by us to their Italian officials at one of the best hotels of the 
capital, where just at that time a festive ball of Bogotá’s high society took 
place. 

If you – instead of taking part in the liberation of the two Italians – would have 
been present at the liberation of Mrs. Schöne, you would have joined my 
husband for quite some time in prison in Itagüí. 

But when we were criminalized because of the infamous intrigues of Control 
Risks and by the German and international media, you, my dear Hans, saw 
your chance for a deal of your lifetime. You sold the footage from the guerilla 
camp worldwide and cut the footage in a way, that we were presented to the 
viewer as the principal actors and in a criminalizing way. In reality, this had 
been for us, too, the first visit to a guerilla camp. And you did that despite your 
word of honor and the signing of a contract at Prof. Wenzel’s office with a 
penalty for non-performance in the amount of 50.000,00 Deutschmark of each 
violation. This fabricated and short cut footage have caused quite some 
irritation from the Colombian authorities and thus, prolonged our time in prison 
significantly. You, who had been well aware of the delicate situation in that 
country, you sent us “for a handful of Dollars” to our doom and you portrayed a 
completely perverted picture of us.  

Why didn’t you feature the footage of the interviews with the Commandantes 
of the ELN, which lasted for days, as well as the political discussions? Why 
didn’t you report about the peace plan, about which you had been informed 
down to the last detail? Why didn’t you publish any photographs, on which you 
and the SPIEGEL-team are to be seen? Have you been afraid, that something 
could happen to you, although you are so wide of the target. Or didn’t the 
photographs fit the concept? 



The published articles in DER SPIEGEL were not meant to inform the public, 
rather to ruin us physically, psychologically and morally. I would like to label 
that as press crime. As far as you are concerned, there is even nothing of the 
sort of emotional analphabetism, since that applies to individuals, who allow 
themselves to be influenced by a general opinion and who develop strong 
feelings with respect to other individuals or situations without checking the 
received information itself and to get to the bottom of it. Here, it is about an 
individual – you – who was aware of the situation and the people involved. 
Regardless, you float with the current, because you look for financial and 
professional advantages and because this seems to be less risky than telling 
the truth. One could speak of an arrogant emotional ignorance, because the 
emotional analphabets are potentially savable by clearing things up, while the 
others, who know the score and, despite of that strain and deny the truth, are 
clearly lost to society. And I am much more afraid of such arrogant jackasses 
than of terrorists and murderers, because you know where you stand with 
them and you can defend yourself from such individuals. 

It is a comfort, that there are men like Minister Schmidbauer and Carlos 
Villamil, who, during the difficult times remained steadfastly at our side and 
who, against the current, were willing to defend a worthy cause like the peace 
plan and who did not react – as many weasel do, once the tables turn – and 
who only care about their own image, and who also add fuel to the fire of a 
complicated political intrigue instead of seeking clarification, as it would be 
their actual duty. 
Finally, dear Hans, I would like to tell you, that only the success renders true 
gratification, when it is about a worthy cause. If the outcome is only used for 
the reinforcement of one’s own ego or profit and thus, afflicting damage on to 
other fellow human beings, it will sooner or later cause hollowness and 
despair. Instead of always holding a mirror up to other individuals and to show 
up their faults, it would be appropriate, if you, as a journalist of contemporary 
events, would take a look in that mirror yourself and start writing critical articles 
about your own flawed reporting of recent years. Everyone will once again 
have respect for you, if you publicly reflect upon and acknowledge your own 
errors, when you report the facts in a letter to the editors of the SPIEGEL, a 
letter, which the SPIEGEL can stick behind the mirror. 

Farewell, Hans, 

Ida Mauss 

P.S.  I am asking you to publish this letter in the next issue of the Süddeutsche 
Zeitung. For my part, I shall hand out this letter also to news agencies. 
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