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About the Book

Until now, we believed that everything had already been said about the most infamous drug lord of all time, Pablo Escobar. But these accounts have always been told from the outside, only capturing half the true story, and never from the intimacy of his own home. More than two decades after the manhunt finally caught up with Escobar, his son brings us the dramatic truth as never before.


Here we find a man of contradictions – generous with an infinite love for his family; yet with a capacity for the most extreme acts of cruelty and violence. We see the inner world of a man who was celebrated by some as a benevolent Robin Hood figure and denegrated by others as the dangerous leader of the most notorious mafia organisation in human history, reaping vengeance and death on anyone that might stand in his way.
 

When Escobar died, his then-teenage son vowed revenge. Yet Escobar Jr. recognised that retaliation entailed following in his father’s footsteps—something neither of them had ever wanted. This is far from the story of a child seeking redemption, but a shocking look at the consequences of violence.


About the Author

 Son of Pablo Escobar, the leader of the Medellín cartel, Juan Pablo Escobar is an architect, lecturer, drug policy reform advocate and writer. He was the subject of the award-winning documentary Sins of My Father and lives in Argentina.
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4. To compete in the Renault Cup, my father bought ten Renault 4 cars and a mechanic’s truck full of replacement parts, and rented an entire floor at the Hilton Hotel in Bogotá.
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To my son, who gives me the strength and energy to be a good man.

To my unconditionally beloved, companion in all my adventures.

To my brave mother.

To my cherished sister.

To my dear family.

And to those few friends who overcame fear.




Introduction

I STAYED SILENT for more than twenty years as I pieced my life back together in exile. There is a time for everything, and this book, like its author, required a period of maturation, self-reflection, and humility. Only after that was I ready to sit down and write these stories.

From the day I was born till the day he died, my father was my friend, my guide, my teacher, and my trusted adviser. While he was still alive, I sometimes pleaded with him to write his real story, but he refused: “Grégory,”fn1 he’d say, “you’ve got to finish making history before you can write it.”

After he died, I swore to avenge my father’s death, but I broke that promise within ten minutes. All of us have the right to change, and for more than two decades I have been living a life guided by clear rules of tolerance, peaceful coexistence, dialogue, forgiveness, justice, and reconciliation.

This book does not point fingers. Instead, it offers reflections on how Colombia and its politics function, and on why Colombia produces people like my father. I have a great deal of respect for life, and it is from that place that I have written this book. I have no hidden agenda, unlike most who have written about my father.

Nor is this book the absolute truth. It is a quest, an attempt to get closer to my father’s life. It is a personal, intimate investigation. It is the rediscovery of a man, with all of his virtues but also with all of his faults. Most of these anecdotes are ones he told me as we huddled around bonfires on the long, chilly nights of the last year of his life. Others he left me in writing when it seemed that his enemies were very close to killing us all.

I wasn’t always by my father’s side; I don’t know all his stories. Anyone who claims to know them all is lying. I learned the stories contained in this book long after the events had taken place. My father never consulted with me nor with anyone else about any of his decisions. He was a man who made up his own mind.

My journey to learn more of my father’s story led me to people who had been in hiding for years, who only now were ready to participate. Their contributions have added much-needed clarity to my own memories and research. Most of all, though, they help ensure that these demons will never be passed down to subsequent generations.

Many “truths” about my father are known only partially—or not known at all. And so telling his story involves great risk because it must be recounted with an enormous sense of responsibility, as much of the terrible things that have been said about him sadly seem to be quite accurate. This is a deeply personal exploration of the inner world of a human being who, in addition to being my father, headed up the most notorious Mafia organization in human history.

I wish to publicly ask my father’s victims, every single one of them, for forgiveness. I am anguished by the devastation they experienced in the face of an unparalleled, indiscriminate violence that affected so many innocent people. I want them to know that today I seek to honor each of their memories, with all my heart. This book will be written with tears, but without bitterness. Not out of a desire to condemn or to seek vengeance, and without offering excuses to promote violence or attempt to justify wrongdoing. The reader will be surprised by the contents of the first chapters, in which I reveal for the first time the deep rift that yawns between me and my father’s side of the family. After twenty-one years of quarrels with them, I am convinced that a number actively contributed to the final events that resulted in my father’s death.

It is no exaggeration to say that we have been treated more harshly by my father’s family than by his worst enemies. My actions toward them were always born out of love and an unconditional respect for the value of family, which must be held on to even in the chaos of war and especially in the hardship of poverty. God and my father both know that I, more than anyone, wished fiercely to believe that this painful family tragedy was only a nightmare. I am grateful to my father for his brutal honesty; it has been my fate to have to see him clearly, to face the man he was without justifying his actions in the least.

When I asked for forgiveness in the documentary Sins of My Father, the children of the assassinated politicians Luis Carlos Galán and Rodrigo Lara Bonilla told me, “You are a victim too.” My reply to that remains unchanged: if I am a victim, I am merely the last one on a long list of Colombians. My father was responsible for his fate, for his actions, for his life choices as a father, as an individual, and—at the same time—as the criminal who inflicted on Colombia and, indeed, on the whole world, deep wounds that are still being felt. I dream that one day those wounds might heal and become sources of good, so that nobody dares to repeat this story but learns from it instead.

I was not a blindly loyal son. I questioned my father’s violent tactics while he was alive, and I repeatedly pleaded with him to abandon his hatred, to put down his arms, to find nonviolent solutions to his problems.

In all of people’s wide-ranging opinions about my father’s life, everybody agrees on one thing: his unconditional love for this, his only family.

I am a person who wishes to be remembered for his own deeds, not for his father’s. I hope that the reader will not forget about me as he reads these stories, nor confuse me with my father. After all, this is my story too.


      1      

Betrayal

IN THE RESIDENCIAS Tequendama apartment hotel on December 3, 1993, after the trip to bury my father in Medellín, our firm intention was to live as normal a life as circumstances allowed. For my mother, my sister Manuela, and me, the past twenty-four hours had been the most dramatic of our lives. Not only did we have to endure the agonizing pain of losing the head of the family in such a violent manner, but the funeral had been even more traumatic.

A few hours after Ana Montes, the national director of the attorney general’s office, personally confirmed to us that my father had died, we had called the Campos de Paz cemetery in Medellín. They refused to perform the funeral service, and we might have had a similar experience with Jardines de Montesacro, except that relatives of our lawyer at the time, Francisco Fernández, owned the cemetery. My grandmother Hermilda had two lots there, and we decided to use them to bury my father and Álvaro de Jesús Agudelo, known as “Lemon,” the bodyguard who was with him when he died.

After assessing the risks of attending the funeral, for the first time we defied one of my father’s old orders: “When I die, don’t go to the funeral; something could happen to you there.” He’d insisted that we shouldn’t bring him flowers or visit his grave either. But my mother said she’d go to Medellín “against Pablo’s wishes.”

“Well, then we’ll all go, and if they kill us, so be it,” I said, and we rented a small plane to travel to Medellín with two bodyguards assigned by the attorney general’s office.

After landing at Olaya Herrera Airport and being besieged by dozens of journalists, who even risked their lives by swarming onto the runway while the plane was still moving, Manuela and my mother were ushered into a red SUV and my girlfriend Andrea and I into a black one.

When we arrived at Jardines de Montesacro, I was pleasantly surprised to see how many people had shown up for the funeral. It was a testament to the love that the lower classes felt for my father, and I was touched to hear the same chant they used when he would inaugurate athletic fields or health clinics in poor areas: “Pablo! Pablo! Pablo!”

In an instant, dozens of people surrounded our SUV and began pounding on it as we headed to the site where my father was to be buried. One of the bodyguards asked if I was planning to get out, but since I knew that we might be in danger, we retreated to the cemetery’s office to wait for my mother and sister. I remembered my father’s warning and decided the wisest move was to take a step back.

A few minutes after we entered the office, a secretary came in, panicked and in tears. Someone had just called to announce an attack. We ran out of there and got into the black SUV again, where we stayed until the funeral was over. I was right there, just thirty yards away, but I couldn’t attend the service, couldn’t say good-bye to my father.

ON DECEMBER 19, 1993, two weeks after my father’s death, we received a call from Medellín: an assassination attempt had been made on my uncle Roberto Escobar in the Itagüí maximum-security prison.

At the time we were still sequestered under heavy guard on the twenty-ninth floor of Residencias Tequendama in Bogotá. Worried, we tried to find out what had happened, but nobody could tell us anything. The television news reported that Roberto had opened an envelope from the Office of the Inspector General and it had exploded, resulting in serious injuries to his eyes and abdomen. The next day, my aunts called and told us that the Clínica Las Vegas, where he’d been taken for emergency treatment, lacked the ophthalmology equipment needed to operate. And as if that weren’t enough, there were also rumors that an armed commando was planning to finish him off in his sickbed.

My family decided to move Roberto to the central military hospital in Bogotá, which not only was better equipped but also offered security. My mother paid three thousand dollars to rent an ambulance plane, and once we’d confirmed that Roberto had arrived at the hospital, we decided to visit him with my uncle Fernando, my mother’s brother.

As we left the hotel, we were unnerved to discover that the agents from the Technical Investigation Corps (CTI), the division of the attorney general’s office that had been protecting us since late November, had been replaced that day, without previous notice, by agents from SIJIN, the police’s criminal investigation unit. I didn’t say anything to my uncle, but I sensed that something bad was about to happen. In other areas of the building, managing other aspects of our security, were agents from the Central Directorate of the Judicial Police and Intelligence (DIJIN) and the Administrative Department of Security (DAS). Outside, the Colombian army was responsible for our safety.

A couple of hours after we arrived at the hospital, a doctor requested authorization from one of Roberto’s family members to remove both of his eyes, which had been badly damaged in the explosion. We refused to sign and asked the specialist to do whatever he could to preserve Roberto’s sight, no matter the cost, even if the chances of success were vanishingly small. We even offered to fly in the best ophthalmologist from wherever he might be located.

Hours later, not yet conscious, Roberto came out of surgery and was moved to a room where a guard from the National Penitentiary and Prison Institute was on duty. Roberto’s face, abdomen, and left hand were bandaged.

We waited patiently until he began to wake up. Still groggy from the sedation, he said he could see shades of light and darkness but was unable to make out shapes.

When I saw he’d recovered a bit, I told him I was feeling anxious. If they’d made an attempt on Roberto’s life after my father’s death, then my mother, my sister, and I were surely next. I desperately asked him if my father had a helicopter hidden somewhere that we might be able to use to make an escape. Over the course of our conversation, which was frequently interrupted by nurses and doctors making their rounds, I repeatedly asked Roberto what we could do to survive the threat posed by my father’s enemies.

He was silent for a few moments and then instructed me to grab a pencil and paper.

“Write this down, Juan Pablo: ‘AAA.’ Take it to the U.S. embassy. Ask them for help, and tell them I sent you.”

As I put the paper in my pocket, Roberto’s surgeon entered and informed us he was optimistic, that he’d done everything he could to save my uncle’s eyes. We thanked the doctor and motioned to leave, but he told me that I had to stay at the hospital.

“What do you mean? Why?”

“Your security detail hasn’t arrived,” he said.

The doctor’s words made me paranoid because if he’d been in surgery all this time, he had no reason to know what was going on with our security.

“I’m a free man, Doctor. Or am I being detained here?” I said. “In any event, I’m leaving. I think someone’s plotting to kill me today. They switched out the CTI agents who were guarding us.”

“You’re under our protection here, not under arrest. We are responsible for your safety at this military hospital, and we can deliver you only to government security forces,” he said.

“The people who are responsible for my safety out there are the same ones who are coming to kill me,” I insisted. “So you can either help me out by authorizing me to leave the hospital, or I’ll have to make a run for it. I’m not getting in a car with the very people who are after me.”

The doctor must have seen the fear on my face. He quietly agreed to sign the order, and Fernando and I furtively returned to Residencias Tequendama, deciding to visit the embassy the next day.

We got up early and headed to the room where the agents charged with our security were staying. I said hello to the agent known as “A1” and told him we needed an escort to the U.S. embassy.

“Why are you going there?” he demanded to know.

“I don’t have to tell you that. Are you going to give us protection, or do I have to call the attorney general and tell him you’ve refused?” I replied.

“I don’t have enough men to escort you there at the moment,” A1 said, irritated.

“How is that possible, when a twenty-four-hour security detail of some forty government agents and vehicles has been assigned to protect us?”

“You can go if you want, but I’m not going to protect you. And you’ll need to sign a piece of paper waiving our protection,” he said.

“Bring it, and I’ll sign it.”

The agent went into another room to look for something to write on, and we seized the moment to rush downstairs and hail a taxi to the U.S. embassy. It was eight in the morning, and at that hour there was a long line of people waiting to get in so they could apply for an American visa.

I was very nervous as I pushed past the waiting people, explaining that I wasn’t there for a visa. When I reached the booth by the entrance, I took out the paper with the triple A and held it up against the dark, bulletproof glass. In an instant, four muscular men appeared and started to photograph us. I didn’t say a word, and soon one of them approached and instructed me to follow him.

They didn’t ask my name or for ID, didn’t search me or even make me go through the metal detector. Roberto’s triple A was obviously some sort of safe-conduct signal. I was scared. Maybe that’s why it didn’t occur to me to wonder what sort of contact my father’s brother had with the U.S. government.

I was about to take a seat in a waiting room when an older man with nearly white hair and a serious expression appeared. “I’m Joe Toft, director of the DEA for Latin America. Come with me.” He took me to a nearby office and asked me straightaway why I’d come to the embassy.

“I’m here to ask for help because they’re killing my whole family. My uncle Roberto told me to tell you he sent me.”

“My government can’t guarantee you any kind of assistance,” Toft said in a dry, distant tone. “The most I can do is recommend that a judge in the United States assess the possibility of offering you residence in my country in exchange for your cooperation.”

“What sort of cooperation? I’m not legally an adult yet,” I replied, only seventeen at the time.

“You can help us a great deal 	… with information.” “Information? About what?”

“About your father’s files.”

“When you killed him, you killed those files.”

“I don’t understand,” said the official.

“The day you collaborated in my father’s death.… His files were in his head, and he’s dead. He stored it all in his memory. The only thing he kept on paper was information about the license plates and addresses of his enemies from the Cali Cartel, and the Colombian police have had those materials for a while now.”

“Well, the judge is the one who decides whether you’ll be allowed to go to the United States, so you’ll have to convince him.”

“Then we have nothing more to discuss, sir. I’m leaving now. Thank you very much,” I told the DEA director, who tersely said good-bye and handed me a business card. “If you remember anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

I was full of questions as I left the U.S. embassy. My surprising encounter with the head of the DEA in Latin America hadn’t improved our precarious situation, but it had revealed something we hadn’t known before: my uncle Roberto’s high-level contacts with the Americans, the same people who just three weeks earlier had offered five million dollars for my father’s capture, the same ones who’d sent their massive war machine to Colombia to help hunt him.

It was hard for me to believe that my father’s own brother might be working with his number-one enemy. But the possibility gave rise to other doubts, and I soon wondered whether Roberto, the U.S. government, and the Los Pepes vigilante group (named for its members’ shared claim of being “persecuted by Pablo Escobar”) might have formed an alliance to bring my father down. It wasn’t such a crazy theory. It made us reevaluate events we previously hadn’t given much thought.

Back when we’d been in hiding with my father in a country house in the hilly Belén area of Medellín, Roberto’s son, my cousin Nicolás Escobar Urquijo, had been kidnapped. On the afternoon of May 18, 1993, he’d been snatched and taken to the roadside restaurant Catíos between the villages of Caldas and Amagá in the Antioquia region.

We assumed the worst because at the time, in their zeal to find my father, Los Pepes had already attacked a number of family members on both my father’s and my mother’s sides. Fortunately, the scare ended within a few hours. At around ten that night, the kidnappers released Nicolás, unharmed, near Medellín’s InterContinental Hotel.

In hiding, we had less and less contact with the rest of the family, so Nicolás’s kidnapping was eventually forgotten, though my father and I did wonder how he’d gotten out of it alive. In the dynamics of that war between my father and Los Pepes and everyone else who wanted to take him down, a kidnapping was basically a death sentence. How had Nicolás been saved? What had Los Pepes received in exchange for his release only a few hours after abducting him? It seemed likely that Roberto had decided to make a deal with my father’s enemies in exchange for his son’s life.

I got confirmation of that alliance in August 1994, eight months after my visit to the U.S. embassy. My mother, my sister Manuela, Andrea, and I went to see what little remained of our family’s Nápoles estate, which had been left in ruins since my father had gone into hiding. The attorney general’s office had given us permission to go there so my mother could meet with a powerful local drug lord to transfer some of my father’s real estate holdings. On one of those afternoons, as we were walking along the estate’s old landing strip, we received a call from my paternal aunt Alba Marina Escobar, who told us she had to meet with us that night to discuss an urgent matter.

We immediately agreed because in our family, the use of the word “urgent” meant that someone’s life was in danger. She arrived at the estate that same night, without any luggage. We met her in the estate manager’s house, the only building that had survived the ravages of war. The government agents who were guarding us waited outside, and we headed to the dining room, where my aunt ate a bowl of stew. She was going to tell us something only my mother and I could know about.

“I’ve got a message for you from Roberto,” she went on.

“What’s going on?” I inquired anxiously.

“He’s excited because there’s a chance they might give you all visas for the United States.”

“That’s wonderful. How did he manage that?” we asked, and the expression on her face grew serious.

“They’re not going to give them to you right away. There’s something that has to be done first,” she said. Her tone made me uneasy. “It’s simple. Roberto was talking with the DEA, and they asked him a favor in exchange for visas for all of you. All you have to do is write a book about whatever topic you want, as long as the book mentions your father and Vladimiro Montesinos, Fujimori’s head of intelligence services in Peru. Also, in the book you have to say that you saw Fujimori here at the Nápoles estate, talking with your father, and that Montesinos showed up on a plane. It doesn’t matter what’s in the rest of the book.…”

“That’s not actually such good news, Auntie,” I interrupted.

“What do you mean? Don’t you want the visas?”

“It’s one thing for the DEA to ask us to say something that’s true and something I’m comfortable saying, but it’s something else for them to ask me to lie to further their devious ends.”

“Yes, Marina,” my mother broke in, “what they’re asking for is really quite tricky. How are we supposed to justify saying things that aren’t true?”

“Who cares? Don’t you want the visas? You don’t know Montesinos and Fujimori, so what does it matter if you say those things? What you want is to live in peace. These people have sent word that the DEA would be very grateful to you and that nobody would bother you in the United States from that moment on. They’re also offering you the possibility of taking money there with you and using it without any interference from the government.”

“Marina, I don’t want to get myself tangled up in new problems by saying things that aren’t true,” my mother said.

“Poor Roberto, he’s moving heaven and earth to try to help you, and the first opportunity he gets you, the two of you say no.”

In a huff, Alba Marina left Nápoles that night. A few days after that meeting, back in Bogotá, I received a phone call from grandmother Hermilda, who was in New York with Alba Marina. After explaining that she’d traveled there for a bit of sightseeing, she asked me if I wanted her to bring me anything from the city. Naively, without recognizing the significance of the fact that my grandmother was in the United States, I asked her to buy a few bottles of a cologne that weren’t available in Colombia.

Once I hung up, I felt unsettled. How could my grandmother be in the United States less than a year after my father’s death, when as far as I knew the visas of all members of the Escobar and Henao families had been canceled? This was only the latest in a series of events in which my relatives appeared to have murky ties to my father’s enemies. But, distracted by the struggle to merely stay alive, we let time pass without exploring those suspicions further.

Several years later, living in exile in Argentina, we’d be shocked by a TV news report that the president of Peru, Alberto Fujimori, had fled to Japan and sent his resignation by fax. A week prior, Cambio magazine had published an interview in which Roberto claimed that my father had given a million dollars to Fujimori’s first presidential campaign in 1989. He also stated that the money had been sent through Vladimiro Montesinos, who, he said, had visited the Nápoles estate a number of times. My uncle added that Fujimori had promised that when he became president, he would make it easier for my father to traffic drugs out of Peru. At the end of the interview, Roberto noted that he had no proof of any of the allegations he was making because, he claimed, the cartel hadn’t left a trail of its illegal activities.

A few weeks later, Roberto Escobar’s My Brother Pablo hit the bookstores. The 186-page book, published by Quintero Editores, “re-created” my father’s relationship with Montesinos and Fujimori. In two chapters, Roberto described Montesinos’s visit to Nápoles, his trafficking of cocaine with my father, the delivery of a million dollars for Fujimori’s campaign, the new president’s grateful phone calls to my father, and the offer of cooperation in exchange for the economic assistance my father provided. At the end, a sentence caught my eye: “Montesinos knows that I know it. And Fujimori knows that I know it. That’s why the two of them fell from power.” Roberto alleged that he had been present for things that my mother and I had never heard of, let alone witnessed.

I don’t know if Roberto’s book is the one my aunt suggested we write to get visas to the United States. All I know about the matter I discovered by chance in the winter of 2003, when I received a phone call from a foreign journalist to whom I’d occasionally expressed my suspicions.

“I have to tell you something that just happened to me, and it can’t wait till tomorrow!” the journalist said.

“Go on, what happened?”

“I just had dinner here in Washington with two former DEA agents who participated in the hunt for your father. I was meeting with them to talk about the possibility of having you and them come on a show about Pablo’s life and death for American television.”

“OK, but what happened?” I repeated.

“They know a lot about the subject, and I got the chance to bring up your theory about your uncle’s betrayal. And it’s true!”

I’d been right. How else could you explain that we were the only members of Pablo Escobar’s family living in exile?


      2      

Where Did the Money Go?

AFTER MY FATHER’S funeral, we realized that the peace we’d been seeking after my father’s death was fleeting and that very soon we’d be plunged into the hectic daily existence that awaited us. In addition to our deep sorrow at what had happened to my father, being surrounded by secret agents and dozens of journalists lying in wait indicated that our confinement in that hotel in downtown Bogotá was going to be tumultuous.

At the same time, our lack of money started to cause problems for us almost immediately. My father was dead, and we had no one to turn to for help.

We’d been staying in that upscale hotel in Bogotá since November 29, and to reduce the risks around us we’d rented the entire twenty-ninth floor even though we occupied only five rooms. Our financial predicament became more dire in mid-December, when the hotel sent us the first bill for lodging and food, which, to our surprise, also included the tab for the government’s security team. It was an astronomical sum thanks to the large quantities of food and drink they’d ordered. They consumed shrimp, lobster, shellfish stew, and pricy cuts of meat, as well as all sorts of hard alcohol, especially whiskey, seeming to have deliberately chosen the most expensive items on the menu.

We paid the bill, but our money worries continued to grow, with no solution in sight. One day, my aunts Alba Marina and Luz María; Luz María’s husband, Leonardo; and their three children, Leonardo, Mary Luz, and Sara, came to the hotel. Though we hadn’t seen each other for months and weren’t really close, we were glad for the visit. My little sister finally had someone to play dolls with—after having spent almost a year indoors without being allowed to look out a window, without knowing where she was, and without an explanation for why she was always surrounded by more than twenty men armed to the teeth.

We sat down at the dining table, and after describing what we’d been through in the last few weeks, my mother mentioned her concern over how little money we had. We discussed the matter for a long time, and the compassion and generosity that Alba Marina exhibited made me think that she was the right person to help. I needed her to retrieve an unknown amount of cash that my father had hidden in two stashes at the property we called “the blue house.” It was time to go get it so we could have a bit of financial breathing room.

As I moved to a seat next to her, I remembered that the apartment we were staying in was still being monitored by the authorities, who had not only bugged our phones but probably also installed microphones throughout the place. I had searched for them many times, dismantling lamps, telephones, furniture, and all sorts of other objects. I had even poked around for them in the electrical outlets, but in doing so I’d caused a short circuit that had knocked out the electricity to the whole floor.

I decided to whisper my secret in her ear. First I put on the television and turned the volume way up. Then I told her.

One night during our period of suffocating confinement in the blue house, my father decided to take stock of his finances. When everybody was sleeping, he took me to two different hiding places he’d had built in the house. He showed me the boxes where cash was hidden and said that, apart from him and now me, the only other person who knew about them was his man “Fatty.” Then he added that my mother and sister and, most of all, his siblings must never learn that secret. According to my father, the two caches had enough money to win the war and get us back on our feet. Therefore, we had to manage it carefully. He also told me that a while back he’d sent six million dollars to his brother Roberto: three for Roberto’s expenses while in prison and the other three for him to keep for us in case we needed it. If something happened to my father, Roberto had specific instructions to give us the money.

Once my account was over, I got right to the point:

“Auntie, would you be willing to go to Medellín to get the money that’s stashed in those two hiding places? We don’t have anyone else we can ask, and there’s no way we can go.”

Alba Marina had a reputation for being tough, and she immediately agreed. So I revealed the exact locations of the hiding places in the blue house—one in the living room near the fireplace and another in the clothes-drying courtyard behind a thick wall—and told her not to say anything to anybody; to go there alone, at night, preferably using someone else’s car; to take a very indirect route to the house; and to keep an eye on her rearview mirrors to make sure she wasn’t being followed. Finally, I wrote a letter to Fatty authorizing my aunt to remove the boxes of money.

After I’d given the instructions, I asked her if she was scared.

“I won’t be intimidated. I’ll go after that money wherever it is,” she said firmly.

My aunt returned three days later, and when she walked into the hotel room, she wasn’t looking so positive. My first thought was that something had gone wrong. I asked for the keys to one of the empty rooms on the floor and met with her alone.

“Juan Pablo, there was only a little bit of money at the blue house, that’s it,” she said all in a rush.

I was silent for a few minutes, disconcerted. I didn’t doubt her story and directed my rage against Fatty, the guard, who’d probably stolen the caches.

A flood of questions remained after the money’s disappearance, but we had to keep quiet because we didn’t have a way to contest my aunt’s version of events. I’d never dared to doubt her, since on several occasions I’d noticed that she was loyal to my father.

All in all, money-related matters were far from being settled.

In mid-March 1994, three months after we moved into Residencias Tequendama, we rented a large, two-story apartment in the Santa Ana neighborhood to reduce costs. Not only were we running out of money but we were also still in danger, so at all times we had a security detail of agents from DIJIN, SIJIN, the DAS, and the CTI.

Without the stashes from the blue house, our situation became urgent, so we decided to ask my aunt and uncle for the three million dollars that my father had given Roberto to hold for us.

We assumed they’d already spent a good bit of the money. When we requested it, we got an explanation fairly quickly. It came in the form of my grandmother Hermilda and my father’s siblings Gloria, Alba Marina, Luz María, and Argemiro, who visited the Santa Ana apartment one afternoon. To keep the guards on the first floor from overhearing our conversation, we gathered in my mother’s room on the second floor.

They pulled out several sheets of paper that had been torn out of a notebook, as if we were dealing with the accounts of a small neighborhood shop. The papers listed the expenses of the last few months: three hundred thousand dollars to furnish my aunt Gloria’s new apartment, forty thousand for a taxi for Gloria as a business investment, and countless outlays of money for my grandfather Abel, for the butler’s wages, for car repair, and to buy a car to replace one that had been confiscated, among many other things.

It was as if, with this list, they sought to justify the way Roberto had squandered three-quarters of the money that my father had entrusted to his care.

Roberto was willing to honor only the amount that remained. Irritated, I questioned the expenses, which seemed to me utterly profligate, focusing in on the astounding cost of my aunt Gloria’s furniture. She got flustered and asked me if she didn’t have the right to replace the things she’d lost in the war. Despite her tantrum, I knew the accounts had to have been cooked. It wasn’t plausible that the furniture was worth more than the apartment itself. Alba Marina backed her up and said that Roberto hadn’t frittered the money away.

I told them I wasn’t convinced by their neat numbers, and the meeting with my grandmother and my father’s siblings ended on sour terms. It was clear we weren’t going to get the money back.

As I pondered what to do, my mind shifted gears. For weeks now we’d been receiving threats from at least thirty men in prison who’d worked for my father and had been set adrift in the wake of his death. I knew that the only way to get Roberto to let go of that money was to force him to give it to the prisoners.

According to my calculations, the money would be enough for them for a year. That was a commitment we thought we owed the people who’d joined my father in his war and were now serving long sentences as a result. My father always used to say that you can’t just abandon people to their fate in prison: that was when they needed help the most. Whenever his men told him, “Boss, they got so-and-so,” he’d send lawyers to defend the man and make sure the family received some money. That’s how my father treated every single one of the people who fell while helping him carry out his misdeeds. So to avoid more problems from the prisons, we asked Roberto to use the remaining money to aid those men and their families.

But the entire business was born under a bad star. Distributing that money turned out to be a whole new headache for us, and eventually a breaking point in our increasingly strained relations with my relatives.

Weeks after the turbulent meeting, we got news from some of the prisons that we found quite worrying. One account suggested that my grandmother Hermilda had visited a number of the men and claimed that Roberto was the one providing the money.

I knew I had to send letters to the prisons to tell my father’s men the truth.

Soon, though, despite my efforts, we again started having problems because the men had stopped receiving money from Roberto. Several of them complained that they had no way to feed or protect their families and pointed out that they’d given everything for “the Boss,” accusing us of being ungrateful. Roberto must have blamed us. Uneasy, I called Roberto, and he had no compunction in telling me that the money had lasted only five months.

The message from the prisons contained a veiled threat, so I sent a reply explaining that the money they’d been getting had been not from my uncle but from my father: “All of your salaries, your lawyers, and your meals have been paid for so far with my father’s money, not Roberto’s, let’s make that quite clear.… It is not our fault that Roberto has spent all of that money. When they told us the money was gone, they told us my aunt Gloria had spent it, but it was never clear to us where that money actually went.”

Roberto must have found out what was going on, as a few days after I sent my letter, he wrote a note to my mother for Mother’s Day. The handwritten letter clearly attempted to use the assassination attempt he’d survived back in December to justify his behavior. “Tata,” he said, using my mother’s nickname, “I’m not the same man I was before. I’m quite depressed about what I’m going through. Though I’ve gotten a little better, it’s been five months of suffering, with what happened to my brother and then my own near-death experience. Don’t listen to all the gossip, there are so many people who do not love us. I have a lot to talk to you about, but I’m really depressed about my situation.”

Reports of the family squabble over financial support for the prisoners reached the ears of Iván Urdinola, one of the capos from the Norte del Valle Cartel, whom my mother had met with a couple of times at Bogotá’s La Modelo prison as the Colombian cartels attempted to restore order following my father’s death. On his personal letterhead, Urdinola sent my mother a note in which his tone was cordial but commanding: “Señora, I am sending this letter to request that you please clear up your misunderstandings with the Escobar family. It’s not Pablo’s men’s fault that Roberto doesn’t have the money. Please help them out—that’s what we’re all here for, and you are the closest to this matter as the new head of the family. You will continue to have problems as long as this matter goes unresolved.”

But that wasn’t the end of it. On the morning of August 19, 1994, I was lying in bed when a fax came in that left me cold. It was a letter signed by several of the men who’d worked for my father and were now being held at the Itagüí maximum-security prison, and it contained serious accusations against Roberto:

“Doña Victoria, a warm greeting to you and please give our regards to your children, Juancho and Manuela, as well. We are sending this letter to clear up certain rumors being spread by Señor Roberto Escobar. We are notifying you because we realized what he was trying to do by sending his sister Gloria to throw your son under the bus.

“We wish to notify you that Roberto has said that unless certain statements are retracted, he will keep this going. We want to make our position quite clear: none of us is willing to participate in this game of deceit and abuse. We don’t want conflict with anybody; what we want is to live in peace.

“If he goes through with this, it’s on his own and at his own risk because none of us are going to participate in the least. We were firm with him, and we will be firm with you as well.”

The message was signed by many of my father’s men: Giovanni Lopera, known as “the Supermodel,” along with “Comanche,” “Mystery,” “Tato” Avendaño, “the Claw,” “Polystyrene,” “Fatty” Lambas, Valentín de Jesús Taborda, and William Cárdenas.

After reading the names of the men who had signed the message, I was worried, so I decided to tell Gustavo De Greiff, the attorney general of Colombia, to stymie any possible setup by my uncle. I had no option but to put a stop to Roberto’s deceit and dodge the rocks he was throwing at me. De Greiff met me along with our lawyer, Fernández, and I expressed my concern that there was a plan afoot to get me thrown in prison. I also informed him that two of the prisoners in Itagüí who had not signed the letter—Juan Urquijo and “Ñeris”—had joined forces with Roberto and were attempting to collect on my father’s supposed drug-trafficking-related debts. Roberto hadn’t expected us to have the ability or courage to stand up to him.

We’d barely gotten out of this difficulty when something else happened to prove the accuracy of the old saying that lies stand on one leg, and the truth on two.

At eleven o’clock one night in September 1994, a SIJIN agent called up from the street at the Santa Ana apartment and said that a man who identified himself as Fatty had just arrived and wanted to see me, but he refused to give his identification number and real name, as was required of anyone who wanted to talk to us.

The officer was strict in adhering to this rule, which didn’t surprise me. We knew that wherever we were—whether it was back in the Altos apartment building in Medellín or in Residencias Tequendama or now Santa Ana in Bogotá—the people protecting us were also doing intelligence work to find out who had it in for us and who was on our side.

The true surprise was that the man in question was none other than the one who’d been guarding my father’s money, the one I’d accused of stealing the cash hidden in the blue house. “If he’s got the nerve to show up at this hour of night, I’m going to ask him about the missing money,” I said to myself. After a brief argument, I managed to persuade the officer to allow Fatty to come up without showing any identification, with the understanding that it was at my own risk.

When he reached the door, Fatty hugged me and started to cry.

“Juancho, my brother,” he said, “it’s so good to see you.”

I couldn’t mask my shock: the man’s embrace and tears seemed sincere. What’s more, he was dressed the same as ever, in his ordinary clothing and battered tennis shoes. He didn’t look in the least like someone who just a few months earlier had stolen a cache of money. Plus, why would he come visit us when that money should have set him up for life?

Looking him up and down with suspicion and warily listening to his account of life since my father and the rest of the family had left the blue house in November 1993, I concluded that he was still the loyal man we’d known.

After we chatted for a few minutes on the second-floor balcony, where nobody could hear us, I decided it was time to ask him about the missing money.

“Fatty, tell me what happened with the stash at the blue house. Did you let my aunt in? What happened to the money?”

“Juancho, I let your aunt in on your instructions. When she gave me the message, we went to the two locations and removed the boxes, and I helped her put them in the back of the SUV she’d brought. I never heard from her again. I just came to say hello, to hear how you were doing, because I’m very fond of you all. I am ready to help however I can.”

“Well, she claims there was only a little money,” I told him.

“That’s a lie! I helped her load all that money into the SUV. It was so full of money that the back of the vehicle was riding lower to the ground. I swear, your aunt took everything,” he said, almost in tears. “If you want, I’ll stay here while you call her, and I’ll say it to her face.”

IN HIS WILL, my father had left a percentage of his estate to the Escobar Gavirias, and we’d informed them immediately after his death, prepared to comply with his wishes to a tee. In the document, he indicated that 50 percent of his estate should go to my mother as his conjugal partner, 37.5 percent to me (Manuela had not yet been born when he wrote his will), and the remaining 12.5 percent, referred to as the “freely disposable portion,” to my grandparents Hermilda and Abel, my father’s siblings, and one of his aunts.

The will clearly stipulated the percentages of each bequest, but my father only had thirty thousand dollars in stocks and a 1977 Mercedes-Benz in his name—and that had all been confiscated. My father had acquired a large quantity of real estate and other assets, but they weren’t deeded in his name. Some were in my and Manuela’s names, but those had already been seized by the attorney general’s office.

It wasn’t easy settling my father’s inheritance with his family, but after a couple of meetings in which they tried to take more, they finally relented. The Escobar Gavirias ended up receiving a large number of properties that were not under legal constraint. These included rural estates, lots in Medellín, the blue house in Las Palmas, an apartment near the army base of the Fourth Brigade, and the house in the Los Colores neighborhood that my father had purchased as a newlywed and which my aunt Gloria had claimed, saying that he’d given it to her as a gift.

We were left with the Mónaco, Dallas, and Ovni buildings in Medellín and the Nápoles estate in Puerto Triunfo. Though they were currently in the possession of the attorney general’s office, we hoped that we might be able to recover them. Members of various cartels and paramilitary groups who had fought the war against my father had been demanding reparation for the costs he caused them—and calling for my head. In the months to come we’d have to face some of the most powerful and dangerous leaders in the country to bargain for our lives with money we didn’t have.

By the summer of 1994, we would manage to make peace with the cartels and leave everything having to do with my Escobar relatives behind, moving first to Mozambique and then to Buenos Aires and starting over with very little to our name (and new identities). But conflict with my father’s family over money would rear its ugly head again when my grandfather and then grandmother passed away, and my father’s relatives refused to give Manuela and me our inheritances. It would take until 2014 for everything to be resolved.

I remember one proceeding in which the judge set up an inquiry with my mother and me and refused to allow us to give the interview at the Colombian consulate in Buenos Aires. Instead, we had to travel to Medellín. I was worried that my father’s family would find out the exact place and time of our appointment in court. Frightened, I requested assistance and protection from relatives and friends, who loaned me an armored car and four bodyguards.

The meeting began much later than scheduled because the judge arrived late. Some of my aunts and uncles were represented by the lawyer Magdalena Vallejo, who opened the meeting and asked questions clearly intended to confuse me. But I shut her down with a response I’d prepared some time earlier: “Regardless of your questions, the fact is that none of my father’s siblings have fulfilled their responsibilities. They have kept all of the assets and left us nothing.” After I provided the same answer to five questions in a row, the lawyer, visibly exasperated, gave up. Before bringing the meeting to a close, the court asked if I wanted to add anything. I looked at Magdalena and told her that I didn’t understand why she was so angry with me when she knew that my little sister and I were the ones being wronged.

“Juan Pablo, it’s not the 1980s. Your family isn’t in charge anymore. I have plenty of friends and acquaintances in positions of power who will protect me,” she replied.

I told the court I wished to add something else on the record: “I want it to be quite clear that I am ashamed to have


[image: ]1. My parents met in the La Paz neighborhood of Envigado. He was eleven years older than she, and they had an intense, turbulent relationship that ended only with my father’s death.




[image: ]2. In 1976, my father was transferred to the prison in Pasta from Yarumito Prison in Antioquia, where he was incarcerated for drug trafficking for the first and only time. The guards let him leave the prison to meet my mother, pregnant with me at the time, and grandmother Hermilda at the Morasurco Hotel.




[image: ]3. A few months after my birth in February 1977, my family began to reap the financial rewards of drug trafficking. My parents left the La Paz neighborhood and went to live in the best areas of Medellín.




[image: ]4. To compete in the Renault Cup, my father bought ten Renault 4 cars and a mechanic’s truck full of replacement parts, and rented an entire floor at the Hilton Hotel in Bogotá.




[image: ]5. My father and his cousin Gustavo Gaviria bought these two expensive Porsches. They were shown in various exhibitions at the Renault Cup in 1979.




[image: ]6. Over the course of the year-long Renault Cup, my father placed in races several times but never won.




[image: ]7. My father and me at the Renault Cup.




[image: ]8. My father and Gustavo Gaviria posed for these photos during a trip to Las Vegas.




[image: ]9. In Miami, 1980, my father bought this motorized tricycle for his motorcycle collection at Nápoles.




[image: ]10. This dinner service with twenty-four place settings cost $400,000.




[image: ]11. Wealth was on display everywhere: stacks of bills were included among the surprises in piñatas.




[image: ]12. This previously unpublished photograph shows my father riding an elephant in the Dallas, Texas, wildlife breeding center. On that trip, accompanied by a large part of the family, he bought dozens of animals that were later transported to the Nápoles estate.




[image: ]13. Although Nápoles was occupied by the authorities on numerous occasions, my father always arranged it so he could remain there and live as usual. Here he is riding a Jet Ski on one of the estate’s lakes.




[image: ]14. This original stagecoach from the American West was imported by my father and joined the long list of eccentric items at the Nápoles estate.




[image: ]15. Nápoles was the start of my father’s empire. It was a paradise where he made all of his dreams a reality. But he also used the estate as the headquarters for his activities as a drug trafficker.




[image: ]16. For several years the estate was the preferred recreation spot for the Escobar and Henao families. We went there almost every weekend.




[image: ]17. This photo, taken at Nápoles, shows perhaps the only time my father was drunk, after he consumed several cocktails known as a Rasputin.




[image: ]18. My father and me in front of the White House in 1981.




[image: ]19. My father and I always had a very close relationship. Not even his time in hiding drove us apart. He always made an effort to be there for the most important family events




[image: ]20. My maternal uncle Mario Henao was the only person my father was afraid of. They maintained a close friendship up until my uncle’s death.




[image: ]21. My father first became involved in politics in 1982. He thought he would be able to effect major changes in Congress. That was his big mistake.




[image: ]22. Alberto Santofimio’s political movement welcomed my father after Luis Carlos Galán sidelined him within the New Liberals.




[image: ]23. In a lightning campaign, my father was elected as an alternate representative to the legislature in 1982.




[image: ]24. During his political campaign, my father created Medellín Without Slums to build housing for three thousand poor families. As a fundraising event, he organized a large bullfight at Macarena bullring. Here is a poster for the event.




[image: ]25. The bullfight at Macarena, which benefited Medellín Without Slums. To the left of my father are Santofimio and Jairo Ortega, and to the right are me, my mother, and my grandfather Abel.




[image: ]26. My father was in Congress for more than a year but was forced to retire from politics because of accusations of drug trafficking. Here he is being sworn in.




[image: ]27. President Belisario Betancur met my mother at a charity event in Bogotá. Afterward they had a long conversation.




[image: ]28. My sister Manuela was born in May 1984. We were in hiding in Panama because Justice Minister Rodrigo Lara Bonilla had been assassinated a few days earlier, and my father was a suspect.




[image: ]29. In April 1985, despite my father’s legal problems, American Express issued him this credit card, good for two years.




[image: ]30. My father had a close relationship with the M-19, so close that in 1986 one of the guerrilla leaders gave him the sword of Latin American liberator Simón Bolívar. We kept it until 1991, when my father returned it. Before giving it back, I posed for this photo.




[image: ]31. The bombing of the Mónaco building, where we were living, set off the war between the Medellín and Cali cartels in 1988. Manuela, my mother, and I miraculously survived.




[image: ]32. This is the room where my mother and I were sleeping at dawn on January 13, 1988, when a car bomb went off. The ceiling caved in on us. It was a harrowing and intense experience.




[image: ]33. This photo was taken at Nápoles a few days before the extradition of Carlos Lehder. The journalist Germán Castro came to speak with my father.




[image: ]34. Father Rafael García Herreros played a crucial role in my father’s turning himself in to face justice.




[image: ]35. During the year that my father was incarcerated in La Catedral, we spent almost every weekend with him.




[image: ]36. We were able to reestablish our family life while my father was in La Catedral. In these photos, my father is wearing the hat I sent him from New York.




[image: ]37. My father’s cell in La Catedral.




[image: ]38. It was difficult to be in prison with my mother. But we did have moments of joy, such as on her birthday.




[image: ]39. I founded a business called Escobar Henao to sell clothing inspired by unpublished documents from my father’s life with unambiguous messages of peace.




[image: ]40. Meeting the sons of Luis Carlos Galán and Rodrigo Lara Bonilla was a historic moment. I asked their forgiveness for the harm my father had caused them, and they told me they considered me also a victim of the violence in Colombia. (Photo courtesy of Iván Entel)




[image: ]41. To celebrate the International Day of Peace in 2010, the UN screened the documentary Sins of My Father.




[image: ]42. The screening of Sins of My Father took me to more than a dozen countries. The documentary won seven prizes.




[image: ]43. My father.
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