
  

Congressman  Luis V. Gutiérrez

One of the happiest days of my life started be-
fore dawn in a van rolling up to the federal pen-
itentiary in Terre Haute, Indiana.  I went a few 
weeks ago with a small group to escort Oscar 
López Rivera, who had served 34 years in pris-
on, to Puerto Rico where eventually he will be a 
free man.  Even though his sentence had been 
commuted by President Obama in January, Os-
car must serve the remaining weeks of his sen-
tence under house arrest at his daughter’s home 
in Puerto Rico. Oscar was furloughed to me by 
the Warden for the purposes of the trip.

Oscar López Rivera, for those of you who 
don’t know, is the Puerto Rican independence 
leader who was arrested in 1981 and convicted 
of seditious conspiracy.  His association with 
the FALN – the armed Puerto Rican indepen-
dence group – landed him in jail, although he 
was not convicted of hurting anyone.  For Puer-
to Ricans, he is akin to Nelson Mandela, a leader 
labeled a terrorist and jailed because he fought 
for the liberation and self-determination of his 
people.

To me, he is a hero and a friend.  And it was a 
great honor to escort him on his quiet but his-
toric return to Puerto Rico, along with Oscar’s 
daughter Clarisa, his brother José, his lawyer, 
Jan Susler, the Mayor of San Juan, Carmen 

Yulín, and the speaker of the New York City 
Council Melissa Mark-Viverito.  We were also 
joined by the unstoppable L. Alejandro Molina, 
who despite being Mexican American, has done 
more for the people of Puerto Rico than you will 
ever know.

We approached the brightly lit penitentia-
ry – which is in the middle of nowhere – just 
as the sun began to rise.  As we got close and 
were waived through to approach the building, 
a door opened and Oscar emerged dressed in ci-
vilian clothes carrying only a small suitcase.

We quickly got him in the van and, with Ale-
jandro at the wheel, headed for the Indianapolis 
airport to board a flight to Charlotte and then 
San Juan.  We traveled just as quickly as we 
could, half expecting someone to stop us and 
say they had changed their minds.

There was such joy and so many tears in that 
van as a family reunion 34 years in the making 
took place.  The people outside on the freeway 
were unaware that a father, a brother, and an 
internationally recognized leader rode with the 
people who had been working the hardest to 
persuade President Obama to free him.  

Someday soon I will release the video I shot 
on my iPhone of our ride to the airport.  Hon-
estly, the most important moment for me was 
watching the shear and unbridled enjoyment 
on Oscar’s face as he took bite after bite of a 
fresh quesito puertoriqueño, a breakfast treat 
that any Puerto Rican would long for.

There will be plenty of time for Oscar to speak 
about what he has been through and what he 
plans to do now.  When his sentence is over in 
May, I am sure he will want to publicly thank the 
Puerto Rican people for their encouragement, 
their prayers, and their faith in his release.  And 
there will be plenty of time to reflect on Oscar 
himself – someone I see as a leader and a friend, 
a mentor and a colleague, a legendary patriot of 
Puerto Rico and a simple man from the Puerto 
Rican neighborhoods of Chicago who can enjoy 
the pleasures of a warm quesito puertorriqueño 
as well as the next guy.

NYC Council Speaker 
Melissa Mark Viverito

I was 11 years old when Oscar went to pris-
on. Long before I had fully learned the history 
of my island, its people and our struggle, Oscar 
began a sentence that would go on for 35 years, 
all because of his support for independence for 
Puerto Rico. 

On February 9th, we welcomed Oscar back to 
our island. His release means so much to people 
in Puerto Rico and across the diaspora. In this 
trying time for the last island, Oscar’s arrival 
has offered new hope, especially during the try-
ing time in which Puerto Rico finds itself. 

But in the days leading up to Oscar’s 
long-awaited release, something I had worked 
for alongside so many for so long, I couldn’t 
help but think about what coming back to our 
island would be like for Oscar personally. How 
would he experience all the things that so many 
of us take for granted? How would it feel to 
embrace his daughter freely outside of those 
prison walls? To sit for hours without having to 
check in with security? To go to a market, or a 
theater? To drive, swim, ride a bike or fly in an 
airplane? Or just to feel our island’s breeze and 
hear our language?

Being there to see his first steps out of the 
prison was one of the most powerful experienc-
es and one of the greatest honors. 

I cannot begin to imagine what this process 
feels like for Oscar. And this will all become even 
more vivid after May 17th when he can fully ex-
perience the beautiful freedom he has awaited.

San Juan Mayor
Carmen Yulin Cruz Soto

OSCAR LOPEZ RIVERA
a driving force for Puerto Rican unity

 For many it may have seemed an ordinary 
flight, but for those of us that knew, the mo-
ment that plain touched the ground, a journey 
was ending while another was just beginning.  
It had been 35 years since Oscar Lopez Rivera 
had returned to his beloved Puerto Rico.  And 
while he had endured 35 years as a political 
prisoner – longer than Nelson Mandela, and 
12 of them in solitary confinement, his spirit 
is full of love and compassion for all.  For me, 
the journey had taken me from thinking him a 
terrorist to knowing him a friend.

On 2009, I knew nothing about Oscar Lopez 
and why his release was so important to us all.  
In fact, when I first heard his name my first 
reaction was to ask: what did he do? In time, I 
would learn that Oscar Lopez Rivera does not 
have blood in his hands: he did not kill anyone, 
he did not bomb anything, he did not steal 
anything.  He is simply guilty of one unques-

tionable fact: loving his country to the point of 
sacrificing his physical freedom. 

His example of perseverance and resistance 
became a driving force for unity in Puerto Rico.  
You see we are a nation divided and quite often 
it seems impossible for us to put our heads 
together even when our hearts are telling us to 
do so.  But the campaign to free Oscar Lopez 
seemed to light up the torch of solidarity and 
unity amongst the Puerto Rican people.  This 
was not a man asking for his freedom; this was 
a country asking -with one voice – for a man’s 
freedom.

Our visions and thoughts, diverse as they 
may be, surrender to the fact that he chal-
lenges us all to think beyond our differences 
and look for a common ground where social 
justice is at the core of everything we do.  He 
simply does not have a negative outlook in 
live.  He looks with kindness and compassion 
to all that view live in a different way but he 
seems to want to steer us all to think beyond 
the immediate.  What is justice and how can it 
be achieved by education? How can we achieve 
justice by ensuring appropriate healthcare 
for all? How can we eliminate discrimina-
tion?  How can we ensure that we can all come 
together for a common purpose? How can we 
understand that our differences are a point of 
departure and not an excuse for division and 
marginalization?

Oscar Lopez challenges us to “serve a higher 
purpose than ourselves”; he challenges us to 
be united; he challenges us to find a discourse 
which will hold us all under a huge tent of love 
for our nation Puerto Rico.  He challenges us 
to keep focused on what is truly important: 
building a better society for all.  However, 
he cautions us all to free ourselves from the 
shackles of intolerance, fear and division.  He 
is truly a man in peace with his past and eager 
to participate in the construction of an equi-
table future.  Welcome home Oscar, we thank 
you for allowing us to come together to claim 
justice for you and justice for all.

Attorney Jan Susler 

February 9 was a day like any other, except 
that after serving 35 years of prison, Oscar was 
going home! And as if that wasn’t enough dra-
ma, we were sneaking him in to the country, 
thanks to the mandate of the Federal Bureau 
of Prisons, who would continue to be his cus-
todian until May 17. That crisp, dark morning, 
he was waiting for us at 4:55 a.m., clad in the 
blue jeans and sweater Clarisa had overnight-
ed to the prison, a Puerto Rican flag – hidden 
for years among his belongings – pinned to his 
small duffel bag, a smile from ear to ear.

Fueled by the elation of victory, we wended 
our way with him in tow, leaving the cold plains, 
stopping in Indianapolis and Charlotte, finally 
landing in the warmth of his homeland. “Bi-
envenido a casa,” the crew greeted him, as our 
group deplaned to deliver him home. 

Days later, my always supportive nephew in-
quired, “Is it weird to have him home?” “No,” I 
quickly responded. “It feels completely natural!” 

Indeed, Oscar is taking completely in stride 
this next phase of his life. He emerged from 
prison with his commitment to his people in-
tact; his health, strength, and sense of humor 
tangible; a feeling of gratitude for the love and 
solidarity that brought him home; a great love 
for his daughter; a thirst for dialogue; and the 

ability and desire to shape and embrace the fu-
ture at this critical moment in the history of 
Puerto Rico. 

 

Mercedes López (sister)

Ese día tan maravilloso en el que nuestro 
hermano Oscar llegó a Puerto Rico, para mi 
familia y para mi, fue como poder alcanzar 
el infinito, algo imposible. Cuando lo visité 
en la casa de Clarisa por primera vez, sentí 
ese gran abrazo tan caluroso, un abrazo que 
por casi 40 años no pudimos sentir. Verlo 
vestido con ropa cómoda, con una amplia 
sonrisa y tan lleno de alegría fue una gran 
felicidad. Antes de entrar al apartamen-
to de Clarisa, pensaba que lo que iba a ver 
como cuando lo íbamos a visitar a todas 
las prisiones en las que estuvo: ropa kha-
ki, sin poder sentarse al lado de nosotros, 
sino frente a nosotros. Ese día que lo visité 
fue el más espectacular, solamente se veía 
la alegría, el placer de sentarnos juntos en 
la mesa para almorzar, hablar, hacer chistes 
y reírnos mucho. Ese pasado ya está en el 
olvido, la felicidad de ahora en adelante es 
el momento que vivimos y el futuro.

Oscar is Home!
¡Oscar esta en Casa!

As reported in the past edition of La Voz del Paseo Boricua, our patriot Oscar López Rivera is now living with his daughter, Clarisa  in 
Puerto Rico. He was accompanied to the island by Cong. Luis V. Gutiérrez, New York City Council Speaker, Melissa Mark Viverito, San 
Juan Mayor Carmen Yulin Cruz, his daughter, Clarisa López Ramos, his brother José E. López  and L. Alejandro Molina, Campaign 
Coordinator. While still under the authority of the US penal system and with limited movements until May 17, he is finally in his be-
loved homeland. He is getting himself organized for the next phase of his life, which will be framed within the construction of the Oscar 
López Rivera Foundation. The following reflections tell a portion of the story of his arrival and re-encounter with friends, family and 
most importantly, Puerto Rico:


