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School of Communications justice
and law speaker series hosts a
screening of ‘Free Fernando!’

By NATHAN ROJAS
Staft’ Writer

As part of the justice and law speaker se-
ries, Quinnipiac University held a screening
Monday night of the documentary “Free Fer-
nando!”: A True Story of an Innocent Man’s
Three Decade Quest for Freedom” which
details the story of an innocent man wrongly
incarcerated for 18 years.

Sponsored by the College of Arts and Sci-
ences’ Intellectual and Culture Events fund
and hosted by the Criminal Justice program,
students were able to witness the story of Fer-
nando Bermudez, who was incarcerated for a
crime he did not commit.

Bermudez wanted to create this film, not
only to share his story, but also to show the
effects that such an experience can have on
an individual.

“This film... it needs to be out there in the
world, for the world to see and for him to be
heard,” Marc Wishengrad, filmmaker and di-
rector of “Free Fernando!” said.

On Feb. 6, 1992, Bermudez, 21 at the
time, was convicted of second-degree murder
and sentenced to 23 years to life in prison.

Witnesses wrongly identified Bermudez,
stating that they were coerced into misiden-
tifying him as the shooter.

During his time in prison, Bermudez
fought for his freedom.

“My family fought so hard,” Bermudez
said. “My family scrambled up some mon-
ey...they took a loan. We hired an attorney.”

Despite the evidence in favor of his inno-
cence, the courts refused to schedule subse-
quent hearings, preventing Bermudez from
proving himself.

“I just felt if I told the truth, it would be as
simple as going home,” Bermudez said

It wasn’t until Nov. 12, 2009, that Bermu-
dez was exonerated and released from prison.

“A struggle, a battle, an outcome like
mine is one that was hard fought through the
intervention of other people,” Bermudez said.

After the screening, attending students
and faculty were able to ask Bermudez and
Wishengrad questions.

Many were curious about Bermudez’s
thoughts on the justice system, after it had
failed him for so long.

While Bermudez acknowledges this fact, he
does not want to break his children’s faith in it.

“I took them many places just to expose
them to what I hope will be an influence that
they can know about social justice,” he said.

After his release from prison, Bermudez
had trouble readapting to normal life.

“I realized that after the happy ending of get-
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Quinnipiac University hosted a screening on Nov. 10 of the documentary “Free Fernan-
do!” about Fernando Bermudez, a man who was wrongly incarcerated for 18 years.

ting out, that it was more difficult than I imag-
ined... the institutionalization is something that
has to be fought against,” Bermudez said.

Even now, Wishengrad believes that Ber-
mudez is still adapting, “still trying to free
Fernando,” despite having been released 16
years ago.

Students were also interested in the psycho-
logical effects of Bermudez’s incarceration.

“You have to have psychological help.
You need therapy,” he said.

Additionally, they were curious about
what he had done to seek this help.

“In terms of the type of social health that
people in my situation receive upon their re-
lease... we’re not given that,” Bermudez said.

Because of this, Bermudez has found alter-
native solutions to repairing his mental health.

“It’s really a matter of just being free
again and doing things that I feel could help
my mental health,” he said.

These reasons also served as a motivator for
Wishengrad, in producing the documentary.

“I still have to tell the whole story... to see

him in the world, to see the effect of incar-
ceration and PTSD,” Wishengrad said.

Wishengrad believes that through Bermudez,
audiences are able to understand what happens to
a person when they’ve been incarcerated.

Despite his record being cleared, Bermu-
dez struggled to find work, with many of his
applications being denied.

“It’s a matter of still being accepted into
society after having been incarcerated so
long,” Bermudez said.

From his time in prison, Bermudez has
“learned to appreciate freedom.”

“Despite the circumstances that one finds
himself in, you still have the freedom to
choose your attitude within those circum-
stances,” Bermudez said.

According to experts, roughly 5% of incar-
cerated criminals are innocent, Bermudez said.

“What about a human life destroyed, be-
ing wrongfully executed? What accountabil-
ity is there for that,” Bermudez said. “Prog-
ress is being made, but we’re still far from
correcting the problem.”

“l realized that after the
happy ending of getting out,
that it was more difficult
than | imagined.”
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Students in attendance at the documentary screening participated in a Q&A session with Fernando Bermudez and the filmmaker

Marc Wishengrad.



