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PYONGYANG: Freedom can come with remarkable
swiftness for US citizens held prisoner by North Korea,
an experience that may await three Americans currently
detained by the reclusive nation. After months and even
years of hardship, former detainees often say they
found themselves boarding a US plane and flown out of
the country less than an hour after being told by their
captors that they were going home.

Ahead of a diplomatic thaw and planned summit
between President Donald Trump and North Korean
leader Kim Jong Un, there were reports the detainees
were relocated from a labor camp to a hotel near the
North Korean capital of Pyongyang, raising speculation
they could be released. “They didn’t tell me anything
about my release until the last minute. I was in the hos-
pital and taken to a hotel,” the longest-held American in
North Korea, Kenneth
Bae, said in an interview
from South Korea. 

Once informed of his
release in 2014, an
American delegation
came in and within 30
minutes he was aboard
an airplane to take him
out of North Korea.
From there it was a 24-
hour journey via Guam
and Hawaii home to
Seattle, where his family
was waiting. While a
prisoner, Bae was forced to shovel coal and haul rocks.
He had about 30 guards watching him as their sole
prisoner during his two years in captivity, which includ-
ed hospital stays for the beating his body took from the
hard labor.

Since the end of the Korean War, North Korea has
taken 17 Americans captive, many of whom were in the
country for humanitarian reasons inspired by their
Christian faith. Bae and the three Americans currently
being held - Kim Hak-song, Tony Kim and Kim Dong-
chul - fall into that category. In North Korea, where
the Kim family that has ruled the country for more
than 70 years is revered as demigods, proselytizing is
seen as an assault on the state, punishable by years of
hard labor.

Isolated from the world, time seems to halt, former

detainees say. Confinement for the Americans detained
by North Korea can range from hotel rooms to
cramped, windowless shacks offering little protection
from the country’s bitter cold.  Former prisoners, who
also have included tourists and journalists, have said
they were interrogated for hours and suffered mental
humiliation. A few said the isolation led them to consid-
er suicide.

The United States demands the release of US citi-
zens every time it deals with North Korea, which
detains, and releases, them for its own reasons, said a
former US official. The former official, who spoke on
condition of anonymity, said sometimes such releases
are arranged and negotiated by the US State
Department via the “New York channel” of contacts
with North Korean diplomats at the United Nations

while others are handled
via the US intelligence
community.

“They don’t just keep
them. They keep them for
a reason and then they
release them for a rea-
son,” he added, saying
the obvious reason for a
release now, should one
occur, is the prospect of
the summit. For the pris-
oners treated as bar-
gaining chips, releases
can move at alarming

speeds. Jeffrey Fowle, a tourist held for about six
months in North Korea for leaving a bible in a sailor’s
club during his visit, said the day he was released, he
was told he was being transferred, and presented with
belongings he had not seen for months.

“I thought I was going to the detention camp, or to
trial, or something. I went from my guest house to a
nearby hotel,” he said in a telephone interview from his
Ohio home. “Then some well-dressed North Korean man
came in and said ‘Kim Jong Un has recommended that
you be released.’ And that was the first thing I heard
about it,” he said. Otto Warmbier, 22, from Wyoming,
Ohio, was imprisoned from January 2016 to June 2017,
and was released in a coma. He died a few days later in
the United States, with his parents accusing North Korea
of torturing him, a charge Pyongyang denies.
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PYONGYANG: Kenneth Bae, a Korean-American Christian missionary who has been detained in North
Korea for more than a year, appears before a limited number of media outlets in Pyongyang. —Reuters

Four killed in clashes 
in Kashmir main city
SRINAGAR: Three suspected rebels and a civilian
were killed in a gun battle yesterday in Srinagar in
Indian-administered Kashmir, police said, the first in
the restive region’s main city this year. The three men
believed to be militants died in a shootout after gov-
ernment forces surrounded a densely populated
neighborhood in the old part of the city, director gen-
eral of police Shesh Paul Vaid said.

A young man also died after he was hit by an
armored vehicle as hundreds of residents tried to help
the rebels escape from the military cordon in the heart
of Srinagar, a police officer said on condition of
anonymity. A paramilitary trooper was injured during
the exchange of fire.  Since last year gun battles
between government forces and militants seeking an
end to Indian rule in Kashmir have become more fre-
quent, in a region divided between India and Pakistan
but claimed in full by both.

This year the fighting has left a total of 110 dead,
according to officials, with 20 civilians, 28 security
forces personnel and 62 militants estimated to have
died. Yesterday hundreds of residents hit the streets
near the site of the firefight, shouting slogans of free-
dom from Indian rule, witnesses said. The protests and

clashes later spread to other areas of the city’s old
quarters. India has deployed more than 500,000 sol-
diers to tackle the rising militancy and increasing
civilian support for the rebels.

New Delhi is also preparing to deploy elite com-
mandos from its National Security Guard, known as
Black Cats, to the disputed territory. India often
accuses Pakistan of fuelling the insurgency; a charge
Islamabad denies saying it only provides diplomatic
support to the Kashmiri struggle for right to self-
determination. —AFP

SRINAGAR: Indian security personnel and protesters clash
following a gun battle between security forces and sus-
pected rebels in Srinagar. —AFP

A few months after Warmbier’s death, former
detainee Aijalon Gomes, 38, set himself on fire in a
San Diego lot in November 2017. Gomes was held
for about seven months in North Korea after he
crossed into the country from China in January 2010
on what he saw as a religious mission. After his
return, Gomes wrote a self-published autobiography

titled “Violence and Humanity,” in which he talked
about his suicide attempts while being held in North
Korea. Bae and Fowle, devout Christians, said their
time in North Korea deepened their faith and helped
get them through. “Emotionally and psychologically,
they (the North Koreans) were trying to wear me
out,” said Bae. —Reuters

Pakistan army chief 
signs death warrants 
of 11 militants
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s powerful army chief has con-
firmed the death sentences passed by military courts
on 11 militants over various attacks on security forces
as well as civilians that left dozens dead, the military
said yesterday. A statement issued by the military said
that in total the assault left 60 dead-”36 civilians, 24
armed forces, Frontier Constabulary and police offi-
cials”-while a further 142 people were injured.  

The offenses included attacks on armed forces and
other law enforcement agencies, the destruction of var-
ious educational institutions and a deadly rampage at
Bacha Khan university in the northwest in early 2016

that left 21 dead. “The army chief also confirmed life
imprisonment for three convicts,” the statement added.
Pakistan has been fighting a homegrown Islamist insur-
gency since 2004, when militants displaced by the US-
led invasion of Afghanistan began a campaign in border
tribal areas.

The military courts allow the army to try civilians on
terror charges in secret, despite strong criticism from
rights groups. They were established in the wake of a
December 2014 Taliban massacre at an army-run
school in Peshawar that killed over 150 people, mostly
school children. 

Following that attack the government lifted the
moratorium on the death penalty. Scores of militants
have since been condemned to death. Security has dra-
matically improved in Pakistan since then. But in April
2017, parliament voted to extend the courts for another
two years. Yesterday’s statement did not give a date for
the executions, but hangings have often been carried
out within 24-48 hours in the past. —AFP

Afghan forces,
Taleban battle for
control of highway 
in Ghazni province 
KABUL: At least 31 Taleban militants were killed by
Afghan security forces backed by US air strikes in
Afghanistan’s central Ghazni province, as the Afghan army
battled to protect a key highway, officials said yesterday.
Mohammad Arif Noori, the spokesman for the provincial
governor, said the militants were planning to wrest con-
trol of an arterial road and had attacked many security
check posts. “With the help of US air forces, the Taleban
militants have been pushed back from the areas near
Ghazni-Paktika highway, but the road is still closed due to
serious damages caused by the Taleban,” said Noori.

During clashes on Friday, two civilians were killed and

four were injured when a mortar shell hit a home in the
Andar district. Andar is one of the unstable districts of
Ghazni province, 95 miles southwest of the capital, Kabul.
In a separate incident, two militants were killed when
explosives went off on a highway in Ghazni. The Taleban
confirmed the clashes. The group’s spokesman, Zabihullah
Mujahid, however, gave a conflicting casualty figure.

According to Mujahid, nine Afghan soldiers and one
Taleban fighter were killed. He said 10 Afghan soldiers
and three Taliban fighters were wounded in the battle to
control Andar district. In April, the militants killed a dis-
trict governor in Ghazni, his bodyguards and five intelli-
gence agents. The Taleban have stepped up attacks
across the country, after they announced their annual
spring offensive, a start of the fighting season as the
weather allows easier maneuverability through
Afghanistan’s mountains.

This week suicide bombers in the capital Kabul killed at
least 26 people, including nine journalists. According to the
top US watchdog on Afghanistan, the number of Afghan
security forces fell by nearly 11 percent in the past year,
and the vast majority of Afghan forces are incapable of
preventing the Taliban from capturing territory. —Reuters


