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‘He smokes a reefer, he gets high.
Then he flies to the sky.
That funny, funny, funny reefer man.’
Cab Calloway, ‘Reefer Man’

 

‘I can smoke anything … I even smoke that tied stick.’
‘Tied stick?’
‘That stuff that’s tied to a stick.’
‘Oh, Thai stick.’
Cheech and Chong, Up in Smoke
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PROLOGUE

All they had to do was sit back and wait.

It had taken months of planning, millions of dollars of investment and the combined efforts of more than three hundred people from five different countries to pull it off, but the drugs were finally on their way.

In a quiet corner of a plush Bangkok restaurant the man behind the massive shipment, an eternal hippy named Brian Daniels, nursed a drink and contemplated his next move.

In little more than a decade ‘The Ring’ – a loose-knit collective of British, American and Australian entrepreneurs that Daniels had established – had smuggled more than $1 billion worth of marijuana into the United States and beyond. The business now operated on such a vast scale that just one shipment was enough to lower the price of pot along the entire West Coast of America.

Daniels had arrived in South East Asia at a time when the main drug associated with the region was opium. Marijuana was indigenous, particularly in the north-east of Thailand where the dried leaves were used as a seasoning in curries, but few locals smoked the weed and it barely figured in the illicit export trade at all.

Daniels soon changed all that. He forged alliances with the warlords who held sway over the remote regions where the drugs could be grown, helped to introduce new seed stocks and state-of-the-art agricultural techniques to boost production and quality. Within the space of a few years he found himself at the head of an enterprise that offered all the profit of the opium trade with only a fraction of the risk. What started out as little more than a group of college dropouts looking for cheap dope to peddle to their friends had evolved into one of the most sophisticated and profitable drug rings on the planet.

Organised as a series of independent cells, each receiving their drugs from Daniels, the leadership of The Ring was composed of adrenaline junkies – amongst them helicopter pilots, rally drivers, powerboat racers, deep-sea salvage experts and members of the Army’s elite special forces – whose methods were as slick as they were successful.

They chartered planes to fly over their smuggling routes to warn of nearby coastguard patrols. They used a network of informers and moles to feed false information to government agents, sending them off on outrageous wild goose chases. They even hired market research consultants to study the techniques used by unsuccessful gangs and ensure they would not make the same mistakes.

Over the years Daniels and other key members of The Ring had become multi-millionaires many times over and built up lifestyles to match. They owned sprawling estates in the heart of the English countryside, massive ranches teeming with wild horses in the Old West, and swish houses and apartment complexes in cities such as London, Paris, Hong Kong and New York. They owned whole fleets of luxury sports cars and had chauffeur-driven limousines and private jets on permanent standby. One bought an incredible yacht that didn’t just have a helicopter landing-pad: it had its own helicopter.

The drugs kept getting through and the money kept piling up. Even the smugglers themselves were astonished at the seemingly endless demand for more and more marijuana.

‘I don’t even know who the fuck smokes all this shit,’ said Thomas Sherrett, an Oregon-based importer and distributor, as he casually handed over $6 million in cash to two Mafioso money collectors sent by his main supplier. ‘I figure they got like a few thousand people locked in rooms that have joints going day and night. I’ve been doing this for twenty-two years – who the fuck would smoke all that pot?’

Over the years the members of The Ring had enjoyed a run of extraordinarily good fortune, but now the stakes were getting higher. Scotland Yard, the FBI, US Customs and the Drug Enforcement Administration were all closing in on their operations.

Several members had already been arrested and some had secretly testified before various grand juries. Others were believed to have become informants, and were suspected of turning up at crucial meetings while wearing wires or allowing incriminating phone calls to be recorded. Several major shipments had been intercepted. The gang’s own informants did their best to keep them one step ahead but everyone was getting increasingly paranoid. No one knew who could be trusted.

Some of the cells, such as the one run by brothers Chris and Bill Shaffer, had shut down all together. In 1987 the pair, admired throughout the drug underworld for their smuggling skills, had successfully landed 42 tons of marijuana in a single operation. What made this particular venture unique is that it had taken place right under the noses of the DEA, who had been tipped off about the importation and were keeping the gang under close surveillance at the time. The brothers were now laying low in London, living a life of luxury with the $60 million they had made in the space of just two years.

Another cell working with Daniels was the one run by longtime smuggler Dennis Ingham. That had briefly run into problems when Ingham himself had been arrested while planning a new importation, but others in his gang had busted him out of prison to ensure the smuggle went ahead.

Then there was the cell led by Briton, Michael Forwell. Knowing that the good luck he had experienced up until then could not possibly last, he decided on a more elaborate plan.

He and his team would, they decided, smuggle one final shipment. It was to be so vast and so profitable that the key members of his organisation would be able to maintain their glitzy lifestyles indefinitely without ever having to resort to crime again.

Brian Daniels had long specialised in supplying multi-ton loads, usually organising three or four boatloads each year, but this one was special. At 72 tons it was the largest single shipment The Ring had ever attempted. The wholesale value of the load was close to $300 million. The street value was in excess of $1 billion.

To put that into context: during the whole of 2004 the total amount of cannabis seized by HM Customs and Excise in the UK – the country with the highest levels of cannabis use in Europe – was 58 tons.

The cannabis had originated in the Nakhom Penn region of Thailand, up against the border with Laos. The specialist brand, known as ‘Thai stick’, was widely acknowledged to be some of the most powerful dope money could buy and, as a premium product, commanded a premium price. In the summer of 1988, Thai sticks sold for up to $3,000 per pound compared to just $150 per pound for top-grade Mexican marijuana.

After harvesting, the marijuana was loaded on to trucks and driven through the Thai badlands to the border with Vietnam. There, around a hundred soldiers from the Vietnamese army transferred the bales of drugs to military vehicles and drove them along Route 9 to a nearby port where a ship was waiting to take the load to its final destination – the north-west coast of America.

The ship was the Encounter Bay, an 800-ton, 187-foot ocean going, oil rig supply vessel. She had been bought by Forwell two years earlier for $3 million and a further million had been spent fitting her out for her new role as a drug carrier. The bridge was filled with the latest electronics and state-of-the-art radar systems, the antennae hidden inside innocent-looking masts. The fuel tanks had been expanded to carry more than 500 tons of diesel and a desalination plant had been added to provide fresh water. It all meant the Encounter Bay could cross the Pacific at full speed without stopping and, if necessary, remain at sea for months at a time.

The marijuana took up so much space that it would not fit in the massive steel containers that had been welded to the vast ship’s deck. Extra space was found between the containers, and a false deck was constructed from plywood so that any aircraft flying over the boat would not immediately become suspicious.

It took two full days to load the 8,250 bales of cannabis – each the size of a standard suitcase and weighing in at 60 pounds – and two further days for the crew to recover from the exertion. Then, on 3 June 1988, the Encounter Bay set off on its three-week journey across the ocean.

All the bases had been covered; every element of the trip, the offload and the distribution had been worked out in advance right down to the smallest detail. Every possible precaution had been taken and a dozen contingency plans were in place. The buyers were waiting and the gang knew the drugs on the boat would be converted to hard cash within days of arriving on dry land. Rich as they were, they were soon set to become considerably richer.

All they had to do was sit back and wait.


PART ONE
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September 1969

He sat on the edge of the kerb at the corner of 2nd and St Marks, shirtless and shoeless, the soles of his feet flat in the gutter, his skinny arms resting limply in his lap. Weeks of neglect had turned his hair and beard into a bushy black mane and you could tell from his eyes that he had spent most of the day crying.

‘No weed in a month!’ he sighed. ‘I guess I might as well accept that athletics scholarship to Notre Dame and study business economics after all.’

This forlorn young hippy first appeared in a cartoon titled ‘The legendary dope famine of ’69’, published in an underground newspaper in September that same year. By that time everyone was ready to see the funny side of the situation, but just a few short weeks earlier, the chronic shortage of marijuana across America had been no laughing matter.

Supplies had all but dried up in several major cities and the price of what little was left had risen to an all-time high, while the quality had fallen to an all-time low.

‘There’s just not any available,’ a New York dealer nicknamed Porky Pig sobbed to the Associated Press after three fruitless trips to the West Coast in search of the elusive weed. ‘If I had a bunch of grass I could take it to New York or Miami and make a million dollars!’

The seeds of the shortage had been sown months earlier when the usual heavy spring rains that fall across central Mexico – the source of around 80 per cent of all the marijuana smoked in the US at the time – failed to appear. By the end of May the crop had been ruined, drying out to little more than matchwood. In Sinaloa, one of the main growing regions, the local police chief took advantage of the situation and ordered his men to set fire to around fifty acres of fields containing the few remaining viable plants.

For the growers, already considerably out of pocket, this proved to be the final straw. Before the day had ended, the police chief had been shot dead.

The response of the Mexican government was immediate. Martial law was declared and the army flooded into Sinaloa carrying out house-to-house searches in a bid to track down those responsible. All cars heading for the American border were forced to pass through heavily guarded roadblocks, and search-and-destroy squads travelled deep into the countryside to torch every marijuana crop they could find. Within the space of a few days, more than one million plants had been destroyed.

Prior to the crackdown, grass had been flowing through the US–Mexico border like water flowing through a burst dam. But once the leak was well and truly plugged, it was only a matter of time before supplies began to dwindle down to nothing.

It could not have come at a worse time. In the weeks leading up to the shortage, the popularity of pot had grown beyond all expectations. In July the film Easy Rider had been released to massive commercial success and critical acclaim. Featuring dozens of scenes in which its stars Peter Fonda and Dennis Hopper smoked pot, and fuelled by rumours that the actors had been getting stoned for real, the film helped to popularise marijuana almost as much as it popularised motorcycling.

The fast-growing anti-Vietnam movement had adopted marijuana as one of its sacred tenets and use by well-to-do middle-class college students was also soaring.

At the Woodstock festival in August 1969, an estimated 90 per cent of the 400,000 attendees smoked marijuana over the course of the event. The drug was rapidly making inroads into mainstream society to the point that even those considered otherwise ‘straight’ had begun using and selling it.

This soaring demand, combined with the sudden shortage, meant that the few dealers lucky enough to have stock in reserve found themselves making serious money. Selling marijuana became something more than just a way to get your own dope for free or ‘stick it to the man’; it became a way of making a living.

A few chancers tried to jump on the bandwagon, selling alfalfa, oregano and even lawn grass as the real thing, but for those with access to the genuine article, profits were high and the risks were low.

For one student, the son of a wealthy ranch owner, the situation seemed to represent nothing less than a golden business opportunity. ‘The way I see it,’ twenty-one-year-old Ciro Mancuso told his friends that summer, ‘is that anyone with a bit of sense who can get hold of some pot is going to be in a position to get real rich, real fast.’

Mexican grass may have been off the menu but for those willing to put in a little effort, there was an abundant source of marijuana far closer to hand.

During the Second World War the US government urged farmers throughout the Midwest, from Kansas and Nebraska to Ohio and Indiana, to sew the botanical equivalent of marijuana’s first cousin – hemp – with a promise that, in return, both they and their sons would be exempted from military service.

Just five years earlier the plant had been labelled ‘the assassin of youth’ and all cultivation had been banned. But the war in the Pacific meant vast quantities of hemp were needed to replace supplies of cheap foreign fibres that had been cut off by the Japanese.

An inspirational film, Hemp for Victory, showed how the plant could be used to make rope to rig battleships, fire hose, thread for army boots and parachute webbing – all essential for the war effort. Special permits were issued, millions of free seeds were handed out and soon America’s ‘Corn Belt’ was thick with ten-foot high hemp plants.

Once the war ended the farmers switched back to corn and other grains, but the ‘wild marijuana’ continued to spread. Some called it ‘loco weed’ because it made farm animals that nibbled on it giddy, even though the plants contained barely one-tenth the amount of the active ingredient, delta-9-THC, found in Mexican marijuana.

Local pot dealers used it mainly as filler, but once imports of the good stuff started to dry up many users decided that, in this hour of great need, bad grass was better than no grass at all.

Unlike the hard-to-find Mexican marijuana, the domestic variety was plentiful. That summer Kansas alone had some 52,000 acres growing wild and the university town of Lawrence soon became a Mecca for eager potheads. The local hippy hang-outs – the Gaslight Tavern and the Rock Chalk Café – even sold hand-drawn maps giving directions to the prime sites down by the banks of the Kaw river, alongside politically active fare like ‘fascist pig burgers’ at thirty-five cents a pop. But the maps were hardly necessary – college campuses along the East and West coasts buzzed with whispered tales of the fact that, so abundant was the marijuana, all you had to do was stick your arm out of the window as you drove through town and you would come away with a handful.

One July weekend, lured by the promise of easy money, Ciro Mancuso and his college room-mate Brian Degen loaded up a car with sacks and machetes and set off on the forty-eight-hour drive to Kansas.

The pair were party-loving students at the Paradise College, an unremarkable liberal arts school on the south shore of Lake Tahoe. Classmates remember them as the kind of guys who were so laid back they were practically horizontal. Mancuso in particular was friendly and outgoing, but although he had bags of charisma and a strong personality, he kept his distance and was never part of the ‘in’ crowd.

Exceptionally bright and quick to learn, Mancuso excelled at anything he put his mind to. During the summer he played defensive halfback for the Patterson Tigers, in the winter he joined the wrestling team while in the spring he worked the running track. But skiing was by far his favourite pastime.

He and Degen had met after initially enrolling on a course at the University of Reno but transferred to Paradise at the end of their first year on skiing scholarships. The move suited them, as their achievements on the slopes had long overshadowed their achievements in the classroom and Paradise College was just minutes from at least three ski resorts.

The pair had smoked and traded small amounts of dope for kicks since their school days and bonded over their equally desperate desire to find an escape from small town life. And now, for the first time, they had stumbled across it.

In Kansas, under cover of darkness, they hacked down plants until their backs ached and their palms were red raw. Back at Lake Tahoe they cured the stems by placing them inside pillow cases which in turn were placed inside dryers at the college launderette. One- and five-dollar bags were then weighed out and, as an added touch, wrapped in pages torn from Mexican newspapers. The dope sold like hotcakes.

That first trip was so successful that Mancuso and Degen spent the next few weekends driving up to Kansas and Nebraska for more supplies.

They were not the only ones. Police officers in the Midwest were initially puzzled at what seemed to be a vast increase in the number of birdwatchers that summer. When they decided to investigate, they realised that this new breed of ornithologist invariably failed to bring binoculars, had long hair and usually drove vans with flowers and peace signs painted on the side.

Across the Corn Belt, arrests for illegal harvesting of marijuana more than tripled that summer, with the vast majority of those caught coming from out of state. A single sheriff in Cloud County, Kansas bagged forty-three suspects in the space of a few weeks, all but three of them from California. Every night shift, if things got a little too quiet, he and his deputies would head down to the river and almost always return with at least a couple of collars.

It was only a matter of time before Mancuso and Degen’s luck ran out and on 8 August they were arrested in Kansas and charged with attempting to illegally possess marijuana. They spent a couple of nights in jail but the money they had made from their previous drug runs was more than enough to pay the $1,000 they were fined before being sent back to California.

Some might have taken such an arrest as a sign that it was time to get out of the trade, but Mancuso was already hooked. He and Degen would not return to Kansas, but it had nothing to do with the fear of being caught again. The drug runs had been profitable, but the work had been slow, tedious and physically exhausting. Selling marijuana was, they decided, the way forward. All they needed now was to find a way to make it even more lucrative.

By the middle of the summer the weather had achieved something that tens of billions of dollars spent on the war against drugs had failed to do: reduce the marijuana traffic across the Mexican border to a trickle.

Six months into his first term, President Richard Nixon spied an opportunity to strike a decisive blow against the trade. A loser in the 1960 election that saw John F. Kennedy take the White House, Nixon had won through this time round thanks to millions of votes from the so-called ‘silent majority’ – blue-collar Americans deeply opposed to hippy counter-culture, anti-war demonstrators and, in particular, marijuana smokers.

At 2.30 p.m. Pacific Daylight Time on Sunday 21 September, Nixon launched Operation Intercept. More than two thousand customs agents were moved down to the American side of the border with Mexico and given orders to stop the marijuana. Timed to coincide with the September harvest, Nixon’s plan was to hit the trade hard at a time when supplies were already running extremely thin.

Within an hour of the operation’s launch, traffic at the main border posts was backed up for more than two and a half miles. By the end of the afternoon the tailbacks stretched out for six miles.

The chaos continued in the days that followed. In theory every vehicle was supposed to be subjected to a three-minute inspection. In reality not all vehicles were searched, many of those that were received only a cursory glance, and the odds of being caught had shifted enough to ensure that few smugglers were willing to risk the trip.

Supplies of freshly harvested marijuana began to pile up in the stash houses on the south side of the border and the price, already high, began to rise higher still.

After the Kansas debacle, Mancuso and Degen had begun looking for new and innovative ways to stay in the marijuana business. As Operation Intercept began to bite, the pair quickly realised that the increased retail value of their chosen product meant that a method previously deemed too costly and impractical had suddenly become feasible. Rather than taking a chance by driving through the border, they would simply fly over it.

It was a possibility the Nixon administration had already considered. As part of the crackdown, the Federal Aviation Authority had installed mobile radar equipment on trucks positioned at strategic points along the border, while the air force stationed a fleet of intercept planes nearby. Within days of the blockade, blips of light moving south to north appeared on the screens, but by the time the interceptors had been scrambled, the blips had already vanished.

Mancuso, Degen and dozens of other smugglers had realised that small planes were able to dip between the mountain ranges and canyon corridors that made up much of the border, and thus travel underneath the radar blanket.

Each flight required nerves of steel. In Mexico the landing strips were heavily disguised to prevent them being spotted from the air by the military. In many cases, the sole difference between a patch of treacherous rough ground and an official landing strip was that, on at least one occasion, someone had managed to land there. By the same token, the only difference between a landing strip and a crash site was that the same aircraft had subsequently managed to take off.

The journey back was little better, with the planes flying low and navigating through the potentially deadly mountain peaks by moonlight before landing in the desert where trucks would meet them to carry away their precious cargo.

Within days of the crackdown customs agents estimated that at least ten planes a night were crossing the border, and admitted there was virtually nothing they could do about it. ‘They are developing their own air force,’ noted one official, ‘and it’s getting bigger and bigger.’

After just two weeks, Operation Intercept was abandoned amid growing protests from employers fed up of workers arriving late, and from legitimate businesses and traders on both sides of the border who had experienced a 70 per cent drop in sales. But the new techniques devised by the smugglers soon became the norm.

Having fast discovered the profitability of their new enterprise Mancuso and Degen dropped out of college, joined forces with a team of ‘crossroaders’ – professional casino cheats – and began using a variety of small aircraft to smuggle marijuana. Over the next two years the pair helped to organise more than fifty flights that brought in a total of 35,000 pounds of dope.

Selling at around $225 per pound, the gross profits amounted to almost $8 million. It was a small fortune but Mancuso and Degen received only a modest share due to the large number of others involved, the high cost of running the planes and the money spent hiring the trucks and drivers.

It was clear to Mancuso that the only way he would ever be able to keep more of the money for himself was if he found a way to cut out the middlemen.

It was time to head south.

Fluent in Spanish ever since his schooldays, Ciro Mancuso took his profits from the airborne smuggling operation and bought a run-down ranch near Guadalajara. After a few essential renovations the ranch became Mancuso’s permanent home and he and Brian Degen began contacting local growers and suppliers before launching themselves on to the market as marijuana brokers.

Each month tons of the drug would arrive at the ranch for processing and buyers from America and beyond would visit to select the goods they wanted to purchase. The customers would then choose their own way of getting the drugs across the border or, for an additional fee, have Mancuso make arrangements on their behalf.

The pair bought a caravan and had it fitted with a cleverly concealed secret compartment where large amounts of marijuana could be stored. This could then be towed back and forth across the border to get the drugs into California.

The drugs were so well concealed they were virtually undetectable but as an extra precaution, the mobile home was always towed by pick-up trucks driven by late middle-aged men or couples – far less likely to arouse suspicion from border guards than young men like Mancuso and Degen.

Within weeks hundreds of pounds of marijuana had made its way north, but the scale of the operation soon attracted the attention of the local authorities who were still under pressure from the US government to help stem the tide of pot flowing across the border. Even tucked away in the boondocks of Mexico, the combination of a luxury lifestyle with no visible form of employment made Mancuso stand out like a sore thumb.

In March 1972, while Mancuso was in the middle of negotiating a price with a group of American buyers, Mexican police raided the ranch, arresting him and nine others, including four key customers. Brian Degan, running his end of the operation from back in Lake Tahoe, missed the swoop. After a swift search the Federales seized more than two tons of marijuana from the property as well as a plane.

Transferred to prison that same day, Mancuso refused to allow what he saw as a relatively minor setback to have any effect on his fast-growing smuggling empire.

Mexican prisons in the early seventies were notorious for being run by guards willing to turn a blind eye to almost anything, just so long as they were properly compensated. Mancuso started out in a bare, filthy cell but was quickly upgraded to a beautifully decorated ‘suite’ where he had his choice of meals, regular female companions, a guitar and a host of other creature comforts.

All inmates were required to carry out some form of work and Mancuso was no exception. He set up a furniture factory in the prison with the intention of creating cut-price products for the American market.

It was a front of course. Each item the factory produced featured a specially made secret compartment, and after leaving the prison the goods were taken to a nearby warehouse run by junior members of Mancuso’s gang. There the compartments would be filled with marijuana. The furniture was then shipped up to California or Nevada where Degen would extract the drugs and sell them on.

Smuggling operations with the caravan also continued while Mancuso was in prison. In October 1972 the gang’s regular driver, Harry McKeown, towed the vehicle across the border and made his way up to San José where the drugs were to be dropped off.

No sooner had McKeown arrived at the rendezvous and spotted his contact than dozens of police officers swooped down and arrested them both.

‘They knew all about the trip we made,’ McKeown later recalled. ‘He told me all the officers had come up from Los Angeles and had been following me all day.’ McKeown and his contact were taken to jail, certain that, like Mancuso, they would now be spending a long spell behind bars. But to McKeown’s surprise it was not to be.

‘The next morning, ten o’clock or so, they took me down, took me to the desk, gave me my things and said “get out”, so I left. The other guy was nowhere to be seen and they didn’t say anything about anything. I went back to Reno and got my lawyer to call the police station and they said “well, the truck and caravan is sitting right here in the parking lot, get it out”. So I flew back.’

The caravan was in tatters, having been torn apart by the police officers looking for the concealed drugs. All the wall and roof panels had been pulled off, the floorboards had been ripped up, the cushions had been slashed open and each and every interior fixing had been removed or smashed. The search had been comprehensive and the officers had even brought in sniffer dogs to ensure every last nook and cranny was explored.

‘I can’t even begin to describe all the damage done to this thing,’ says McKeown. ‘This was a disaster. I took it to a repair place and the guy had an estimate of like $4,000-plus to get it fixed. He was amazed. He couldn’t understand what possibly could have happened to it.’

McKeown drove the wreck back to Reno and left it parked on his driveway. It sat there for three or four days before a couple of Mancuso’s men came over to assess the damage for themselves.

Their faces, initially grim, soon burst into broad, radiant smiles as both they and McKeown realised the almost unbelievable truth: ‘It was still loaded.’
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SCHOOL OF POT
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Mancuso and Degen were not the only marijuana smugglers expanding their operations in Mexico that year. In the affluent Californian island community of Coronado, just twelve miles north of the border, a dynamic group of high school swimming champions turned drug traffickers were looking to do the same.

Marijuana smoking had been rife at Coronado High School for as long as anyone could remember. By the mid-sixties the problem had become so acute that the Federal Government launched a controversial pilot project in an effort to help students kick the habit.

Under the ‘no bust’ policy, teachers would not report those caught using the drug to the police but, instead, would talk to them about its negative effects.

Such discretion was welcomed by the wider community – Coronado is the site of two naval bases and many of the school’s students were the sons and daughters of prominent members of the armed forces – but it did little, if anything, to discourage drug use.

In the early seventies, one of the most successful dealers on the island was Lance Weber. A tall, muscular and permanently tanned surfing addict, Weber had graduated from Coronado High and joined the navy, training as an elite SEAL commando. At the end of his commitment, he went to college but soon quit when the marijuana smuggling ring he had put together with two friends began to blossom.

The technique he used to import drugs was daring, dangerous and, in the words of one investigator, ‘not just under the radar, but completely off the screen.’

Every few weeks he and his friends would cross the border and visit the Mexican city of Tijuana, a magnet for underage drinkers and a popular destination for day trippers. There, the Coronado boys would find a source and buy up to twenty-five pounds of marijuana at a time.

Waiting until nightfall, the trio would then head to one of the many rocky coves just south of the border checkpoint, place the drugs inside a watertight dive bag and secure it with a length of rope. Weber would then don a wetsuit, tie the loose end of the rope around his waist and slip into the dark, murky waters to swim his way to America.

It was a high-risk undertaking. For much of the year the nighttime waters of the Pacific are easily cold enough to induce hypothermia, and during the summer sharks come close to shore in search of food. Each year dozens of illegal immigrants attempting the exact same swim are swept out to sea by powerful currents, never to be heard from again. And as if that wasn’t enough, the Tijuana River, which hits the sea just north of the border, teems with potentially deadly pollution.

But Weber was an exceptionally strong swimmer and utterly fearless – a legacy of his time in the navy. He would head west until the streetlights of Interstate 5 were just tiny pinpricks of colour and then head north, following the coastline until, out of sight of border patrol agents and the occasional coastguard cruiser, he would come ashore at a pre-arranged spot a few miles north of the checkpoint. After several hours in the water, Weber would emerge exhausted and dehydrated, but elated to have once more brought in drugs right under the noses of the authorities.

The marijuana that Weber and his friends swam up the coast sold easily, particularly to students at the school, and the frequency of the trips increased as demand soared. Soon, Weber alone could not carry sufficient quantities of dope and was joined in the water by his friends. But while one man swimming alone can easily go unnoticed, three swimming together may not. In early 1971 the trio were spotted by a customs patrol boat. Weber, the best swimmer of the three, managed to escape out into the ocean only to be arrested later as he returned home. He was sentenced to six months in jail.

In his absence two other drug-dealing students of Coronado High rose to prominence. Edward Otero, known as Eddie to his friends, was a blond-haired, barrel-chested athlete whose party trick involved tearing the three-inch thick San Diego phone directory in half with his bare hands. Easy-going with a sunny disposition and warm smile, Otero was the son of school employees and a leading member of the swim team.

He dealt dope alongside his close friend and fellow swim team member Paul Acree, a man with a gift of the gab so advanced he could easily have sold ice to the Eskimos. The pair had started out smuggling small amounts of pot from Tijuana in their underwear, graduating to hiding slightly larger amounts in the hubcaps of their cars and occasionally hiring mechanics to conceal the drugs inside the spare tyre.

They had also tried the swimming method, eventually making enough of a profit to invest in a small, high-speed Zodiac inflatable boat, the kind used by the US Navy’s commando squads.

On Lance Weber’s release from jail in early 1972 he was immediately approached by Paul Acree who offered him $1,000 to pilot the newly acquired Zodiac up from Mexico, along with 100 pounds of grass. ‘Eddie and I were still in college and we had been doing some smuggling,’ Acree recalled. ‘Lance had just gotten out of jail and we knew he had also been involved in smuggling too, that he knew how to pilot a boat. So we kind of got together, the three of us, and formed a partnership, agreeing to split all the profits equally.’

The Zodiac proved to be a huge success. Not only were the Coronado boys able to carry at least four times more dope on each trip, but also the boat was so fast that, even if Weber was spotted by the coast guard, he could easily outrun them. On more than one occasion, Weber could not resist giving a finger to their heavily armed but slow-moving cutters and frigates as he sped past, out of range, out of reach and, to all intents and purposes, out of danger.

An unexpected side effect of Operation Intercept and the great dope famine was a significant shift in consumer attitudes towards grass. Up until that time, pot was simply whatever was available and people smoked whatever they could get their hands on. But the boom in sales of domestic marijuana during the summer of ’69 had highlighted just how bad the bad stuff could be, and in the months that followed smokers quickly became far more discerning, often asking their dealers to specify exactly which varieties of weed they had in stock.

Branding became everything. Regular Mexican was OK, but Acapulco Gold was far better. Further south, a Colombian strain known as Santa Maria was fast gaining popularity, while out to the west Hawaii’s ‘Maui-wowie’ brand generated high praise and near-religious devotion from its users. Veterans returning from the war in Vietnam were known to be bringing back a particularly potent form of pot that was harder to come by than rocking-horse shit but reputed to be the best weed money could buy.

The famine also significantly boosted imports of hashish – a preparation made chiefly from the resin-rich hairs of the cannabis plant – which until then had been relatively unknown outside the Middle East. In 1967 just 70 pounds of hashish had been seized on its way into the US. By the end of 1969 the figure had reached 623 pounds and there were at least eleven Americans in prison in Lebanon on trafficking charges, an upward trend that would show no sign of slowing in the years that followed.

The new strains of marijuana set new standards for consumers across America and beyond, and it became increasingly difficult for dealers to get away with selling an inferior product.

This soon became a problem for the Coronado boys. Lance Weber and his swim team buddies were ready and willing to expand their operation further still but they were having trouble getting hold of the better strains of marijuana because, unlike Mancuso and Degen, none of them spoke any Spanish.

In Mexico in the early seventies it was theoretically possible to buy top-grade pot for as little as $1 per pound, but the students always ended up paying a lot more, sometimes as much as $40 per pound. It was the wrong time to be losing out.

Both prices and demand had remained high and, with law enforcement far more concerned about the rising use of heroin and focusing all its efforts in that direction, the chances of being caught were extremely low.

The drug’s increasing popularity among the mainstream was starting to catch the attention of politicians, some of whom were advocating its possible legalisation or decriminalisation.

A bona fide trade in marijuana seemed only a few years away at most and it became clear that those who managed to get involved right from the start would be able to do very nicely out of it. All across California and beyond brand new dealers were cropping up like mushrooms after a rainstorm, some of them threatening the Coronado patch, offering a better quality product and stealing away the gang’s profits.

If Lance, Paul and Eddie were ever going to move into the big time and survive in the drug business, they were going to have to get some help.

They found it close to home.

From the moment he arrived in southern California, screeching through the school gates in his bright red Corvette convertible, Louis Villar was an instant hit among staff and students alike.

Every bit as stylish and flashy as his car, Villar favoured sharply creased trousers and beautifully cut jackets, dressing like a cross between a pop star and a secret service agent. His thick, dark hair was always neatly slicked back and he often taught class while wearing his Ray-Bans sunglasses.

Born in Havana in 1938, he at first seemed destined to live the modest life of a Cuban peasant until the sudden death of his father prompted his mother to flee to America. Within a few short years he had transformed into a smart-mouthed, streetwise teenager growing up in a tough New York neighbourhood.

Cocky and arrogant, the young Louis was forever getting himself into trouble and refused to take anything seriously, but just as his teachers were getting ready to write him off as a lost cause, he suddenly evolved into a hard-working student and impressive athlete, winning a place at New York State University and graduating with a degree in education.

From there Villar enrolled as a law student at Syracuse University but dropped out after a year and a half when a dream of a job landed in his lap. Once again he left his old life behind, headed west and became a Spanish teacher at Coronado High School.

Despite being fifteen years older than his pupils and picking up the nickname ‘Pops’, Villar easily bridged the gap between teacher and student, becoming someone they could trust and talk to about their problems.

After class he would hang around the grounds to play basketball with the after-school crowd and it wasn’t long before his athletic prowess attracted attention. Soon, as well as teaching Spanish, Villar was coaching the water polo and swimming teams.

Fiercely competitive and hugely ambitious, Villar put his teams through lengthy and arduous training routines, constantly pushing them to work harder and achieve more. At times he could be aggressive to the point of fanaticism: failure was not an option and rival athletes were seen as an enemy who had to be defeated at all costs.

It worked. The school’s cabinets were soon bulging with trophies and each new victory would be celebrated with a private party at Villar’s home where, despite his guests being underage, he would allow the youngsters to get drunk, just so long as there were no lessons the following day.

Villar took advantage of his special bond with the students when he agreed to become one of the first teachers to take part in the controversial ‘no-bust’ anti-drug counselling initiative. He held a series of encounter groups where pupils were encouraged to talk openly about their use of marijuana – by far the most popular drug among students.

The thinking behind the programme was that the teachers would help steer the pupils away from drugs, but in Villar’s case, the more he learned about the world of the pot smoker, the more attracted to it he became.

For those around him, the changes seemed to come quickly. First Louis sold his once-beloved Corvette and bought himself a VW combi van, the official transportation of the counter-culture movement. He began to dress more casually, to wear beads, to grow his hair long and to let his sideburns creep down his face until they eventually joined into a full beard.

Villar began spending an increasing amount of his time at the beach, learning to surf and giving impromptu lectures to anyone willing to listen to his views on Eastern philosophy, mysticism and the evils of materialism. By now he was smoking marijuana on a daily basis and spending less and less time at Coronado High. It was only a matter of time before he and the school parted ways.

In the space of a year he had turned his back on all the things that had previously been important to him. Teaching had once been a great adventure, something he strived to give his all to. But now the fire that once burned in his belly had been extinguished and there was no way to reignite it.

He had fallen in love with a homecoming princess and cheerleader called Katherine Stocker, one of the most popular girls at the school. She embraced the man her one-time teacher had become and the pair married and moved to Los Angeles. There, Villar embarked on a new life as a boat builder and dreamed of one day exploring the world.

But the dream quickly turned sour when the reality of completing such a complex construction project proved too demanding for Villar’s new-found sense of liberation and freedom from the rat race. Katherine got fed up and left, and Villar returned to Coronado, eventually setting himself up as a house painter.

And it was while he was perched on some scaffolding, painting the front of a clapperboard beach home, that Paul Acree and Lance Weber suddenly appeared.

‘Hey Lou, come on down here, I want to talk to you,’ said Acree.

Villar looked down at the pair and scowled. ‘Get lost guys, can’t you see I’m busy.’

‘I mean it Lou, come on down here,’ Acree insisted. ‘I wanna give you the chance to make some easy money.’

Villar hesitated for just a moment, then climbed down. Acree’s proposal was a simple one. Would he accompany them to Tijuana and help secure a decent price for a load of marijuana they planned to import? There was $50 in it for him.

Villar smiled at Acree and Weber, looking from one to the other and back again. ‘Sure,’ he said at last. ‘Why not.’

On that first trip to Tijuana, Villar slipped into his new role with ease. Taken to a bar and introduced to the gang’s source, a shady character known simply as ‘Joe the Mexican’, Villar established that the Coronado boys were being significantly overcharged for a substandard product. He not only negotiated a satisfactory reduction in the price but also a substantial hike in the quality. Everyone went home happy, even Joe the Mexican who, at last able to communicate properly with his eager young buyers, treated them with new-found respect.

A few days later, Villar was called upon to translate again and this time asked Weber if he could invest a modest amount of his own money – $100 – into the shipment. Weber agreed and, shortly after the smuggle had been completed, returned Villar’s original $100 with an additional $50 on top. Villar handed the money right back, asking that it be invested in the next shipment.

Right from the start the former schoolteacher had proved to be a far greater asset to the gang than the boys had anticipated. He had saved them money, boosted their profits and greatly simplified the business of acquiring marijuana. Not only that, but the same motivational and organisational skills Villar had displayed while coaching the swim team to victory were now returning with a vengeance. Enthusiastic, ambitious and a natural leader, it was clear that he could help the gang reach their full potential.

Weber, Otero and Acree had a quick conference and instantly reached a unanimous decision – they would invite Villar to join them as a full partner and split all future profits four ways.

Within a month they were importing pot two or three times a week, rapidly moving from 50-pound to 100-pound loads, and Villar had abandoned his house-painting business entirely. Each of the four had a clearly defined role: Villar was in charge of procurement of the marijuana and negotiations over price, Acree was the salesman responsible for distribution back in the States, Otero was appointed ‘beachmaster’ and organised the offloading of the drugs boats, while Weber was mechanic and pilot.

Soon Villar had boosted profits further still, negotiating a fresh deal with Joe the Mexican that allowed the gang to buy at a discount if they paid cash up front in advance of the harvest. For every 100-pound load, the gang was now making a clear profit of $5,000. With no shortage of demand – most of the drugs were sold wholesale to a beachside restaurant owner in Del Mar – Villar suggested they pool their resources and move up to 500-pound loads.

The others were happy to let Villar take control of the group’s finances. Villar decided it was sensible to pay out equal shares to all while retaining a fifth share to pay for equipment and other sundry expenses. These monies were used to purchase additional Zodiac boats, rigs and motors, which quickly became necessary as the size and frequency of the loads increased. The loads soon became so large that managing the offload became too big a job for Otero alone. It was clear that the gang needed more hands.

Villar turned to the only source of willing and available labour that he knew: his former students and swim team members. They were approached and offered thousands of dollars to take part in offload operations, which involved standing on freezing beaches in the middle of the night to form human chains that rapidly shifted bales of marijuana from the Zodiacs to waiting trucks. Villar, seemingly possessed by the spirit of a doped-up Fagin, began referring to all those involved in the operation as ‘my boys’.

Business was booming and soon there was so much money in the kitty that the gang realised they were able to buy an ocean going vessel, a former fishing boat, to replace the inflatable crafts that had previously served them so well. It was a riskier proposition – the boat would be slower and more easily spotted – but the potential rewards ought to more than compensate them for the added danger of getting caught. For the first time, they would be able to smuggle marijuana by the ton. They were ready to hit the big time.

The preparations for each importation now began weeks, sometimes months, in advance, with members of the gang arranging to rent at least four separate properties. First would be the ‘beach house’, a base for the fifteen or so members of the offload crew.

To reassure the members of the beach crew that they would not be abandoned in the event of a catastrophe, the gang agreed to cover the cost of any legal fees they might incur. They also promised to look after their families and loved ones while they were incarcerated, just so long as they didn’t snitch.

Those who agreed to the terms would be contacted by Villar a few hours before they were needed with a simple coded message: ‘Hey, do you want to go to a barbeque?’

The beach house would be at most a few hundred yards from the offload site but the ‘stash house’ would usually be several miles away. This was the place where the drugs would be weighed, graded and repackaged before being sent out for sale.

Somewhere between the two would be an ‘equipment house’; usually a large barn where all the gear needed for the offload would be stored in order to keep it out of sight for as long as possible. By now the gang had an impressive inventory of gear including Zodiac boats, Maravia rafts, generator trucks, conveyor belts, power winches and a selection of four-wheel drive vehicles.

Finally the gang needed a ‘communications house’. Here a large, high-power antenna would be concealed in nearby trees and a cable run into the house containing the gang’s ship-to-shore radio. This would be tuned to a pre-selected channel agreed with the captain of the ship carrying the drugs, who would call in when he was in position.

Profits for each importation now ran into the hundreds of thousands of dollars and the potential seemed almost endless.

There was just one cloud on the horizon.

While the rest of the gang were spending their new-found wealth on the traditional pursuits of fast cars and fancy homes, founder member Acree had chosen to spend his on increasing amounts of heroin for his personal use. As his addiction grew he became increasingly erratic and unreliable. Although had been instrumental in bringing the gang together and he personally had recruited both Weber and Villar, his partners decided the only thing they could do was to buy him out.

Although hundreds of thousands of dollars were now floating around the company coffers, they offered Acree just $8,000 dollars for his share of the business, along with an agreement that he would continue to receive regular supplies of marijuana to sell on to his vast network of customers.

Having gotten rid of the deadweight, Villar announced his intention to introduce an even more streamlined and professional business methodology to the enterprise. They should, he suggested, act as though they were running a small corporation. He had even come up with a name for their organisation that the others eagerly agreed to adopt.

The Coronado Company had been born.


3

BANGKOK BOUND

[image: Image]



 

 

After just over a year in prison, Ciro Mancuso returned to his ranch in Guadalajara to find that the Federales who had raided it had somehow failed to uncover the full extent of the renovations he had made to the property.

Several rooms in the main building had been given false walls that he had used to conceal vast amounts of drugs. Despite an extensive search by dozens of officers, more than two tons of marijuana remained behind these panels.

But while the drugs were safe, Mexico itself was anything but, and Mancuso soon packed his bags and headed back to Lake Tahoe. While he had been locked away, an increasing number of marijuana suppliers had switched to heroin, which was proving more profitable. By 1974 Mexican interests controlled two-thirds of the US heroin market.

Those dealers that had stuck with pot were facing increased competition from each other and from Colombian dealers who were fast moving into the trade. Violence, once a rarity, was now becoming commonplace and the once-congenial atmosphere in which deals had taken place was a thing of the past.

Members of the Coronado Company experienced this new, darker mood first-hand when Louis Villar decided to cut out the middleman and deal directly with Joe the Mexican’s suppliers for their biggest load to date – 12 tons.

When the new supplier arrived to meet Villar and the others he was accompanied by ten heavily armed bodyguards.

It was a chilling sign of the times. Rip-offs were becoming increasingly
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