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Local News
Guilty or not guilty? We paid a visit to 

the Local Prison to check if there would 
be any Foreigners present.

The Huaraz Telegraph was wondering if there would be any 
foreigners in jail here, would they be open for an interview? As 

it turns out, there is one. Lewis Charles Cornelius, a 51 year 
old man from South Africa who has five year left on his 

sentence is being held in a place where you can´t take a cam-
era or apples while visiting. Razors though, no problem! 

Story by Rex Broekman

My day started at 09:00 in the morning 
where I should meet with someone from 
the Tourist Police to accompany me into 
the penitentiary. Having read Marching 
Powder and being a massive fan of pris-
on movies like Shawshank Redemption, 
Escape from Alcatraz and Prison Break, I 
had no clue what to expect. I was excited 
but honestly also nervous. Could I get 
in with my camera, would the guards let 
me have the interview and would the two 
´gringos´ be willing to meet me? The day 
before, Trevor (co-founder of The Huaraz 
Telegraph) and I went to the market to do 
some shopping. We bought some fruit, 
cookies, snacks and drinks. We´d been 
informed that these are common things to 
bring to the penitentiary. Hopefully one of 
the two foreigners would be happy to see 
us and would be willing to tell their story. 
Luckily someone from the Tourist Police 
joined us, making us feel a bit more at 
ease.

On Father´s Day, when we arrived at the 
penitentiary (near the Stadium of Rosas 
Pampa), we saw a long line of people, 
who were waiting to see their loved ones, 
family members or friends. From the 
outside, it didn´t look as a state of the 
art prison. We could only visit the jail on 
Sundays. This is the only day it is pos-
sible to visit the male cons. The female 
part of the prison is open for visitors on 
Wednesdays. Unfortunately we were 
told to leave our camera, cellphone and 
other electronic devices at the office of 
the ´Penal´. The young Diego Placen-

cia Vidal from the Tourist Police had to 
leave his gun and bullets behind as well. 
Then we went in. We had to register and 
leave our passport (a sort of check-in as 
you get in a hotel or hostel). Trevor had 
only brought a copy of his passport and 
this was just enough to pass (probably 
thanks to Diego). Shortly after that, we 
were searched individually by another 
guard. I went first and was out after 10 
seconds having some pocket money and 
keys, but that was no problem at all. Then 
Trevor went through but that took longer 
then a minute. Pretty soon afterwards 
the guards told me that he couldn’t get in 
because of a visit to Sierra Andina and 
X-treme bar the night before. He was 
denied entrance because he was still 
intoxicated. Poor me, I was on my own. 

Once in prison, I was ordered to sit down 
at those places where you can speak with 
the prisoners with a fence between us. 
The guards told me that they would call 
the South African. This is when I found 
out that there was only one foreigner and 
not two as I was told before by the Tourist 
Police. Seconds later, Lewis Charles Cor-
nelius stood before me. WHAT? Could he 
just walk in here? Where I thought he´d 
at least be behind a fence. But, he could. 
Could he stab me, hit and touch me? 
Yes, he could if he wanted to. 

He introduced himself and asked what 
I was here for. I told him I am making a 
newspaper in English and was wonder-
ing if he would tell me his story. I showed 
him the April, May and June editions of 
The Huaraz Telegraph I brought with 

me and gave him the food Trevor and I 
bought at the market. ¨Sure, no problem,¨ 
Lewis said. It was pretty clear Lewis was 
happy with my visit as he started to talk 
without even having asked him a single 
question. He flip-flopped from here to 
there and I had to ask him to slow down 
because I wasn’t able to process all of 
the scrambled information at once. He 
was full of energy but very calm. I didn’t 
feel uncomfortable when I told him that it 
would be better if I asked the questions 
and he would answer them. ¨That´s prob-
ably better, yes.¨ 

My first question was, what are you 
here for and why you are in Huaraz´ 
prison? 
To which he replied that he had been 
incarcerated in Lima’s prison since Octo-
ber 2005 because of an incident at Jorge 
Chavez Airport involving 17 kilos of raw 
coke, otherwise known as ‘chlor’. 
According to Lewis he was set up be-
cause he was asked to check-in some-
one else’s bag on a flight to South Africa. 
A bag that he didn’t inspect before trying 
to pass airport security. 

Passing security he was asked to open 
the bag and to his shock he said, they 
found 17 kilos of ‘chlor’.  “I got 12 years 
and six months sentenced with ´benefits´ 
but on the 9th of October 2009, I was 

transferred to Huaraz without any reason 
I am aware of. Here in Huaraz I lost all 
the benefits I had before in Lima (Cal-
lao) plus because I appealed four times 
to my sentence, I have lost the ´2-9-6´ 
(code referring to the benefits or restric-
tions in prison). Now I am HIV positive. I 
receive treatment and I am staying in the 
´Tópico´(hospital section of the ´Penal´, 
also known as the infirmary),¨ Lewis 
added.

I guess Ellis Boyd “Red” Redding was 
wrong in Shawshank when he said: 
´Everyone in here is innocent´.

Lewis went on: ¨It´s a sad situation Rex! 
Thanks for hearing me out. After three 
years, my wife stopped sending me let-
ters. I thought that this was very rare, but 
then I found out that my wife had been 
caught with drugs in Bolivia, three years 
after me. I assure you man, she was not 
trafficking but she´s still in 
prison.¨ Coincidence? ¨I am not mar-
ried Rex but love the woman I call my 
wife very much. We have eight children 
together and am almost 52 years of age. 
I wouldn’t lie to you at this stage; I hope 
to get out soon.¨

Lewis, do you get help from the out-
side? ¨Nothing man! When I come out 
one day, I will for sure sue my Embassy. I 
used to have communication with my wife 
and children but they (the South African 
Embassy) haven’t visited me once. They 
make promises, like Peruvians here, but 
never fulfill their promises. Two years 
ago, an inmate spoke to my Embassy 
and heard that they would pay a visit to 
my wife in Bolivia. It´s compulsory! They 
haven’t visited me once in Huaraz; they 
must think it´s too far from Lima. They do 
not only neglect my human rights, they 
also rob my personal items. My wife sent 
me a bible once but it never made it here. 
My wife must be thinking why do I not ac-
cept her sendings but I never get to see 
them. I get only one visitor every now and 
then. This guy was at the ´Topico´ with 
me here and that´s it. I actually thought 
when they called me that there was a 
visitor, that it would be him. But it was 
you.¨ 

The Huaraz´ Víctor Pérez Liendo penitentiary is right behind the stadium of Rosas Pampa.

Lewis Charles Cornelius back in 2009, when he was treated in the hospital. Picture courtesy of Huaraznoticias.com
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Lewis, how is your contact with the 
other inmates? ¨I get discriminated a lot 
here. Not just by inmates, especially by 
the guards. They hate South Africans. Let 
me tell you a story. The guards here like 
to demonstrate their power. We get beat-
en for nothing. Sometimes we have to sit 
on our knees and if we move one muscle, 
we get hit. They hit us to make an ex-
ample. ´Pachas´ was an inmate who was 
in the hospital for two weeks, until he 
died. Eight of us were mistreated badly 
but only Pachas was sent to the hospi-
tal (Lewis showed me a big scar on his 
chest). When I and seven others were hit, 
afterwards all inmates decided to have a 
hunger strike but when ´Human Rights´ 
visited us that day nothing changed. I live 
without fear, I am not scared. I am getting 
older but I still know how to defend myself 
because of some martial arts I practiced 
in the past but luckily most do respect 
me. I don’t have that much contact with 
the other inmates as I was transferred 
out of the heavy secured section into the 
infirmary here. Things are quieter here.¨

I was also wondering how is the food 
in jail Lewis? ¨Not too bad. We get soup, 
olives, bread and some ´Quaker´ in the 
morning but we can buy stuff here but 
you have to have money.¨ 

Do you have any notice what happens 
on the outside? ¨Yeah, a little bit. There 
is a pavilion with a television and we hear 
quickly when new inmates are brought 
in.¨  

How are the prison cell conditions 
and what does your day look like? 
¨There is a hole in every cell (toilet) and 
in ´Maximum´ two people stay in one cell, 
sharing a bunk bed. In other parts of the 
prison, inmates have to share a cell with 
sometimes more than ten others. It´s 
sort of clean but you´d probably say it is 
really dirty. When we wake up (in the infir-
mary there is no role call, so we get up 
ourselves), we first wash ourselves and 
brush our teeth. Then we have breakfast 
and read some newspapers. It is difficult 
when you don´t have money. No money 
in prison means life has no value.¨

How do you make money? 
¨I don’t! Some of the lawyers visiting the 
inmates sometimes give me a couple of 
Soles. There was one fat but friendly law-
yer who used to help me out with small 
cash but he passed away unfortunately. 
If you have money here, you´re king. 
There are shops in jail and those shops 
are run by convicts. It is very expensive 
to buy something here. A box of milk is 
five Soles for example (three soles in the 
supermarkets). You can even buy razors 
here at those shops.¨ 

Isn’t that forbidden? ¨No, I guess not. 
There is a rule here: if you die, you die. 
We are ´only´ inmates.¨ 
I thought to myself, he must be short on 
cash because of his beard.
Have you ever considered suicide? 

¨Yes, on many occasions but I have eight 
children and a wife you know. Besides I 
believe in God and believe he has saved 
me a spot in heaven once I die.¨ 

Are there many (sexual) violations 
between inmates that you know of? 
¨My Bible tells me that relations between 
man & man and woman & woman are 
wrong (Lewis said this actually in Afri-
kaans, his native language). I do, 
however, have no opinion about that. 
They have to do whatever they want. I 

because of diarrhea when having AIDS, 
you will never gain the same weight as 
before. Finally, you will die because of 
being underweight. You cannot get out 
of bed anymore and feel without energy. 
You can eat as much as you want but 
won’t gain weight ever again.¨ 

When I said goodbye, Lewis mentioned 
that he would help me out with a picture. 
A story needs a picture, but unfortunately 
the guards would allow me to take a ra-
zor into the prison but not my 

known as ´La Flor de Huaraz´. ¨Maybe he 
can help me? We met in jail in Callao and 
he is famous now. I was best friends with 
his father back in South Africa.¨

According to one guard at the moment of 
visiting the prison, there were exactly 596 
men and 40 women incarcerated. Some 
inmates for stealing pork at the market 
just had to spend one night, others for 
murder or manslaughter obviously much 
longer. If Lewis Charles Cornelius is not 
able to contact anyone from abroad for 
help, or can´t find 15.000 Soles, he is 
supposed to be released in 2017. Lewis 
can be visited on Sundays and would 
kindly want to ask readers to bring some 
small money, food or useful material like 
old clothes or soap, when visiting him. 

It is safe to visit the prison, on the other 
hand, feel free to visit the Tourist Police 
on the Main Square (Plaza de Armas) if 
you want them to accompany you, as I 
did. Getting less than 10 visitors a year, 
I felt bad for Lewis. Lewis didn’t beg for 
money on the day The Netherlands were 
knocked out of the European Champion-
ships of football, but I felt happy to help 
him out a bit with 20 soles I had in my 
pockets. I know, he has to pay for what 
he has done. It sounds a bit suspicious 
having your wife and yourself in jail at the 
same time but still, poor Lewis. I wouldn’t 
want to swap roles. 

Some people criticized me this week that 
I should not give my opinion in 
The Huaraz Telegraph. I disagree, sorry 
guys, I strongly feel I have to. For those 
readers who don´t want to visit the prison 
but do want to help Lewis, be so kind 
to contact the South African Embassy 
or contact Prisoners Abroad. If enough 
people write, he might finally get a visit 
from someone that is able to help him. 

don’t have it in me. I consider myself as 
a helper, not a violator. In the past I was 
a millionaire you know. I was running 
a diamond digging company but three 
family businesses went down the drain. 
All because of trusting the wrong people. 
Now I am broke and need 15.000 soles 
to get out. Mission impossible, but I am 
trying to contact Prisoners Abroad which 
is an English organization. And you don’t 
need to be an Englishman to get help. 
Maybe you or your readers can help me 
with that. I just need someone to send 
the message. I pray a lot, that helps.¨ 

Finally I got to the question of how 
Lewis got infected with the HIV virus. 
He said: ¨Needles man, needles. When 
my wife stopped sending letters or when 
some people started keeping them in 
their desks, I started to use drugs. Back 
in Callao prison this happened. Now I 
have to take pills every day, but there are 
other inmates here at the infirmary that 
get twice the amount of pills. I feel 
discriminated. There is alcohol abuse and 
drugs abuse in the prison here in Huaraz 
as well.¨

What? Are you serious? I was forbid-
den to bring you any apples or grapes 
because they suspect inmates to make 
alcohol of it.
¨Haha, serious? They sell apples and 
grapes in the prison here so that’s weird. 
They make every sort of alcohol here of 
potatoes, rice and even tomatoes. I think 
85% of the inmates use drugs.¨ 

So do you use drugs? 
¨No, I have been clean for more than two 
years now. I have to take care of myself 
having AIDS. When you lose weight 

camera. He quickly made a phone call 
with some pocket money I handed him. I 
was promised to get a picture of him by 
email.
Could I summarize saying that you 
were an idiot when it all happened 
Lewis? ¨Yes! A great idiot¨, he replied 
smiling when he hung up the phone and 
saying: ¨thanks for your visit!¨ Let´s hope 
I get my picture, I thought. 

When leaving he asked me if I could also 
send my story to Gringo Karl, an ex-con-
vict and fellow South African, who has his 
circus in Lima with Katty Portela, better 

Long lines of people waiting at the prison´s entrance on Father´s Day.

by Rex Broekman


