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DEA AGENT #3 (Colombia specialist)

What drugs were prominent when you started your career in law enforcement? 
Marijuana?

Yes. We would make a case that led to a seizure of 5lbs of marijuana and we would 
get excited about it. I was in San Diego. By the time I left San Diego – 1971 - I went 
to Rome. By that time we had made a couple of cases where ton quantities were 
involved.

Were other drugs around at the time, too?

Marijuana was obviously the drug of choice but there was also brown heroin and also 
a little cocaine from South America. Most of the cocaine at that time was coming 
from Chile. 

When did you start noticing cocaine in the US?

Around 1968, 1967. Small quantities, ounce quantities. In all the time I was in San 
Diego we never made a seizure of a pound of cocaine at that time. It was just ounces. 

When did you start picking more up?

Towards the end of the ’70s there was a huge increase. When [Salvador] Allende 
went down in Chile the government purged the drug traffickers and Chile stopped 
being a major player in the cocaine business - and that’s when Colombia became a 
major player. The opportunity was there and Colombia became the cocaine maker of 
the world. That’s important because that’s when the Cali and Medellin cartels had an 
opportunity to take over the cocaine world. … [but]  I had never heard of Pablo 
Escobar until the late 1970s, maybe. Perhaps the beginning of the ’80s.

When was Colombia obviously a problem?

Not long after the Chile thing. By the late 1970s. What happened was we started 
noticing Colombia. The traffickers in Colombia were smuggling cocaine into the 
country through couriers and they would bring small amounts of coke with them - a 
pound, two pounds at a time at the most. Most of them were pickpockets. Suddenly 
we saw an incredible influx of Colombian pickpockets in the United States, and it was 
tied into the amount of cocaine that was coming in. We started picking up pickpockets 
at ports of entry - with cocaine. So it became evident that somehow the cocaine traffic 
had shifted from Chile to Colombia. Also, there was a time when Chile was 
prominent that Paraguay was also very prominent. Paraguay was the smuggling 
capital of Latin America and they got involved. They also played a small role for a 
while, even when the Colombians were involved - but then they just disappeared.

Why?
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Basically I think the Paraguayans were not really narcotics smugglers, they were just 
smugglers. They knew the routes, they had the infrastructure for smuggling anything. 
They were smuggling refrigerators - everything. They had the aeroplanes and the 
routes so they were used as the conduit for a while. But I would imagine that the 
traffickers in Colombia at one point thought ‘Hey, we can do this ourselves!’ and cut 
them off the loop. That’s the only explanation I can think of. 

And Cubans?

Mostly centred in Miami. But I never worked there myself so I don’t know to what 
extent. 

Do you recall the famous cocaine White Paper during the Carter administration? I’m 
guessing that led to some degree of disillusion inside DEA?

Yes, we were [disillusioned]. 1976 was a tough year. There were a few years there 
where we were wondering what was going to happen as far as drugs were concerned. 
So there was a certain amount of disillusionment. I don’t think we really recovered 
from this until Reagan…

Other agents have told me that at that time cocaine was known as ‘kiddie-dope’: 
heroin was what mattered?

Oh yeah. Our focus was heroin. I think cocaine just caught us by surprise. Cocaine at 
the time was the drug of the rich. It was a lot more expensive than heroin. It was 
limited to the Hollywood group, people that had a lot of money and then suddenly, 
when huge amounts of cocaine began coming into the country, the price went down 
dramatically. It became the drug of choice in almost all age groups. We were 
completely unprepared for it. We underestimated what was going on in Colombia at 
the time.

I was in charge for almost seven years in Colombia, probably the most meaningful 
years in Colombia in terms of  the activity against the cartels because when I was 
there we got [Pablo] Escobar. At least on paper we looked pretty good but at the same 
time I don’t know how much inroads we really made. 

…In *** [year in the late 1970s] [I went from] Dallas to DC to work on Latin
America desk as a co-ordinator, and that is when I really became aware of Colombia. 
I was co-ordinating stuff for Colombia and I started dreaming of one day working in 
Colombia….then back to San Antonio, Texas and that was where we started seizing 
significant quantities [of cocaine]. I think the record was 5 kilos of cocaine - which to 
me was quite a bit.

… In January **** [mid 1980s] I went to Bogota as agent in charge of the office out 
there. From five kilos the first week we’re seizing 2, 3, 4, 500 kilos at a time. It was 
astronomical. When I was there we had one seizure which was 22,000lbs, in a bunker 
that we found of the traffickers. It was just a completely different world. 
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What was the atmosphere like in Colombia at the time?

Very violent. Very violent. I received a lot of training in terrorism, anti-kidnap stuff 
before I went out there. I was very excited - I was like a little kid when I went out 
there. But I had no idea, even though I read everything I could about the 
investigations, about Pablo Escobar before I went, when I got there I realised that it 
was much more than I ever expected. I remember the first night in Bogota I was in a 
temporary apartment. I heard shots out on the street. Life didn’t mean much out there. 
Bogota was averaging about 25 homicides a weekend. Senators were being killed, 
people were being kidnapped for ransom, presidential candidates were being 
threatened and being killed. In essence what I found was a country on its knees at the 
mercy of the drug lords. And at the head of the drug lords was of course Pablo 
Escobar. 

We had the biggest operation out of the Unites States in Colombia. …It was a 
nightmare. I feel so fortunate that none of [my guys] was killed when I was out there. 
It was a huge burden but we took a lot of precautions. We did our homework, we put 
a tremendous amount of time into ensuring our safety as much as we could.

What security precautions did you have to take?

Every agent had a bullet-proof car. The top management had bodyguards. I had 
bodyguards, my deputy had a bodyguard, the group supervisors had bodyguards. In a 
sense it was like being a little in prison yourself. I had at least three with me at all 
times and sometimes as many as six. There were a couple of occasions when there 
were alleged contracts on my life and during those periods it would escalate to six.

How did you learn about contracts on your life?

Sometimes it would come through wire intercepts that they were planning on doing 
something to the **** of DEA, but mostly it was informants. I didn’t necessarily 
believe that they would do it but we took everything very seriously. We were dealing 
with madmen. They had a reputation for carrying out their threats. But I felt fairly 
safe for two reasons. I felt that our security was very good but at the same time if they 
really wanted to get me, I mean, [Escobar] was planting 1000lb bombs to get Maza. 
He could get me. The [Enrique] Camarena story I think served us very well because it 
showed that the United States never let up going for the killers of Camarena. The 
traffickers were familiar with this so they gave us a lot more credit than we probably 
deserved. They were afraid to tangle with us. I thought that was probably the most 
positive thing we had going for us out there in security.

But they did bomb the US embassy, didn’t they?

Oh yeah. When I was out there they shot a missile at the embassy. It went right 
through the walls but did not explode.

What?!
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It was like an anti-tank missile. It went right through the – in the old embassy I think 
the walls were like three feet wide - but it went right through it like butter. … We 
never really found out who it was. Apparently a car drove up to an intersection, a guy 
got out the car, shot the missile and took off. It was probably 1989 or 1990

The first six months I was in Colombia I was very jumpy. I mean, I’d hear a car 
backfire and I’d jump. But after a while you just really forget about it. It becomes 
second nature. There were many times when the US government wanted to pull me 
out because of the threats on my life. I fought it as hard as I could because I said 
‘We’re asking the Colombians to do this for us and they’re being killed left and right. 
I can’t leave the country when they threaten me. I can’t leave them. We’ll lose 
credibility.’ They let me stay there. But everybody kept thinking I was going to get 
killed. People were telling me ‘I don’t want you in my conscience.’

How much were the contracts worth?

One was $300,000, another was $500,000. But never more than 500,000 - so I was 
kind of insulted!

Who did you bust to generate that kind of heat?

During my time there we got leaders: [Rodriguez] Gacha and [Pablo] Escobar were 
killed. The so-called Ochoa family was put behind bars. We had a lot of big hits. We 
were responsible for some of the biggest busts of cocaine in the States. I would say 
that a very good percentage of any major drug bust in the states, we probably had a 
hand in it.

Santiago Ocampo?

I didn’t consider him a very big person at the time. But he was one of the first - one 
that got more publicity. But there’s a sour point with the Medellin cartel going down 
because the Cali cartel played a very active role in this because they were at war with 
Medellin. So they formed an alliance with the Colombian government in the war 
against the Medellin cartel and they were instrumental in doing this because they did a 
lot of the dirty work, a lot of the work the police would not do. They created this 
group, Los Pepes. And they were the ones that were pulling the strings of Los Pepes. 
Los Pepes was nothing more than the operational group of the Cali cartel, you might 
say. So in the end Medellin went down, and everybody celebrated. Cali took control 
of the country, and formed a very tight alliance with the Colombian government. And 
to this day the Colombian government claims that the Cali cartel has been put behind 
bars. I disagree. I think their plan was to do this exactly. The last couple of years I 
was there in Colombia – [when] they were working very hard to show that they were 
trying to get themselves out of the business, they were going to throw themselves at 
the mercy of the government - they bought the presidency of [Ernesto] Samper…

Is that a rumour? Or a fact?
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Fact. I don’t know exactly how much money they contributed but it was many, many 
millions. When I left Colombia I went on TV and called Colombia a narco-democracy 
and said that the evidence was that Cali had contributed millions of dollars to Samper 
and I got on the plane and I left Colombia. And they created a huge national scandal 
out there. The US government said I was no longer a DEA agent so they washed their 
hands of it. Samper was going to sue me. I’d welcome him suing me because then I 
think I would have been able to get the evidence in front.

How did you get the evidence?

For a long time we heard that there was something going on between Samper and the 
Cali cartel. We heard rumours - this came from informants - of money being passed 
on from Cali to Samper. I had an informant who was an alternate congressman who 
was friendly with the Cali cartel and he would meet with members of the cartel and he 
would report to me what was going on. One meeting he had he went to Cali and said 
‘Hey- will you guys support me?’ Now, this guy didn’t have a chance in the world of 
winning so the Cali cartel told him: ‘Number one: you’re not gonna win. And number 
2, we’re supporting Samper.’ We had other informants corroborating this too, from 
within the cartel that this thing was going on. But the real telling fact is that the 
police, through some wiretaps, actually caught the campaign manager of Samper (I 
think) talking on the phone with the cartel about the millions that they were getting. 
So it was a fact. In fact at the end, even though he denied it when the evidence was 
overwhelming, he said ‘Well, I didn’t know about it’ which was a bunch of crap - if 
you’ll excuse the expression.

What did you make of Los Pepes and their links to the Colombian authorities?

I was very concerned. I knew what was happening but at the same time we had 
Escobar on the run and we had to keep going. Initially I was not aware that Los Pepes 
were Cali. In fact we applauded Los Pepes. We thought it was a great sign. But then 
little by little we put the pieces together and it became evident that Cali was pulling
the strings of Los Pepes. So at that point it became a very sensitive issue for us 
because we were working very closely with the Colombian Police in trying to get 
Escobar and right in the middle they were working with Los Pepes. And we also came 
in contact with the so-called Los Pepes from time to time, because they were 
providing some very good intelligence to the police. So it became a very sensitive 
issue for us because I knew it was going on and at the same time I didn’t want to stop 
chasing Pablo and I didn’t want my agents tainted by the Cali connection. So we were 
walking very, very carefully because I certainly didn’t want anyone to say that the 
DEA was cutting a deal with the Cali cartel. It was a very sensitive time. I tell you, I 
had a lot of sleepless nights over that thing.

How big was Los Pepes?

Los Pepes were not a big group. They were primarily members of the Medellin cartel 
who felt that Escobar was going to kill them, just like he did those other people in the 
prison, the Galleanos and the Moncadas. And they ran to Cali for protection, they said 
‘Hey, Escobar has gone nuts! He’s killing his own people!’ and they said, ‘Fine. 
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We’ll let you join but we want this from you.’ So a lot of the money went from these 
people to the Cali cartel and the cartel provided them with protection but at the same 
time they said ‘We’re gonna go and get rid of Escobar. So they used those 
organisations that were there in Medellin, who knew a lot about Pablo, to go after 
him. And a lot of the killers, the sicarios who were already working for these guys,
became the hit men for Cali in Medellin. They just started killing everybody that they 
could that was connected to Escobar that had not come over. Pretty soon Escobar was 
by himself.

How did you first hear that Escobar was dead?

We had so many close calls. There were so many times when I thought for sure, we 
were going to get him and we were two minutes late or something. 

I was in my office, it was about three o’clock in the afternoon. General *****, who 
was the number two man of the police and was in charge of the hunt, calls me up. 
‘****’ he says, ‘We got Pablo. We just got Pablo.’ He was so excited. I just hung up 
and I ran out into the hallway at the embassy where my office and the offices of the 
other agents were, and yelled, ‘Pablo is dead!’ I ran up to the ambassador’s office and 
I told him ‘We just got Pablo’. By the time I got back into my office, I had agents in 
Medellin and they had already called and they were piecing the stuff together about 
how it happened. They were getting information. I jumped into my car and headed to 
the police and spent the next 6-8 hours with the police out there, getting the details 
and celebrating. 

It was kind of an awkward situation because I was so glad - I was so focused on 
getting Pablo - that it was a tremendous feeling. But at the same time I knew that we’d 
won one battle but lost a huge war because of what had happened between Cali and 
the government. So I’m sitting there celebrating with these cops and I had a knot in 
my stomach knowing that some of the guys there celebrating I knew had taken money 
from Cali. It was awful, just really awful

Similar to when Rodriquez Gacha was killed?

On the Gacha thing we were working pretty close. There was an informant who we 
were working with who was named El ***** and he - later on, I found out - he was 
working for Cali. So I knew that Cali had a huge part in getting Gacha. I did not have 
a problem with that as much as I did with the Escobar thing because I was getting one 
person. But with the Escobar thing, for months I had known that if this happened, Cali 
would have complete control of the country. I knew that Cali was working at 
legitimising their position, they were trying to turn themselves in and they were 
buying the government in terms of protection - which eventually happened. And I 
knew that they were corrupting a lot of people that I became very close with in the 
police…

This type of thing came pretty close to home for you, right?
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General ***** - he received money from Cali and he were I were very close. I had 
tremendous admiration for him, what he did against Escobar. I was in his office every 
day. We worked together, we were together every day and we became close friends. 
Some Saturdays I would go to his house to discuss strategy and stuff, he’d be there in 
his pyjamas. We’d be drinking coffee. I found out he did [take bribes]. At the same 
time the same tapes that disclosed that Samper was getting money, they also referred 
to a guy by the name of *****. ****** was the nickname that they had for him, for 
*****. I was sick because I liked *****. I was totally sick… I don’t know if *****
ever did anything for Cali but he received a gift from Cali, indirectly probably…when 
he became the **** of the Colombian National Police.

Is Cali worse than Medellin?

Cali is a lot smarter. Escobar ruled through terror and intimidation. Cali bought 
people off. They were as violent, I think, as Medellin but they always covered their 
murders. The people who had to know knew but they would make it look as if 
somebody else had done it. But Medellin - Pablo Escobar said to someone ‘I’ll kill 
you’ then he’d kill you and he’d leave his calling card there, so the whole world 
would know that Escobar did it. It was a different strategy. They were a lot smarter, 
more politically orientated. I think as far as murdering people they were just as violent 
but what Cali did not do - and I think it’s a smart thing - Escobar would go out there 
and put a bomb on the street and kill 50 people that were walking about on the street 
including nuns and children and everybody else. This was to intimidate the 
government. Cali never did that. Cali intimidated the government in a very personal 
way through bribes and so on. They were feared but they did not place bombs on the 
streets. …

Talk to anybody in Col and Washington and they’ll tell you that the Cali cartel does 
not exist. In reality, the Cali cartel does not exist the way it existed before, and the 
head capos of the Cali cartel, most of them are in jail but that’s where they wanted to 
be. They understood that they had to legitimise themselves by going through that 
process

You think they cut a deal with the government?

Yeah. They spent years re-organising their operations, changing their modus 
operandi, their personnel so that it would appear that they were really getting out of it 
but in reality the whole thing was still clicking. And the best evidence that I have -
and I get into arguments with people in Washington, I mean, I can’t believe that some 
of the people in DEA are so damn naive, I have lived this thing - I knew it was 
happening. I reported this stuff and for some reason it’s buried in the files. The best 
evidence that I have that…the Cali cartel is still in existence is that during a very short 
period of time, all the Cali heads were put in jail. Less than a year - they were either 
arrested or turned themselves in or whatever. The amount of cocaine coming to the 
United States or going out of Col never diminished during this period.
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Now, if the Cali cartel, if the leadership was put in jail there would have been a huge 
drop in cocaine. At least temporarily. But it never happened…this thing was already 
well-greased and it was ready to go and it happened. 

They cut a deal?

Yeah.

What did you make of Jose Santa Cruz Londono’s intelligence network?

He had an incredible telephone intelligence system. He had invested probably 
millions in a computer system. He was trying to identify people in his organisation
that might be informants. So through this systematic analysis that this computer did, if 
all of the calls that were being made - I mean he put in all the phone numbers of 
people that he knew and he put in all of the phone numbers of the embassy that he 
knew - and there were very few secret numbers at the embassy because we needed 
informants. And we had bad informants. We had penetration, so he had access to 
those numbers. And through this system he did a continual check to see if anybody 
from any known number that he had was calling the embassy, was calling DEA. It 
was incredible. Incredible. These people had no limits because they had so much
money. Their resources were unlimited.


