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			Advance Praise for 
AFTER ESCOBAR

			After Escobar is a high-octane thriller I couldn’t put down! This incredible, first-hand account about bringing down the infamous Cali cartel reads like a Tom Clancy novel, except this story is 100% true. 

			—Derek S. Maltz, Acting DEA Administrator 

			Learn the truth about how elite DEA operators Chris Feistl and Dave Mitchell risked their lives on a daily basis, battled systemic corruption, and overcame numerous challenges to help dismantle the infamous Cali mafia. This epic adventure will keep you on the edge of your seat. It’s a must-read for anyone one who loves True Crime stories! 

			—Steve Murphy, Retired DEA Special Agent in Charge and co-author of Manhunters: How We Took Down Pablo Escobar

			After Escobar is an absolute must-read for anyone with an interest in the drug war and Colombian cartels—wow, what a page turner! Straight out of a Hollywood movie. The most detailed first-hand account I have ever read regarding the take down of the Cali cartel. Well done, warriors!

			—Dave Gaddis, Former DEA Chief of Global Enforcement Operations and author of The Noble Experiment
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			Dedicated to the memory of 
Ruben Prieto and Jerry Rinehart, 
who always managed to make us laugh 
even in the most dangerous of times.

			 

			To all the men and women of Colombia's armed services 
who dedicated their lives to combatting 
drug trafficking and terrorism. 
No nation on Earth has made more sacrifices 
in the fight against drugs than Colombia. 

			 

			"Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth." 
—Matthew 5:5

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			Part of Chris and Dave’s story was told in 
Season 3 of the highly acclaimed Netflix series 
Narcos: Rise of a New Empire, The Cali Cartel. 
Now, they tell it for themselves.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			“If my mind can conceive it, and my heart can believe it, I know I can achieve it.”

			—Jesse Jackson

		

	
		
			Foreword

			After Escobar isn’t just another book about taking down a drug cartel—and believe me, I should know. After thirty years of service with the DEA, it’s no surprise that any new account about a renowned—and even not so renowned—drug cartel never fails to capture my attention. But when the story in question is written by someone I worked with and know well, I take special notice.

			Several things set After Escobar apart from the rest. Written by retired DEA agents Chris Feistl and Dave Mitchell, the book takes you on an adrenaline-filled roller coaster ride through some of Colombia’s most turbulent, violent, and politically unstable times. It also gives the reader a rare behind-the-scenes look into the onslaught of challenges and obstacles the US government faced in Colombia in the mid-1990s during the epic operation to help bring down the savage Cali cartel, an organization former head of the DEA Robert Bonner once called “the most powerful criminal organization in the world.” It’s the most comprehensive work I’ve read about this time and also one of the most unique, given its first-person perspective.

			I didn’t know Chris and Dave when they arrived in Bogotá, Colombia in July 1994, and I was tasked with picking them up from the airport. For the two “new guys,” their assignment was about as intimidating as it gets: help Colombian security forces bring down the infamous, vicious leaders of the Cali drug cartel. It was a challenge I understood, since Steve Murphy and I had been assigned a similar mission to help take down Pablo Escobar and his Medellín cartel not long before. Steve already knew Chris and Dave, and described them both as aggressive, motivated young agents with stellar reputations. When I asked Steve how I’d recognize them, he just laughed and said, “Don’t worry. You’ll know them the second you see them.”

			He wasn’t wrong. As soon as Chris and Dave deplaned, I spotted the pair immediately. Chris looked like a card-carrying member of the World Surf League, while Dave could easily have been mistaken for a professional football player. In the early 1990s, Colombia was an extremely hostile environment for American drug agents, particularly for young, blond ones standing over six feet tall. The sheer impossibility for them to be inconspicuous made me concerned about how they’d fare operating in the hermitic, perilous city of Cali. And I wasn’t alone. Just months earlier, two agents had been compromised in Cali when they were betrayed by one of their assets, a cartel double agent. Many senior DEA managers in Washington, DC had their concerns, fears echoed by a number of officials in the American Embassy.

			I’d seen a lot of agents come and go during my years in Colombia. Some were successful, but many others failed, unable to adapt, and as a consequence, inevitably swallowed up in the mercurial political landscape they had to navigate. What fate had in store for Chris and Dave, I really didn’t know.

			As time passed and I was preparing to depart Colombia, my six-plus year tour nearly complete, I found myself consistently impressed with how adept Chris and Dave were when it came to debriefing sources and planning and coordinating enforcement operations with their police and military contacts. It didn’t take long for me to see, and feel, that this pair was different. They were highly motivated, thought outside the box, and, perhaps most importantly, they were fearless. They weren’t afraid to fail. I understood then why they were selected for the assignment: their passion to succeed, coupled with their refusal to let fear dictate their narrative, was the combination they needed to prove their detractors wrong.

			As you read After Escobar, you’ll be captivated by not just the history of the Cali Mafia and their bloody six-year war with Pablo Escobar and the Medellín cartel, but by Chris and Dave’s own backstories and the daily struggles the two faced while trying to battle the systemic corruption within the country’s armed forces. You’ll have a ringside seat into the state of political affairs in Colombia during the 1990s, and learn about the inhospitable environment in which they had to operate. As Chris and Dave take on one dangerous challenge after another, they have to work unilaterally to accomplish their goal. Throughout their quest they come up against unending setbacks, shocking betrayals, and life or death decisions that change the course of not just their lives but the lives of countless others, as well.

			The story of their journey itself is riveting, but it’s Chris and Dave’s unwavering commitment and their willingness to take extraordinary measures to further their objective—even having to bribe government officials to escape a potentially deadly situation—that stands out. After Escobar not only chronicles their time helping to bring down the Cali cartel, it also shows us the traits and qualities that often prove so critical to our own real life, day-to-day challenges—examples of courage, leadership, loyalty, overcoming adversity, and, most importantly, never, ever giving up. Their unrelenting perseverance against all odds is inspiring.

			After Escobar is a thrilling read. It’s as action-packed, heart-wrenching, and enthralling as any Hollywood movie, and nearly impossible to put down once you’ve started. So sit back, and enjoy the ride. I know you’re going to enjoy it!

			 

			—Javier F. Peña, Special Agent in Charge (retired) Drug Enforcement Administration
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			PROLOGUE

			The Head of the Serpent

			“Do whatever you need to do, but we can’t get taken!”

			—High-level DEA asset and Cali Cartel Double Agent

			Sugarcane field, Palmira, Colombia, August 1, 1995

			It was another brutally hot day in the Valle del Cauca, and we were operating in Cali, Colombia, almost two hundred miles to the southwest of our headquarters at the American Embassy in Bogotá. Cali was then a city of about 1.8 million people—the third largest in Colombia—and had long been famous for its salsa dancing, sugarcane, and, most recently, cocaine. It was also infamous, best known as the home to the notorious Cali cartel, a group the former head of the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), Thomas Constantine, once referred to as “the biggest and most powerful crime syndicate in history.” In July of 1994, the DEA sent my partner Dave and me from Miami with one goal: bring down the biggest drug cartel in history. The task felt insurmountable for two fledgling agents barely out of their twenties and only six years removed from the DEA Academy.

			After over a year on the ground in Cali, the head of the Cali cartel, Miguel Ángel Rodríguez Orejuela, was still at large. Commonly known as “Don Miguel” or “El Señor,” his capture was the ultimate prize. If the entire cartel was ever to fall, the head of the serpent had to be cut off—and that meant Miguel. But it didn’t take long to realize that Cali wasn’t your typical beast. Cutting off the head wouldn’t just be difficult, it would be a Herculean task. Our sole advantage at that point in the mission was one man, a man who’d already risked his life numerous times simply by choosing to meet with us.

			For the man in question, the walls had recently begun to close in. A handful of critical cartel operatives openly distrusted him, while others questioned his abilities, some going so far as to believe he might be the one primarily responsible for the DEA’s recent successes against Cali. My partner and I knew one thing for sure: from now on there could be no more mistakes, no more bad breaks, and no more compromises.

			We also knew that even the most minor of errors on our part—or his—would almost certainly mean swift justice for him and his family. And justice in Cali meant only one thing: death. There would be no trial, no defense, no explanations. Instead, there would be plastic bags closed tightly over their heads until they desperately gasped for air, then suffocated.

			The risks were high, and we all knew it. The safety of our asset was paramount: lives depended on it. So it went without question that this rendezvous some thirty miles north of our Cali safe house needed to be brief, thorough, and, above all, flawless.

			We’d chosen to meet in this particularly remote sugarcane field because it was so isolated, far away from the prying eyes of the countless cartel spies who controlled every single inch of Cali.

			In law enforcement we always talk about Murphy’s Law and how it always seems to rear its head at the worst possible time. In its simplest form, Murphy’s law states: if anything can go wrong, you can bet it will. We didn’t know it at the time, but our imminent undercover meeting was no exception.

			We parked just off a gravel thruway a few hundred yards from one of the lightly traveled local roads. The sugarcane towered at least fifteen feet over our heads, providing ample cover. We got down to business, discussing the plan in detail—and the dire consequences for our asset if it didn’t succeed. We also made sure to review his extraction strategy, the one that would come into play after what we hoped would be Miguel’s arrest.

			That’s when our friend Murphy came calling.

			It was pitch-black by the time we were wrapping up when a marked Colombian National Police (CNP) patrol car raced past us on the nearby road, lights flashing. That was followed by several taxis, another patrol car, then another. I looked at Dave, then back over to our source. “Time to go,” I said. Neither of them said a word.

			Just then a marked CNP patrol van turned abruptly down the gravel road and accelerated toward us. “Get rid of your weapons,” our insider said. I grabbed the 9mm Glock 17 pistol from the small of my back and flung it deep into the cane field, along with all my identification and credentials. Dave did the same, hurling his fanny pack holding his Glock, extra magazines, and identification cards into the sugarcane. Under no circumstances could we be identified as DEA agents. The lives of our asset—not to mention his entire family—depended on us hiding our identities.

			As the CNP patrol unit approached, we found ourselves unarmed, vulnerable, and worried for our safety. We knew that these police were likely corrupt: widespread police corruption in Colombia was a well-known fact, one on which the cartel prided itself. They could, and did, infiltrate, influence, and control the vast majority of Colombian security forces and politicians throughout the country. Also, the reality was that Dave and I were a couple of young, blond gringos in a city where most residents rarely, if ever, saw an American in person. We also knew that if the cartel’s intelligence network—commonly referred to as the Cali KGB—discovered our spy’s identity, he’d be dead within minutes. Our spy, no doubt thinking the same, turned to us and said, “If we get arrested, I’m a dead man. I can’t be compromised! Do whatever you need to, but we can’t get taken!”

			The van skidded to a stop, and two burly, uniformed officers got out, weapons drawn. Clearly, they meant business. But…why? Why were they here, in the middle of a remote sugarcane field, pointing weapons at us? Had we been exposed? Had the cartel learned of our plan and our asset’s betrayal? And if so, were they going to kidnap and torture us, or kill us right here? Every DEA agent had heard all about the brutal abduction, torture, and murder of fellow agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena at the hands of Mexican cartel thugs in Guadalajara, Mexico, in 1985. Our minds were racing.

			The two cops sauntered over, their Israeli-made Uzis leveled directly at us. One of the officers barked at us in Spanish, “Hands up!” while the other asked for identification. “Identification?” I asked, staring at the Uzi he kept pointed in our direction. The second cop patted us down for weapons. It was obvious that we were now—as we like to say in the DEA—in the shit and needed to go to plan B, whatever that was. We were certain of only two things: One, we needed to protect our asset, no matter the cost. And two: that cost could mean our lives.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Bienvenidos a Colombia!

			“You and Dave don’t exactly blend in.”

			—Ruben Prieto, 
DEA Bogotá Group Supervisor

			Twenty months earlier…

			“Viva Colombia! We just killed Pablo Escobar!” It was December 2, 1993, and CNP Major Hugo Aguilar was ecstatic, shouting into his radio transmitter in Medellín’s Los Olivos neighborhood. His words were met with cheers, euphoria, and an overwhelming sense of relief by millions of Colombian citizens. It was a sentiment shared by the countless brave men and women of Colombia’s security forces who’d spent the last seventeen months of their lives hunting the world’s most wanted narco-terrorist.

			Escobar had long reigned as the number one enemy of the state, and his legendarily vicious Medellín cartel was responsible for the savage murders of thousands of Colombia’s own. For many years he’d seemed untouchable, almost immortal. But times had changed, and Pablo’s time was now officially over.

			In June 1991, Escobar surrendered to government authorities after repeated assurances from Colombian officials that he wouldn’t be extradited to the United States. Just a little over a year later, he walked out of the back gate of the “prison” he had agreed to transfer to, in reality his own lavish, self-designed living quarters, a luxurious estate overlooking the city of Medellín famously referred to as “La Catedral.” He’d just tortured and killed two of his top associates: Gerardo “Kiko” Moncada and Fernando “El Negro” Galeano, a horrific double murder that triggered a nationwide manhunt. Now, just a year and a half later, Pablo was also gone.

			Two hundred miles to the southwest, louder cries of celebration echoed throughout Miguel Rodríguez Orejuela’s mountainside mansion near the Versailles district of Cali, Colombia. Miguel—along with his older brother, Gilberto—were two of the four dynamic, elusive leaders of the powerful Cali cartel. After a fierce six-year war with Escobar, they’d finally emerged victorious. The celebration had been a long time coming, and the men were beside themselves, delirious with success.

			For the past several years, the Cali godfathers had remained largely unchecked by Colombian security forces, as nearly every resource in the country had been devoted to eradicating Pablo Escobar. As a result, the Cali cartel was able to fester in the shadows, quietly building an empire that now threatened to become a more powerful force than their rivals to the north had ever been. After Escobar’s death, celebrations erupted not just within the Cali inner circle but throughout all of Colombia, many of which lasted for days. For the godfathers, there was more to savor than just their former enemy’s demise. With Escobar gone, they were positioned to take total control of the worldwide cocaine trade. It was exactly what they’d been preparing for, and they were ready.

			Back in South Florida, the news of Escobar’s demise reverberated through the halls of the DEA’s Miami Field Division office, where Dave Mitchell and I had recently been selected by DEA Headquarters for a new assignment in Colombia. After the fall of Escobar, we knew that the full force of the US government—along with the government of Colombia—would be utilized in a joint effort to take on Cali. It was the opportunity of a lifetime, and we knew it.

			Both Dave and I grew up in small town America, worlds away from the cacophony and hectic pace of the big city. Dave was born in Louisville, Kentucky, and raised in a rural community near Fort Knox. Like many young men with big ambitions and even bigger imaginations, he became interested in law enforcement as a child after reading about Eliot Ness and the Untouchables’ legendary battle against Al Capone. Each year at the state fair he’d breeze past all the games and head directly to the Kentucky State Police welcome trailer, where he’d stare at the poster bearing the words burned into his mind: ONE RIOT, ONE TROOPER. In a way, he saw DEA as the modern-day version of the Untouchables, with that same One Riot, One Trooper mindset. Whereas other agencies were responsible for enforcing hundreds of crimes, DEA concentrated on only one. “We’re like Kentucky Fried Chicken,” one of his DEA Academy instructors once told him. “We do one thing, and we do it well.”

			After graduating from Eastern Kentucky University with a major in criminal justice, Dave was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the US Army and assigned to Athens, Greece, where he was responsible for the security of Nike Hercules surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) and other special weaponry. Later, he joined the elite 82nd Airborne Division at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

			Like Dave, I was competitive and ambitious in my youth—but with less of an Eliot Ness bent and more of a tenacious one. I grew up an only child in Forty Fort, Pennsylvania, with a strict, whip-smart academic father who worked as a high school teacher before going on to obtain both master’s and doctorate degrees. He was a huge influence, instilling in me a work ethic that I carried throughout my entire life and career. He always pushed me to be the best I could be no matter what I did, constantly motivating me with his signature phrase, “No matter what you do in life, do it well. If you’re a janitor, be the best janitor you can be.”

			I lived for sports, setting various high school and district records in track and field and becoming a first-team all-conference basketball player, amassing over one thousand career points. I also played basketball at King’s College, starting as a guard all four years surpassing the one thousand point plateau once again—placing me eighth on the college’s all-time scoring list by the time I graduated.

			I’d planned on attending law school after graduating from college, but an internship as a seasonal police officer in the resort city of Wildwood, New Jersey, changed all that. I was barely twenty-one when I worked my first undercover assignment on the hectic Wildwood boardwalk, and that was the final push I needed to officially pursue a career with the DEA. To work my way toward it, I worked as a full-time police officer (and part-time surfer) in Virginia Beach, where I waited patiently for DEA to call.

			Dave and I were hired in early 1988 and reported to the DEA Academy just six weeks apart. Back then DEA didn’t have its own training facility, so we shared space with the FBI on the Marine Corps base in Quantico, Virginia. Although Dave was one class ahead, we routinely passed each other in the halls and sometimes caught up over pizza and beer at the academy’s main dive, the Boardroom.

			After graduating from the academy in the summer of 1988, Dave and I were both assigned to the Miami Field Division. Dave was assigned to Group 14, a maritime smuggling group and part of the vice president’s South Florida Drug Task Force. Established in 1982 by President Ronald Reagan, it had built a stellar reputation and was subsequently placed under the purview of Vice President George H. W. Bush. Its main objective was to slow the tidal wave of cocaine that was flooding South Florida via the Caribbean corridor, alongside a host of other federal agencies and military components. I was sent to Enforcement Group 4, better known as the Clandestine Laboratory Group. It wasn’t quite on the level of Group 14, but it was an impressive squad.

			Dave and I were lucky. Both groups had a good reputation, respected supervisors, and hard-nosed agents working high-level investigations. And there was no question that Miami was ground zero for the drug war in the 1980s—hell, it was home to Miami Vice and the legendary Cocaine Cowboys. For two ambitious young agents it wasn’t just a great place to learn the ropes, it was the place. Miami was everyone’s number one choice for an inaugural assignment, and not just because of its reputation or unparalleled level of opportunity: it also came with warm weather, pristine beaches, abundant fishing and diving spots, and countless nightlife options. It didn’t have the surfing conditions I’d become accustomed to in Virginia Beach or the breathtaking beauty of North Carolina’s Outer Banks, but it had plenty of ideal locations close by for quick weekend excursions.

			But by far, one of the greatest advantages of being based in Miami was its international culture and flavor. It was referred to by many in law enforcement as “Medellín north” due to the large number of Colombians who lived there. It had also become home to a host of other immigrants from all over the world, particularly Central America, South America, and the Caribbean—a true melting pot. That mix created an environment rife with outstanding restaurants, beautiful women, and a unique Latin vibe that put Miami on the map as a popular tourist playground. But it was equally attractive to Colombian cartels, who saw it as the ideal entry point into the US for their cocaine. Because of its geographical proximity to myriad drug producing and transshipment countries, along with Florida’s 1,350 miles of coastline, it was a veritable smuggler’s paradise.

			The cocaine arrived in go-fast vessels, fishing vessels, and coastal freighters transporting containerized cargo by sea; commercial and private aircraft; overland from Mexico; and numerous other ways. Cocaine was then so prevalent on the streets of Dade County we used to joke that it was falling out of the sky—and sometimes, in fact, it literally was.

			But for us, the sheer number of high-level investigations waiting to be worked was the real draw. Smuggling cases, controlled deliveries, wiretaps, and complex conspiracies were the norm. These cases oftentimes resulted in leads that needed to be pursued in international destinations throughout Central and South America, and as a result of the travel and experience, agents from Miami were often sought after for foreign assignments in Latin America. The Bogotá Country Office was the main landing spot for Miami agents who’d proven they had what it took to work in Colombia, the epicenter of the drug trade.

			I remember reading the article that would alter the course of my career and life: the July 1, 1991, edition of Time magazine. Its headline stopped me in my tracks: “Cocaine Inc. The New Drug Kings. Cold-blooded and efficient, Colombia’s Cali cartel has cornered the market. Can these men be stopped?” Written by journalist Elaine Shannon, the article was a game changer for me. Though I was already well versed in the topic, her research on the power and wealth amassed by the Cali cartel—along with the massive drug seizures made by the DEA and other law enforcement agencies—left me in awe. Our then DEA administrator Robert Bonner stated, “The Cali cartel is the most powerful criminal organization in the world. No drug organization rivals them today or perhaps any time in history.”

			It was that exposé that marked the beginning of my path toward working in Colombia. By that point, I was focusing almost exclusively on maritime smuggling cases directly linked to Cali—but we were only scratching the surface in Miami. I knew that if I wanted to become a truly successful DEA agent and authority on Cali, I needed to be on the ground in the heart of it all. I wanted—needed—to go to Colombia to help bring down the biggest, baddest drug cartel on the planet.

			Dave’s path to Colombia was a little different. As a result of his military background, in 1991 he was recruited for Operation Snowcap, a DEA-sponsored operation in which DEA special agents, the US Border Patrol Tactical Unit (BORTAC), and other specialized military personnel conducted counternarcotics and search-and-destroy operations on cocaine manufacturing laboratories and clandestine airstrips in the jungles of South America. After serving three Snowcap tours in Bolivia, Dave returned to Miami and was assigned to Enforcement Group 10, where he focused on targeting Colombian smuggling organizations using the Bahamian islands and Caribbean Sea as a springboard to flood South Florida with cocaine. But Dave missed the excitement of being abroad. Soon after his return, he began to explore opportunities in South America.

			In May 1993, I was at a club in Fort Lauderdale when someone tapped me on the back and said, “Hey, know where I can buy two keys of coke?” I immediately segued into my undercover alter ego, though I’d come a long way since my rookie undercover days on the Jersey Shore years ago. I’d since worked on scores of undercover assignments, from small street-level drug deals in Dade and Broward Counties to multi-hundred-kilogram loads of cocaine and marijuana in the Florida Keys, the Bahamas, Jamaica, Panama, and elsewhere.

			I had blond hair stretching all the way down to the middle of my back and prided myself on the fact that I hadn’t had a real haircut since graduating from the academy. I was tan, sported the then prerequisite five-day facial growth, wore three earrings, and, last but not least, rocked a Rolex watch paired with a full set of gold chains straight out of a Mr. T costume starter kit. People would have been more likely to mistake me for an extra from Point Break than a DEA agent, undercover or not. The cherry on top was my G-ride, or Official Government Vehicle, a navy-blue four-door Mercedes-Benz 300E with limo smoke-tinted windows.

			When I turned around to lay down my best undercover rap, I saw Dave doubled over with laughter. It was not the first—or last—time that I had fallen victim to one of his pranks.

			I told Dave that I’d applied for a spot in Colombia and suggested he do the same. We discussed the pros and cons and reviewed our qualifications, agreeing that our chances were pretty good. While we weren’t fluent Spanish speakers, we both knew enough to get by—a couple months of language school and we’d be good to go.
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			Two weeks later, word trickled out that the vacant position in Colombia had been filled…but not with me. I was floored. How could I have been passed over? I had outstanding evaluations, had already worked a slew of high-level Colombian cases, and knew all the main Cali players.

			I called Steve Murphy in Bogotá—the one and only Steve Murphy from the Pablo Escobar case—whom Dave and I knew from Miami and respected.

			“Murph. How could I not be selected?” He laughed and said, “Dude, you gotta get that hair cut. Toft was probably picturing you rolling in here with your board shorts and surfboard. The American Embassy is a far different environment than Miami, believe me.”

			The Mr. Toft who Murph was referring to was the Joe Toft, the DEA Country Attaché and main man in Colombia. He’d been stationed in Bogotá since 1988 and had built an exceptional reputation leading the DEA’s efforts against Escobar and the Medellín cartel. Still, I was pissed. “That’s bullshit,” I said to no one in particular. But I knew what I had to do. Toft wasn’t just a boss, he was the boss. He made the rules, and if I wanted to get in the game, I had to be ready to play by them. So I headed over to a local barber shop, took a deep breath, and asked the barber to lop off twelve inches of my beloved flaxen tresses.

			Just like that, the result of over five years of growing my hair was erased in a few seconds. Though it was still long by most standards, to me it may as well have been a buzz cut. When I returned to the office, I felt like a zoo animal. People were staring, pointing, and asking me if everything was okay.

			“Why on earth did you do that?” one of the assistants asked me.

			“Um, I’m not really sure” was all I could muster.

			A few days later, I got a phone call from Toft himself. “So, I heard you got your hair cut?” Word had traveled fast.

			“Yes, sir. I did.” I held my breath and waited for his reaction.

			“Just be patient, Feistl. Things will work out for you.” Click.

			A month later, Dave and I received the news we were waiting for: we’d both been selected for foreign reassignment to Colombia. Not only that, but we were both being assigned to shore up operations exclusively against the Cali cartel.

			This was a privilege and a challenge. At the time, the vast majority of DEA and Colombian resources were still being deployed to Medellín in the hunt for Escobar, and the smaller Cali-focused DEA contingent was in serious need of support. When Dave and I celebrated the news with a few beers at a nearby bar, some Miami supervisors and colleagues expressed their fear for our safety and questioned our ability to blend in. How effective could two obvious Americans be in the wildly dangerous environment that was Cali?

			Over the last several years, Colombia’s reputation as the most violent country in the world had only gotten worse. The war waged against the Colombian government by Escobar and the Medellín cartel helped contribute to the loss of roughly 78,000 people from 1991 through 1993. In Cali, alone, there were 2,695 reported homicides in less than a year and a half.

			Kidnappings were another serious problem. From 1990 through 1992, Colombia averaged 1,450 a year, by far the highest in the world (and also inaccurate, as many abductions went unreported). Most of the kidnappings were carried out by drug cartels, organized criminal groups, and Marxist guerrillas like the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia or Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the Ejército de Liberación Nacional or National Liberation Army (ELN). So Dave and I understood the concern, and the risks. But we weren’t letting that stop us.

			After a few months of Spanish language school, Dave and I were chomping at the bit to leave. By this point it was mid-1994, and things had changed dramatically: Escobar had been killed a few months earlier, and the Cali cartel was now public enemy number one. We were Colombia-bound at the best—or worst—possible time.

			As soon as our flight touched down in Bogotá, Dave and I heard “Bienvenidos a Colombia!” over the intercom, sending chills down my spine. We deplaned and headed toward immigration, where a fellow DEA agent named Javier Peña was there to greet us. Dave and I knew Javier by reputation only; our agent friend Steve Murphy was his partner, and together they’d been critical in the quest to take down Escobar.

			When we arrived at the US Embassy, we met with DEA Country Attaché Joe Toft and Assistant County Attaché Jerry Rinehart. Our assignment: work with host-nation counterparts to take down the leaders of the notorious Cali cartel—the same cartel that had been operating with total impunity in Colombia for over twenty years. Though Dave and I were assigned to work together, we were each sent to a different group. I was also given the collateral duty as Colombia’s fugitive and extradition coordinator and liaison to the US Marshals Service in Washington, DC.

			My new supervisor was an agent named Ruben Prieto. He was a kind, soft-spoken man and immediately made me feel welcome. He knew about my experience working investigations targeting the Cali cartel, and when I asked him when Dave and I could head there, as I already had some promising leads from my old group in Miami, Ruben shook his head. “I’m sorry. We’re not sending anybody to Cali right now. It’s too dangerous.”

			I almost fell out of my chair. “Are you kidding?”

			Apparently, two veteran Hispanic DEA agents had recently been photographed in Cali, betrayed by one of their sources, a cartel double agent. The photograph made its way back to the embassy, where it was viewed by the US ambassador and DEA management as a perceived threat against any American agents operating in Cali. The cartel knew the agents’ identities, where they stayed, where they ate, even where they rented their cars. From that point on, no agents had been given the green light to return.

			“How are we supposed to investigate the cartel if we can’t go to Cali?” I asked.

			“You’ll have to do it from Bogotá,” Ruben said. “Besides, you and Dave don’t exactly…blend in.” As I got up to leave, he handed me a DEA pager, a cell phone, and a Motorola SkyPager, courtesy of the Marshals Service. This way they could contact me anytime and anywhere regarding high-profile fugitives

			For two newcomers looking to make a name for themselves, the formidable mission to take down the Cali cartel had just gotten much harder. “Bienvenidos a Colombia!” It wasn’t exactly the welcome we expected.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Godfathers of Cali

			“To know your enemy, you must become your enemy.”

			—Sun Tzu, 
Ancient Chinese General, 
Military Strategist, and Author of The Art of War

			The Genesis

			Though thousands of years have passed, Sun Tzu’s words are still relevant: if you want to predict the actions of your enemy, you must first put yourself in his place. Do it and you have some chance. Ignore it, and you have none.

			Resigned to the fact that Dave and I had no other option but to attempt our takedown of the Cali cartel from Bogotá, that philosophy became our mantra. But to give ourselves a fighting chance, we’d need to learn every single thing we could about the Cali godfathers.

			Gilberto José Rodríguez Orejuela and his younger brother, Miguel Ángel Rodríguez Orejuela, were born near Mariquita, Colombia, in the Department of Tolima: Gilberto on January 30, 1939, and Miguel on August 15, 1943. A third brother, Jorge Eliécer Rodríguez Orejuela, was born on July 9, 1947, in Popayán, a city eighty-five miles south of Cali. The three boys grew up alongside their three sisters in Cali, where they’d moved when the brothers were toddlers. Their father Carlos, a painter, had relocated the family in the hopes that a bigger city would offer better job opportunities, while their mother, Ana Rita, was a protective stay-at-home mom.

			Like their father, Gilberto and Miguel were motivated by money. When Gilberto was a child, he sold flowers to earn extra cash. As a teenager, he got a job as a delivery boy in a local pharmacy, using his bicycle to drop off the medications. A few years later, Miguel also found work in a drugstore, but the brothers soon realized that even a dual income wasn’t enough. Frustrated with their limited options, they turned to crime in order to supplement their meager wages. Pharmacy deliveries soon gave way to car theft, counterfeiting, stealing and reselling medical supplies, and anything else they could get away with to make a few extra pesos.

			As their lust for wealth grew, so did their propensity for crime. In the late 1960s, Gilberto and Miguel teamed with their childhood friend, José Santacruz Londoño (known as “Chepe”), and formed their first criminal clique, “Los Chemas,” headed by another friend, Luis Fernando Tamayo García.

			Chepe Santacruz was born on October 1, 1943, in Cali, Colombia, and befriended Gilberto and Miguel during middle school. He attended the Universidad del Valle and later the Universidad de los Andes in Bogotá, where he studied engineering, earning him one of his many nicknames, “the Student.” During his time in Bogotá, Chepe was implicated in the kidnapping of two individuals for whom he received a decent ransom, which he used to purchase several taxis. The small step into the kidnapping business quickly led Gilberto, Miguel, and Chepe on the path straight into the world of drug trafficking.

			As Los Chemas grew and the men focused their efforts on the more profitable business of kidnapping and extortion, the three (now without Tamayo) found success via securing large ransoms from their victims or the victims’ families. In 1969, Los Chemas was said to have kidnapped a pair of Swiss citizens—a diplomat and a student—netting the group $700,000.

			Not long after, the trio met someone who would alter the course of their lives: Benjamín Herrera Zuleta. An Afro-Colombian smuggler known as “the Black Pope of Cocaine,” Zuleta was one of the early pioneers of cocaine trafficking, widely known not just in the Valle del Cauca region but all throughout Colombia. The Black Pope introduced Los Chemas into the world of drug trafficking and forever changed their destiny.

			With substantial cash in hand, the three fledgling entrepreneurs branched out into marijuana trafficking but found it problematic—bulky, pungent, challenging to conceal, and difficult to transport. Sizable quantities needed to be smuggled into the US in large ships or planes, posing a higher risk of interception and seizure by law enforcement. More importantly, their resources were limited, and they were only capable of moving smaller loads. They decided it wasn’t worth it: marijuana was never going to produce the return on investment the group wanted.

			In the early 1970s, Gilberto realized that if they were to be really successful, their future lay with a far more lucrative commodity: cocaine. So they shifted strategies, opting to smuggle coca paste and cocaine base from Peru and Bolivia into southern Colombia with a small airplane they’d purchased with some of the profits made during their stint in the kidnapping business. After it was refined in Colombia, the cocaine was smuggled into the United States.

			The business had humble beginnings but an extravagant payoff, with Gilberto himself driving a kilo or two of cocaine from Panama to New York City via the Pan-American Highway in an old, beat-up car in early 1973. The 4,500-mile trip took a few weeks, but the reward was astounding: their initial investment of $1,000 to $1,500 in Colombia, plus another thousand dollars or so in transportation costs to the States, yielded between $50,000 to $60,000 per kilogram of cocaine on the streets of New York. The end result: a hefty profit of $48,000 to $57,500 per brick. With that, the Cali cartel was born.

			Soon thereafter, a steady flow of couriers and mules began arriving on commercial flights to both Miami and New York with a few pounds of cocaine strapped to their bodies or concealed in shoes or album sleeves, quickly followed by concealing larger kilogram quantities of cocaine in double-sided suitcases. At the time it was surprisingly easy, as no one was worried about cocaine in 1970s New York—or anywhere else, for that matter. The New York Drug Enforcement Task Force (NYDETF), the New York State Police, and the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs (BNDD), which would later become the DEA, were focused on a much more serious threat: heroin.

			For some time, heroin shipments had been smuggled into New York from southwest or southeast Asia, often transiting through Marseilles, France. By 1972, a staggering 95 percent of those treated in New York for drug addiction were heroin related. Understandably, law enforcement officials focused their efforts on taking down major international heroin traffickers along with equally significant dealers in Harlem like the legendary Nicky Barnes and Frank Lucas, with little to no attention being paid to cocaine.

			Most people considered cocaine to be a harmless party drug associated with celebrities, musicians, and high rollers at decadent parties. But it gained a foothold in a drove of diverse New York bars and discos, including the world’s most famous nightclub, Studio 54. While cocaine use spread throughout New York, making it the city that literally never sleeps, Gilberto—and later Chepe—flew under the radar of authorities, raking in more money than they’d ever imagined.

			With the textile industry on the brink of collapse and Colombia’s economy in decline, many Colombians sought refuge and work in New York’s garment industry and other service industry–related jobs. This mass exodus played perfectly into Gilberto’s long-term vision. But as the demand for cocaine grew, so did the need for increased production and distribution. That posed a problem—the three men couldn’t transport the cocaine to the US or repatriate the proceeds to Colombia fast enough. By 1975, Gilberto started sending larger loads of cocaine concealed inside mahogany lumber planks from the Port of Buenaventura on Colombia’s Pacific coast to America’s Eastern Seaboard. Boxes of money began to pile up inside the cartel’s various New York apartments, but they were elated. There were far worse problems to have.

			Initially tasked with overseeing their emerging franchise in the Empire State, Chepe soon realized he needed help. He thought back to a young, laid-back, but eager man in Cali, whom Chepe knew was looking to become part of something special. Chepe also knew that the man desperately wanted to fit in and would do anything to make that happen. That young man was Francisco Hélmer Herrera Buitrago, better known as “Pacho” Herrera.

			Herrera was born on August 24, 1951, in Palmira, Colombia, just east of Cali. Widely rumored to be the illegitimate son of Benjamín Herrera, the Black Pope of Cocaine, Pacho was easygoing, affable, and openly gay and, like so many of his fellow Colombians, lived for soccer. He jumped at the chance to join Chepe in a new city, and together they expanded Cali’s footprint in New York while also working part-time jobs: Chepe in construction and Pacho as a mechanic and part-time jewelry dealer. But their pedestrian moonlighting gigs wouldn’t last long.

			From the beginning, Gilberto called the shots. Nicknamed “the Chess Player” due to his exceptional long-term vision and talent for making strategic business decisions, he was always two steps ahead of everyone else. His brother Miguel, “Don Miguel” or “El Señor,” remained in Colombia. A well-educated lawyer, Miguel was more intense, methodical, and obsessive about detail. Initially more content behind-the-scenes, Miguel deferred to his older brother to helm the business. Meanwhile, Chepe and Pacho wreaked havoc on the streets of the Big Apple, flooding it with cocaine and reveling in the decadence.

			Both Chepe and Pacho were arrested during their tenure in New York: Chepe in 1976 for possession of a false passport and 1977 for weapons violations, and Pacho for cocaine possession in 1975 and 1978. Since cocaine was still largely ignored as a potential problem, possession wasn’t considered a serious offense. Pacho breezed through two short stints in jail and emerged unfazed.

			The Business Model

			In 1978, Medellín cartel co-founder Carlos Enrique Lehder Rivas (nicknamed “Crazy Charlie” by his cartel associate Pablo Escobar) devised a scheme that revolutionized cocaine smuggling. During this time, small aircraft carrying several hundred pounds of cocaine weren’t able to complete the long journey from Colombia to the US without refueling. Lehder discovered Norman’s Cay, a small, strategically perfect island in the Exuma island chain 210 miles southeast of Miami. It was remote, sparsely populated, and known mostly for its exclusive private resorts. Lehder recognized it as the ideal place to establish his smuggling headquarters and went on a real estate spending spree, and by 1980 he owned and/or controlled nearly all of the island.

			After chasing out most of the residents, Lehder constructed a 3,300-foot paved runway, built airplane hangars, and turned the once tropical Bahamian paradise into a transshipment and refueling mecca for cocaine-laden aircraft. Wealthy vacationers were replaced by armed cartel gunmen there to protect the operations and product. Lehder also bribed Bahamian officials and politicians, all of whom were happy to look the other way for huge payoffs. For the next four years, the Medellín cartel bombarded the southeastern US seaboard with tens of thousands of kilograms of cocaine, air-dropping the bales to awaiting speedboats in the Florida Everglades or landing on remote dirt roads and clandestine airstrips.

			The Cali cartel also flew thousands of kilos of cocaine from Norman’s Cay into secluded ranches in Alabama and the southeastern US, where it was picked up and driven to New York, then distributed by Chepe, Pacho, and other Cali operatives. At that time, the Colombian cocaine business was more collaborative then combative, with the Cali and Medellín cartels working together whenever it was mutually beneficial.

			There was still competition, of course. In the drug trade there are no secrets, and Lehder’s Caribbean conquest was something Gilberto and Miguel yearned to emulate. If Lehder and the Medellín cartel controlled the sky, then Cali would control the sea. The brothers looked to the Caribbean corridor and began sending thousands of kilos of cocaine into Florida hidden inside containerized cargo or transferring them from fishing vessels directly onto high-powered speedboats. Flush with cash, Cali began looking for more outlets into which they could funnel their profits.

			To better disguise and launder the source of their money, the brothers made one of their savviest moves by branching further out into legitimate business. They made a string of enormous purchases, including Grupo Radial Colombiano (a network of over thirty radio stations), Drogas La Rebaja (a leading pharmacy chain), the concession for Chrysler Motors, and later, a controlling interest in two banks: Banco de los Trabajadores and the First InterAmericas Bank in Panama. But the jewel in the crown was the acquisition of their beloved soccer team, América de Cali. That wasn’t just good business, it was a dream come true for the brothers and their top two associates.

			As the brothers continued to expand their corporate empire, they created a credible façade as upstanding entrepreneurs and perfected their image as legitimate tycoons. They paid great attention to detail, wearing expensive but understated suits and rubbing elbows with top executives, politicians, government officials, and elites from Colombian society. They passed out money like candy, using it to curry favor with countless powerful men and women throughout the country. They soon became known as “the Gentlemen of Cali” or, even more reverentially, “the Godfathers of Cali.”

			To the average Colombian, their success in transforming the city into a thriving business and economic center was impressive, but in reality, it was all smoke and mirrors. Every bit of it was achieved using drug money.

			Still, their reputation remained unsullied. Whereas the Medellín cartel relied primarily on violence, threats, and intimidation, Cali’s weapon of choice was the bribe, which proved to be just as effective. Cali preferred to buy officials in key positions, not kill them. Of course, they were hardly pacifists—far from it. But when the cartel felt they had no choice but to resort to violence, they did it quietly. Better to have their problems “disappear,” they thought, than to leave a trail of bodies behind.

			Cali ran their illegal affairs with the same discipline as they did their legal ones. They established compartmentalized drug and money-laundering cells and ensured that each one operated wholly independently from the other. If a member of any cell was arrested or the entire group taken down, only that one cell was jeopardized. Cali’s New York structure was so regimented and insular, in fact, that it most resembled that of an international terrorist organization like al-Qaeda.

			The New York–based operatives communicated via pay phones, pagers, and faxes, and always in heavily coded language, making it nearly impossible to intercept and decrypt. They dealt only with other Colombian nationals whose family members were known (or those who’d been recruited by other operatives), making it even more difficult for law enforcement to crack the trafficking cells.

			But despite Cali’s foothold in New York, the men and women of the NYDETF and DEA were among the finest investigators in the country, and painstakingly and patiently, they began to slowly infiltrate the Cali cells. Key operatives were identified and arrested, and cocaine loads were seized along with millions of dollars and enormous caches of weapons. Much of the evidence pointed to one man: Victor Crespo. Crespo, they’d later discover, was one of Chepe Santacruz’s many aliases.

			In one 1979 raid alone, the task force seized a staggering forty-four pounds of cocaine and stacks of financial records that revealed the cartel had collected almost $7 million in under three weeks. “Nobody had ever seen 44 pounds of cocaine in New York City before,” Kenny Robinson, a member of the NYDETF, said in Ron Chepesiuk’s book The Bullet or the Bribe.

			That record was crushed the following year when the task force seized 285 kilos stashed in a Florida warehouse. It was the biggest cocaine seizure ever made and, like the one before it, led straight back to Chepe. Investigators soon became so obsessed with arresting Chepe that they referred to themselves as the “Chepe Chasers.”

			As a result of increasing pressure from the US, in mid-1982 the Bahamian government shut down Lehder’s Norman’s Cay operation, forcing him to flee to Colombia. But even with Lehder gone, the Caribbean corridor remained the preferred smuggling route into the US, with a staggering 75 percent of Colombian cocaine entering the States via the Caribbean, thanks in large part to Crazy Charlie. A joint drug interdiction initiative called Operation Bahamas Turks and Caicos (OPBAT) was launched in April 1982 to help interdict drug shipments and prosecute smugglers.

			Meanwhile, the Cali godfathers were busy looking for alternative smuggling routes. Armed with enhanced law enforcement interdiction capabilities and additional resources, Cali turned to other countries to send their cocaine shipments. To defer suspicion, well-camouflaged drug loads on coastal freighters started originating from Venezuela, Panama, Chile, and other Central and South American countries. With millions of containers arriving every year in South Florida and other Gulf Coast seaports, identifying drugs hidden in legitimate cargo without any prior intelligence was practically futile.

			As law enforcement pressure continued to increase, Gilberto looked to more virgin territory into which to expand Cali’s empire: the European markets. Cali began to forge alliances with other powerful criminal groups and organized crime families all throughout Europe, especially Spain, as its shared history and language with Latin America made it easy for Colombians to blend in. Better yet, Colombian nationals didn’t need a visa there. But, as with everything else, the real draw was the money. In Madrid, just one kilo of cocaine could fetch up to $70,000, sometimes more.

			But one problem was becoming impossible to ignore: how to handle the cash. Cali was generating so much money, it was stacking up—literally. Along with his brother Ramiro, Pacho was tasked with laundering the money made in New York and repatriating the proceeds back to Colombia. But they couldn’t get it there fast enough—there was simply too much.

			As a work-around, Cali began smuggling money out of the US the same way they brought cocaine in: with couriers and mules. Back then, airport security was far more lax, even on international flights. Cash was stuffed into suitcases, electronics, or other appliances, then sent through Mexico. It was flown in private aircraft to offshore banking havens like the Cayman Islands or Aruba or smuggled into Mexico, then flown back to Colombia on private aircraft. Cartel operatives also purchased thousands of money orders in New York and sent them to Colombia in maritime shipping containers.

			In the late 1970s and early 1980s, large amounts of cash were carted into US banks for deposit, and no one batted an eye. Though legally required to report cash deposits of more than $10,000, banks rarely did. When authorities increased pressure on the banks to comply, the cartel found better ways to circumvent law enforcement.

			The Black Market Peso Exchange (BMPE) also played a significant role in the cartel’s money-laundering operations. A trade-based money-laundering system, it allowed the cartel to receive pesos (in Colombia) in exchange for their drug dollars located in the US. It remains an indispensable tool not just for Colombian and Mexican cartels but countless other criminal organizations.

			By the early to mid-1980s, all the Cali godfathers had multiple outstanding US federal indictments for drug-trafficking and money-laundering crimes. For Chepe and Pacho, the risk was simply too great. They had no choice but to abandon the excitement of New York and return to Colombia.

			The Boom

			When Chepe returned to Cali, Gilberto and Miguel gave him a new task: establish and expand distribution outlets in a number of other major American cities. He was more than up to the challenge and before long had a foothold in pivotal markets all over the US, including Los Angeles, San Francisco, Las Vegas, Dallas, Atlanta, Philadelphia, Chicago, and Detroit—even across the northern border into Montreal. Chepe had an advantage he lacked in the States: in Cali the capos flew freely, even fragrantly, under the government’s radar.

			Cali continued to refine their routes, with Mexico soon becoming the next Norman’s Cay. Thanks to its size, proximity to the US, and preexisting smuggling routes, it was the natural next step. Mexico quickly became the new and improved Norman’s Cay.

			Initial alliances were formed with Honduran national Juan Ramón Matta Ballesteros, then Mexican traffickers from the Guadalajara cartel or the Federation, including founders Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo, Rafael Caro Quintero, and Ernesto Fonseca Carrillo. The Federation transported Cali cocaine through Mexico and smuggled it across the border into the US, where Cali operatives would retake possession and distribute the drugs throughout the States. For their services, Mexican transporters were paid up to $1,000 for each kilo smuggled, a price that would steadily increase over time.

			In February 1985, Félix Gallardo, Caro Quintero, Ernesto Fonseca, and a handful of others were involved in the abduction, torture, and brutal murder of DEA agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena in Guadalajara, Mexico. Quintero and Fonseca were arrested soon after, and the US and DEA wasted no time making their reaction clear: if you dare harm one of our own, you will pay the price.

			Which they did. They demanded that Mexico immediately bring everyone involved to justice—or whatever it was that Mexico considered justice. In 1987, in an effort to protect his remaining empire, Félix Gallardo divided up the cartel and assigned specific leadership to individual, newly created territories (also known as plazas.) Amado Carrillo Fuentes, a.k.a. “the Lord of the Skies,” was awarded the Juárez corridor, and Cali forged a powerful alliance with Amado that transformed Colombian cocaine air-smuggling operations entirely. Félix Gallardo was later arrested by Mexican authorities in 1989.

			In late 1987, Pacho become embroiled in a major dispute with Escobar and sought the protection of Gilberto, Miguel, and his old friend Chepe. Pacho had been an unwaveringly loyal operative—not to mention successful—and had spent most of his adult life making the cartel hundreds of millions (if not billions) of dollars. At thirty-six, his time had come.

			He was awarded a position on Cali’s board of directors, a promotion that essentially made him the cartel’s fourth godfather. His first order of business was to fully support Cali in its inevitable war against Escobar and the Medellín cartel. His second task was equally critical: continue to expand Cali’s smuggling alliance with Mexican traffickers and the Lord of the Skies.

			Later, massive cocaine shipments as large as fifteen tons were flown into dry lake beds in Todos Santos, Baja California, Sombrerete, Sonora, and other remote areas of Mexico. The Medellín cartel followed in Cali’s footsteps, joining in the exploitation of Mexico as the preferred transshipment destination. Cali utilized old Boeing 727s and French-made Caravelle jet aircraft to transport the multi-ton loads of cocaine.

			Meanwhile, the Mexican contingent proved to be just as savvy as their Colombian counterparts. The more product Cali moved into Mexico, the more Mexican traffickers charged to transport it across the border and into the States. By the late 1980s, Mexican cartels were charging several thousand dollars per smuggled kilo. But Cali’s payments were often late, and sometimes they failed to pay at all. Medellín was even worse. As a result, a dispute arose, and Mexican smuggling groups began holding back cocaine shipments until they were paid in full. They continued to move cocaine for both cartels into the US, but not as they had been, refusing to release large portions of it to Colombian cells for subsequent distribution to American cities.

			It took just one incident in September 1989 to change everything. Acting on a tip, DEA, along with other state, local, and federal agencies, raided a warehouse in Sylmar, California, and seized a whopping 47,300 pounds of cocaine along with $12 million in cash. It became the new largest cocaine seizure in American history—made in a sleepy suburban California community, no less. The real score, however, was the staggering amount of information found, including records and documents showing exactly how the product was smuggled: north through Mexico to Juárez, across the border into El Paso, Texas, then into the Los Angeles area via tractor trailers.

			The seizure sent shock waves throughout DEA and the US government. By most accounts, it had a street value of over $7 billion—nearly as much as the gross domestic product (GDP) of Nicaragua at the time. But it was the documents that mattered most: stacks of ledgers revealed that during the three months leading up to the bust, Mexican smuggling groups had received over seventy-seven tons of Cali and Medellín cocaine and repatriated over $80 million in cash. Those seventy-seven tons had a reported street value of over $25 billion. And $25 billion, in 1989, was an unheard-of amount for any business, criminal or otherwise.

			With no end in sight to the dispute between the Colombians and Mexicans, a new mode of compensation was agreed on, with Cali offering to pay Mexican-based smuggling organizations a percentage of each cocaine shipment moved to the US in product instead of cash. The offer was unanimously accepted, and everyone benefited. By the mid-1990s, Mexico-based smuggling organizations were receiving as much as 50 percent of each load in product—half of every shipment. As massive loads of cocaine continued to arrive in Mexico via 727 and Caravelle jet aircraft, hundreds of millions of dollars were repatriated back to Colombia on return flights. Without question, this was the key development that set in motion the Mexican cartels’ ascension to power.

			While several other large seizures were made, Cali considered them to be minor inconveniences, a drop in a bottomless bucket. DEA estimated that maybe 10 percent (and probably less) of the cocaine that entered the US was seized. For Cali, that was a damn good success rate.

			But DEA persisted. In April 1988, 3,270 kilos hidden inside Brazilian cedar planks (just like the ones Gilberto was sending to the US back in 1975) were seized aboard the coastal freighter Amazon Sky in Tarpon Springs, Florida.

			In June 1988, 2,270 kilos were found sealed in 1,200 blocks of chocolate, of all things, at a Long Island warehouse after arriving on a cargo vessel from Ecuador.

			And in November 1989, close to 5,000 kilos were seized inside drums of potentially lethal sodium hydroxide at a warehouse in Queens. The markings on the kilos of cocaine found buried in the drums of lye in New York bore the same markings as some of the packages found in the Sylmar seizure—ultimately those markings were linked back to Cali and, of course, the self-proclaimed King of New York himself, Chepe Santacruz.

			Law enforcement was also hitting Cali where it hurt the most: their wallet. In January 1989, New York agents seized a Mexico-bound truck loaded with $19 million. Soon after, another $14 million was found on Long Island, tucked inside heavy cable spools. All of the $33 million led back to Chepe and had its own paper trail, this one showing more bulk cash shipments of an additional $100 million during a nine-month period.

			Along with the booming demand, several other world events helped give Cali more of an advantage to dominate the world cocaine trade. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 led to Cali’s total control of European cocaine markets and their expansion into Russia and other Baltic countries. In February 1992, the Maastricht treaty was signed—officially creating the European Union—going into effect twenty-one months later. With newly open borders and unrestricted European travel, Cali was able to introduce massive cocaine shipments into ports all throughout Europe. Italian, Russian, and scores of other organized crime groups and families were free to follow suit, moving their own product to various European destinations with very little effort.

			By late 1992, large shipments of cocaine were being recorded in less expected countries like Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary. In February 1993, Russian authorities seized over a ton of cocaine hidden inside cans of corned beef hash. The shipment had originated in Cali and had been destined for the Netherlands via St. Petersburg.

			Cali’s ingenuity when it came to smuggling was impressive and infuriating. There was no question that only a fraction of the cocaine smuggled was being seized, and at times it seemed as if their creative methods would mean endless torment for US authorities. But major seizures and arrests in Miami would soon pose a serious threat to Cali’s global operation.

			In January 1994, the implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) became a milestone event in world history and a godsend for Cali. Signed by President Bill Clinton, NAFTA opened the door for the cross-border trade of legitimate goods between the United States and Mexico. But Cali—in conjunction with Mexican trafficking organizations—took advantage, smuggling hundreds of tons of cocaine across the border and into the US. “Mexico became the FedEx of the cocaine business,” observed the Wall Street Journal. Almost 2.8 million trucks crossed the border into the US in 1994, many of them carrying large cocaine loads deftly camouflaged with legitimate goods.

			In barely a decade, the Cali cartel had evolved into a behemoth, a massive conglomerate run with the precision of a Fortune 500 company. They had over ten thousand employees managing their countless legitimate business—and criminal—interests; they’d become a sleek, stealthy, finely tuned machine—the Ferrari of organized crime organizations. To further streamline things, they divided their criminal enterprise into five compartmentalized divisions: trafficking, financial, military, legal, and political.

			Trafficking was responsible for the production, transportation, storage, distribution, and sale of cocaine in the US and all throughout the world. Independent cells were established in numerous countries, with each reporting directly to a cell head, or regional manager, who in turn reported directly to Miguel or Gilberto Rodríguez back in Colombia.

			The financial division was tasked with laundering most of the drug proceeds through financial institutions, as well as hundreds of legitimate and shell companies established by the cartel. They also smuggled bulk US currency back into Colombia and Panama and took advantage of the Colón Free Zone (CFZ), the largest free-trade zone in the Western Hemisphere, to exploit the BMPE.

			The military division was the most critical. They dealt with threats not just from rival trafficking groups but a host of hostile law enforcement entities. The military wing was also responsible for the personal security of cartel leaders and their families, contract murders, physical and electronic surveillance of potential adversaries, and continued corruption of government forces—police, military, prosecutors, judges, or anyone else who could aid (or harm) the business.

			The legal division handled criminal proceedings against cartel operatives in Colombia, the US, and around the world. Scores of Colombian and high-profile, costly American lawyers also worked to secure favorable outcomes for the cartel on matters such as extradition, illicit enrichment, and asset forfeiture.

			The political division was also paramount. They were responsible for establishing loyalties (through bribes, blackmail, whatever it took) and maintaining contact between Colombian politicians and the Cali godfathers. It was imperative that the cartel keep key political figures on the payroll in order to secure the required number of votes for the passage—or defeat—of legislation of interest to the organization.

			What had started as the lofty pipe dream of two brothers had become a global force. The Cali cartel was more of a phenomenon than a mere success: the largest drug cartel and organized crime syndicate in history. By the mid-1990s, the Cali godfathers were responsible for 80 to 85 percent of the cocaine that reached US soil and 90 percent worldwide, dominating the cocaine trade on six continents. The DEA estimated their annual profits in 1995 alone were over $8 billion, but by some accounts that figure was actually as high as $10 to $15 billion. In reality no one really knew, not even the US government. All Dave and I needed to know was that the money “Cocaine Incorporated” was generating was approaching mythic proportions. And nothing was slowing them down.

			To put $8 billion in perspective: “The annual revenues from Colombia’s largest legal export, oil, were approximately $1.5 billion in 1995; the DEA’s annual budget reached $1 billion for the first time in 1997; Coca-Cola’s total sales were approximately $8 billion (with profits of $120 million); and General Motors and Walmart’s combined profits were just less than $8 billion. If the Cali cartel were a corporation, it would rank number one in gross profits, beating out Exxon ($7.5 billion), General Electric ($7.3 billion), Philip Morris ($6.3 billion), and IBM ($5.4 billion).” *

			Still, when Dave and I arrived in Colombia in mid-1994, the godfathers remained at large and worry-free, thanks in no small to part to the millions of dollars used to keep the loyalties of the thousands of corrupt officials who didn’t hesitate to accept Cali’s dirty money. Morals were a commodity, just like anything else. Everyone was for sale.

			Ultimately, the Cali cartel would prove to be the single most formidable adversary in the history of international drug law enforcement. I still think back to that Time article, all these years later: “Can these men be stopped?”

			Back then, we didn’t pretend to know the answer. But ever since the extradition of Colombian nationals to the US was prohibited in July 1991 by a new Colombian constitution, Dave and I knew that the Cali leaders would probably never see the inside of a US prison. The only way they could be stopped, if at all, was to partner with Colombian security forces to capture or kill them on their home turf. We would have to use their feelings of omnipotence against them, to act while they felt the most invulnerable. But considering their sophisticated security, intelligence networks, and scores of corrupt allies, that was essentially a real-life David vs. Goliath. And we weren’t even allowed to step foot in Santiago de Cali, the mystical and maddening city they controlled with an iron fist.

			 

			

			
				
						** Source: The Wall Street Journal Almanac 1988 (Random House, 1997).


				

			

		

OEBPS/image/posthill_v_black.png





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
with Jessica Balboni






OEBPS/image/2.png
Chris, undercover in Miami before his arrival in Colombia.
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