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The day the sky fell: When
our Sophia went X

Sophia’s family believe
she is still alive.

BYMARIJE SLIJKERMAN

n 2 Wednesday evening, in 2015, .

our beautiful daughter Sophia
S n hi
Falls National Park. She had just

acguired her Bachelor of Medicineand - :
- po,where I spoke with Mr Nyadru, the - =

czme to Uganda to work as an internat
Lobegz Hospital in Kampala.

After completing that eight-week in-

ternship, she went on a trip around the
country with two Dutch students and
2 Ugandan tour guide, who was also

their driver The trip was to last 17 days.
- mally see each other again at home in
* November.1did not notice anything un-

On dzy six, she vanished. The calendar
rezd: October 28,2015.

To this dzy her disappearance remains
2 mystery that has dominated our lives
ever since. In my unrelenting search for
Sophiz for answers,] have thus far made
23 journeys to Uganda, always hoping
that the mzany questions we have will
be answered one day, when asked by the
nght people.

On July 7,1 testified at Buganda Road
Court in the case that prosecution
opened agzinst Sophia's tour guide. A
police investigztion into Sophia’s dis-
appezrance found that he was not Ji-
censed to work zs a tour guide when
he took Sophiz and companions on
that trip. We were not aware of that.
This newspaper has reported on all court
hearings inthis case.In both the first and
the second hearing,a witness was heard,
who worked at Kidepo National Park,
when Sophia spent one night there, Ac-
wrding to the newspaper accounts she is
being depicted as a crazy gird. This is pain-
ful to read for us who know her so well.
It is hard to tell how accurate these testi-
monies are.

‘Veryvulnerable’

A few years ago, I received an email
from an English womnan. She wrote that
she was in Kidepo with her family that
same night. She confirmed they were
woken up by noise and she and her hus-
band went out to investigate. They found
Sophia on the viewing platform and in-
teracted with her.

The womnan described her as 'respon-
sive, apologetic for making noise, polite
and very articulate' but at the same time

- last time I saw her was one week before
. her disappearance,on October 21,2015.

* lytelling me about her work at the hos-

Sophiastruck heras very vulnerable.She
and her husband expressed their con- :

: cerns about her wellbeing to both the :
. warden and the tour guide in the morn- :

ing. They were not sure how seriously :
they were taken. i
The first time I heard about the tour

guide being warned not to travel fur- ; §
- ther with Sophia was in June 2016
- With one of my sons, I tracked So
. phia’s journey from Kampala to Mur- :

chison. We also spent one night at Kide-

warden, who then told me about the
advice he had given to the tour guide. *
Thad come tovisit Sophiain Uganda.The

We had dinner together and would nor-

usuzl about my daughter. She was vivid-

pital and said if they asked her tostay for
another twomonths,she would say ‘yes'.

The last time I spoke with her was on
the phone, in the afternoon of the pitch-

black day that changed our lives. She

sounded fine, told me she wason aboat
and very much enjoying the trip. Not

until 6.30pm, when called by oneof the | *

travel companions,did I hear about So-
phia not being well.I was told they wor- |
ried about her and wanted toreturnto -
Kampala the next day Some two hours |
later,l heard she was missing, i

Grave mistake

Itisvery hard for ustounderstand why
the tour guide took them to the Student
Centre that last night. He was clearly
awarethat Sophia wasnot well the com-
panions told him around 6pm that af-
ternoon they worried about her,
and that they had toreturnto
Kampala.The prior night,
instead of going to Kit-
gum, the tour guide had
decided to take them to
Gulu,a more resource-
ful place,as he later said,
If he was heeding the ad-
vice he had received at
Kidepo that morning, why
take Sophia the next day to the
‘Jeast resourceful'place one can think of?
Very cheap but unfit for tourists as there
was no security. He could have gone to
another more resourceful place,Masindi
for example, Instead, he created a situa-
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Sophia Koetsier at work in Lubaga Hospital in 2015. PHOTO/COURTESY

tion that maximised the chance for acci-
dents to happen.

Farfromcrazy
pains us to see Sophia being

Ifeel the urge to explain her
bipolar condition, which

I believe is not well under-
stood. Most bipolar individ-
uals experience mood swings,
but 10 to 15 percent only be-

come manic,never depressed.

Sophia belongs to that category, which
inessence makes her unipolar.Only very
occasionally does she experience ahypo-

manic or manic episode. They are short, |

few and far between, and she recovers

As mentioned earlier, it

described as a crazy giland |

BACKGROUND

Dutch medicalintern Sophia
Koetsier, then 21, arrivedin
Kampalaon August 31,2015,
havingjust acquired her Bachelor
of Medicine. Her ambition was to
continue with Tropical Medicine
and later become a surgeon or
gynaecologist.

She went missing on October
28, 2015. The circumstances
of her disappearance are still
unclear.

fast.It has never set her back in school,
study or work.She is an easy learner and
" passed all her medical exams in one go,

APPEAL

Please reach out to the family
ifyou have information. Please
do notreach outifyour only
motive is to extort money
fromadesperate family. For
more information, please visit:
www.findSophia.org and, or,
contact@findSophia.

| withgoodtoverygoodgrades.

When she left for Uganda, she was fine.

| Her colleagues in Lubaga Hospital were

: full of praise for her ability to learn fast
i and her willingness to help with any-
¢ thing, including mopping floors, if need-
. ed.On the second day of their journey,
¢ she told her two travel companions, al-

so medical students, that she is bipo-

¢ lar.They later confessed to me that they
. were very surprised to hear that they

had not noticed anything unusual in her

Manic episodes occur when there
are a lot of incentives and new expe-
riences, and not enough rest to pro-

~  cess everything. The latter was clear-

- ly the case in those eight weeks in Kam-
- pala, living in a very full and busy
¢ house and getting up early to go to

work. As she wrote in one of her exten-
sive weekly reports: ‘It’s fun to live in

© astudent house, but it is never quiet.”

And quiet is crucial for Sophia,who s far

- from crazy.She was ill when she disap-

peared and needed care.
What is also painful for us, and every-
one who loves and misses her, are peo-

- ple who speak, or write,about Sophiain

the past tense. As if she is no longer here.
But until we have evidence to the contra-

. ryforussheisalive.
* Hopeful

Our hope that Sophia is still alive may
sound unrealistic to some people, but
how realistic is one person to survive a
plane crash that kills all 241 other pas-
sengers and crew on board? Yet, it hap-
pened last month in India. In reality,
these things happen; people sometimes
are found, after having been missing for
many years.

Yes, we know we may never find So-
phia.But doing nothing is not an option.
We believe there s still work that has not
been done and should be done by the
right people. Shortly after Sophias dis-
appearance in Murchison Falls National
Park,Istood at the bank of the River Nile,
seeing the puzzling trail of itemns laid out
there. A strong feeling that something
was very wrong came over me. Those
feelings have never faded. Of course, feel
ings are not facts; Iam fully aware of that.
Nevertheless, you can only find out if it's
adead end when you start walking.

Ms Slijkerman is Sophia’s mother.




