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Prologue

Charleston, South Carolina
August 2008

The wind whipping through downtown Charleston mattered little to the young girl throwing Pop-Its firecrackers on the sidewalk of Meeting Street, her arm flinging the paper-wrapped explosives to the bluestone. They snapped despite swift gusts that feathered their fall. Farther along, the wind tossed the hair of the family posing for a picture in front of a mansion, and gusted past the women selling sweetgrass baskets a block away on the steps of the city’s main post office, next to the Charleston Federal Courthouse. The craftswomen struggled to control the flapping blankets placed beneath their woven wares, and one wondered if they feared seeing their larger, and most expensive, baskets blown halfway across town—$400 tumbleweeds skipping down cobblestone streets and racing past the creaking wooden wheels of tourist-filled horse-drawn carriages.

The blustery weather was a welcome reprieve from South Carolina’s crippling August heat—a gift from Tropical Storm Fay, which zigzagged across Florida. Perhaps especially grateful were the South Carolina lawyers spared from sweating in their suits that week, including the pair heading to the federal courthouse for a sentencing hearing in the case of United States of America v. Ashley Brunson.

The federal courthouse and its annex stood with the post office on the southwest corner of Charleston’s storied Four Corners of Law. Sharing the intersection were City Hall, the Charleston County Courthouse, and St. Michael’s Episcopal Church. Inside the old buildings of granite, marble, stucco, and brick, one could conveniently seek resolution in matters within municipal, local, federal, and spiritual jurisdictions, should one have that many problems. Ashley Brunson, for his part, had just one problem, though it was a serious one: his guilty plea two months earlier to a federal felony charge of conspiring to import tons of marijuana and hashish into the United States. More remarkable than the substance of his crime was that it had occurred three decades earlier. Brunson had dodged the long arm of the law for more than twenty-five years, spending much of that time sailing across the world. He now sat in Courtroom 2, handcuffed, awaiting his punishment.

Courtroom 2 was small, no bigger than a classroom, and its pews held only a few spectators the morning of August 21, 2008. Considering Brunson had spent a lifetime on the run, the tiny crowd and absence of news crews wasn’t surprising. The man had been forgotten.

He had been arrested a year earlier at the southern border of the United States, trying to enter California from Mexico with a passport bearing the name of a deceased man from Chicago. For decades he had used the alias without a problem, obtaining the false identification in 1985 and renewing the passport without incident in Seattle in 1995 and in Hong Kong in 2005. For some reason his passport raised a red flag on his entry to the United States in June 2007, and his fingerprints rang a match with the National Crime Information Center, revealing him as a wanted man. The computer database didn’t forget that Robert Ashley Brunson had been wanted since 1983, a fugitive from the largest drug investigation in South Carolina history—Operation Jackpot. Brunson had outlasted more than a hundred other men and a handful of women who went to jail for smuggling-related crimes. He was the last of South Carolina’s gentlemen smugglers.

The only other remaining fugitive was his wife, Kathy, who hunkered down at their home in Mexico. In exchange for her freedom, Brunson pleaded guilty to helping smuggle sixty thousand pounds of marijuana and hashish into the United States. He had been tempted to fight the charges, to force the government to prove beyond a reasonable doubt his involvement in smuggling ventures that occurred nearly three decades ago. Brunson and his lawyer knew the government’s roster of witnesses had been depleted in recent years, with key smugglers and kingpins passing away. Other potential witnesses refused to talk, just as they had during related trials held decades earlier. But Brunson chose to spare his wife the chance of incarceration, pleading guilty so long as the government agreed to leave her alone and drop the charges against her.

During a plea hearing two months earlier, Assistant U.S. Attorney Robert Jendron, a veteran federal prosecutor in South Carolina, outlined Brunson’s offenses, which included driving a car loaded with hashish on June 9, 1980. Working by faint moonlight that night, Brunson helped transfer thirty thousand pounds of hashish off the seventy-one-foot ketch Second Life, which had just arrived at an abandoned dock near Hilton Head Island, South Carolina, after sailing for more than two months from war-torn Beirut, Lebanon.

“As it turned out, they were short of drivers,” Brunson told Chief U.S. District Judge David C. Norton at his plea hearing. “And I mistakenly volunteered.”

“No good deed goes unpunished,” the judge responded, wryly.

Jendron continued detailing the smuggling that occurred that evening. The prosecutor had devoted much of his career to Operation Jackpot, including four busy years in the 1980s when the bulk of Brunson’s coconspirators were brought to justice, many hauled into courtrooms after dramatic captures across the country and world. Jendron was the only federal prosecutor remaining in the U.S. attorney’s office from the Jackpot years, his colleagues from that era all using the investigation’s success as a springboard to other prominent positions.

Jendron noted Brunson’s position as a crewman on the Love Affair, a forty-one-foot sailboat stopped by the Coast Guard off the Bahamas in November 1978, its cabin stuffed with nearly eight thousand pounds of Colombian pot. The Coast Guard had decided to perform a safety check of the sailboat after spying it one evening forty miles west of the island Great Inagua, its running lights suspiciously turned off., The check for proper safety equipment would oftentimes result in the discovery of more serious infractions, as it did this time, when the Coast Guard boarding party couldn’t help but notice the abundance of pot packed below deck.

“It was another time they needed an extra crew member, and I volunteered,” Brunson said to Norton.

Now, at the sentencing hearing, with the wind blowing outside, the sixty-year-old Brunson was again before Norton, calmly seated and wearing a striped prison jumpsuit and glasses, his gray hair neatly combed. Brunson’s lawyer, Diedreich von Lehe III, asked the judge to consider America’s changed attitudes and laws toward drugs since Brunson committed his crimes.

“It’s a case that took place in a different world,” von Lehe said. “It was a time before there was any such thing as President Reagan’s War on Drugs. It was a time when cocaine had not yet entered the scene, not to mention crack and the other scourges that we face today … There was no violence associated with drugs, people didn’t carry guns when they brought this stuff in, and they didn’t have shootouts.”

Von Lehe argued that Brunson had been punished enough by being imprisoned for the last fourteen months on false passport charges, and, more painfully, by having isolated himself from his family for a quarter of a century. In 1983 Brunson was sitting in the cockpit of his sailboat in Antigua when he spied a man coming to the edge of a nearby dock. Peering through a pair of binoculars, Brunson saw it was his wife’s brother. In his hand was an indictment. Among the forty names on the indictment, Brunson soon read, were his own and his wife’s. In response, he pulled up the anchor and set sail, not to be seen by friends, family, or the authorities for twenty-five years. Among those left behind, too, was a young daughter, Brooke, whom he had conceived with another woman a few years prior. She was six when he last laid eyes on her on the island of Bequia.

During his time abroad Brunson delivered yachts for wealthy clients, living in the Philippines, Hong Kong, Vancouver, and Mexico. It was after a sixty-day sailing trip from Mexico to the Philippines in 1987 that he and his wife found out they’d soon be parents to twin boys. They stayed in the Philippines to start their family, then discovered Hong Kong, where real money could be made moving corporate pleasure junks between the British colony and Borneo, Malaysia, and Singapore. Once Hong Kong was returned to China in 1997, many boats in the region were sold, and Brunson found work sailing them to Okinawa for their new Japanese owners. In time Brunson moved his young family to Mexico. Such adventure sounds romantic, von Lehe conceded to the court, but Brunson lived uneasily.

“He wondered when there would be a knock at the door, so to speak, and the feds would be there to take him away,” said von Lehe. “It hasn’t been carefree for him.”

Throughout the years Brunson would send home the occasional Mother’s Day or Christmas card. His older sister remembers seeing a picture of the boys when they were about four years old. The sporadic correspondence hardly made up for her brother’s absence. In a letter to the judge, she spoke of his flight and the hardship it caused.


“He could not share the birth of his sons with his family. We do not know his wife. Ashley’s mother and father grew old and died. He was not there for them,” she wrote. “Two of his brothers died, and he did not know about it. I sent him a picture of myself, so he could recognize me as I am now seventy-seven years old. He doesn’t know his nieces and nephews. Ashley cut himself off from all his family, the love and companionship of all of us. I think family is important for Ashley, and this was a great sacrifice.”

Brunson’s recent arrest and forced homecoming caused more turmoil in the lives of his loved ones. At home in Mexico, von Lehe said, the twins were devastated by their father’s apprehension. They knew their father by his alias, Lyle, and never questioned why they were an American family living abroad.

“I can’t imagine any greater price that this gentleman has had to endure already and pay than having to tell his sons, ‘Boys, your father is not who you think he is,’ ” said von Lehe. “There can be no overriding purpose for this gentleman to get any punishment other than time that he has already served on this offense.”

Norton listened to von Lehe’s arguments, wondering aloud how he could justify a sentence considerably lighter than ones received by Brunson’s coconspirators.

“Because he didn’t do what he’s supposed to do, you want me to give him less, a time served sentence, plus his wife gets a walk,” said Norton. “So how do I justify that in the light of the ten or fifteen or twenty other people who got sixty months? One got three hundred months, some of them are on lifetime, you know, special probation … Tell me how to get around that, besides the fact of mercy.”

Von Lehe said they would take mercy, if that’s how the judge wanted to characterize it. Norton seemed irked by this response.

“Oh, I understand, nobody wants justice, okay? Nobody whoever walks into that door wants justice,” said the judge. “Everybody wants mercy.”

As to the men who earned stiffer sentences in Operation Jackpot, von Lehe argued they were more senior members of the drug smuggling conspiracy. Brunson was a minnow among marlins.


In fact, Brunson’s sister said in her letter, it was these men—a group of deviants “more sophisticated” than her brother—who led him down the wrong path.

“He went away to the University of South Carolina with Dockers pants, cashmere sweaters, and a London Fog jacket,” she wrote, “and he came home with sandals, long hair, and a mustache.”

Her words had merit. The kingpins who controlled much of the East Coast marijuana trade in the 1970s were not unaware of their corrupting influence, and even cautioned their potential associates about joining their informal smuggling fraternity. Indeed the kingpins seemed to have crystal balls in the pockets of their designer clothing, and could see that their decisions, no matter how carefully considered, would one day guarantee their presence in a courtroom. But when life is fast and fun, it’s one thing to read the writing on the wall and another to actually heed it.

Decades earlier, upon paying Brunson for the first time for his participation in a smuggling run, Bob “The Boss” Byers remarked to his fellow kingpin, Barry “Flash” Foy, about the significance of the payout.

“Barry, here he goes,” said Byers. “Another good man bites the dust.”
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A young Barry Foy in the Florida Keys, just as his smuggling career is taking off in the early 1970s. Courtesy of Barry Foy
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Les Riley in his hippie days. Courtesy of Les Riley
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Smugglers and friends relaxing at the docks, including Ashley Brunson, center, Les Riley, far right, and Jesse the black lab. Courtesy of Les Riley
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Smuggler Ken Smith. Courtesy of Ken Smith
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Les Riley and Barry Foy compete in a South Carolina fishing tournament. Foy is holding a baggie.
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Barry Foy, Les Riley, and Wally Butler with a day’s worth of king mackerel. Courtesy of Les Riley
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Bob “The Boss” Byers’s luxury sail- boat, La Cautiva, moored off Antigua.
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Barry Foy’s girlfriend and eventual wife, Jan Liafsha, in Ocho Rios, Jamaica. Courtesy of Barry Foy
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Les Riley with his daughter, Leah. Courtesy of Les Riley
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Les Riley, daughter Leah, and friends enjoying a “hat party” on the beach of Hilton Head Island, South Carolina. Courtesy of Les Riley
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Ashley Brunson, Bruce MacDougall, and Les Riley celebrate Brunson catching an 1,100-pound black marlin off Australia’s Great Barrier Reef in October 1980. Cour- tesy of Les Riley
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Bruce MacDougall and Les Riley enjoying a day on the water. Courtesy of Les Riley
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Barry Foy on St. Barts, walking on the beach along St. Jean Bay. Courtesy of Barry Foy
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Barry Foy, far left, and Tom Rhoad, third from right, standing on a tarmac after traveling by private plane to Nantucket, Massachusetts. Courtesy of Barry Foy
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The Operation Jackpot task force in front of the U.S. attorney’s office in Columbia, South Carolina. From left to right, Dewey Greager (DEA), Mark Goodwin (FBI), U.S. Attor- ney Henry Dargan McMaster, Mike Lemnah (U.S. Cus- toms Patrol), Brian Tim Wellesley (IRS), Claude McDonald (U.S. Customs), and David Forbes (IRS).
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IRS special agents Edward Skowyz and David Forbes listen to Assistant U.S. Attorney Bart Daniel in the U.S. Custom House in Charleston, South Carolina. Courtesy of The Citadel Alumni News
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U.S. District Court Judge Falcon B. Hawkins Jr. Courtesy of The Citadel Alumni News
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A. Wanted poster of Lee Harvey, a.k.a. “Smiley.”

B. Wanted poster of Barry Toombs, a.k.a. “Ice Cream.”

C. Wanted poster of Julian T. Pernell, a.k.a. “Doc.”






PART I:
THE GENTLEMEN SMUGGLERS







Chapter One

On any given day, the view from the top floor of the Coconut Grove Hotel was spectacular. One looked over an enchanting scene of colors rarely seen in everyday life. The water of Biscayne Bay was not blue, but turquoise. The Miami sunset was not gray and yellow, but instead a mesmerizing mélange of cream, ivory, gold, ochre, and magenta. Between the bay and burning sun was the Atlantic Ocean, stretching out toward Africa and Europe, its vastness interrupted by the assorted bits of unseen land that made up the Bahamas. From one of these Bahamian islands, Orange Cay, came something even more fabulous than the exotic water and sky. Its hue was comparatively unremarkable, nothing more than a dull white. Its size was minimal, just a speck in the distance, though it loomed larger as the day and evening wore on. But to the men gathered in the twenty-twostory hotel penthouse, the small and drab object was gorgeous, if only because it would make them very, very rich. Doing their best to speak soberly, they radioed to their friends on the horizon, advising them that the coast was clear, so hurry up and come on home.

Barry Foy and Les Riley, two men united by a hometown bond and a love of marijuana, received these transmissions. While their friends waited nervously ashore that afternoon in the fall of 1974, Foy and Riley cruised fifty miles from the westernmost Bahamas to Miami, destined for the canal-side community of Gables by the Sea, just past Key Biscayne. There, behind a vacant home, Foy had rented use of a dock. It was a straight shot, and their only concern was the Coast Guard, for whom they kept an alert watch, as did the men in the penthouse. They’d had enough hassles on this trip already. The deceivingly straightforward logistics of the smuggling operation—send a boat to Jamaica and bring it back loaded—had become exceedingly complicated.

For starters, the sailboat Foy had sent to Jamaica, Beyond Time, had too deep a draft for the shallow canal behind the rented house, so its keel was in danger of getting stuck in mud. To remedy this, Foy ordered his hired crew to sail Beyond Time to the Bahamas, where they would transfer the pot to him aboard a powerboat. The problem was, he didn’t have a powerboat, and acquiring one large enough to hold six thousand pounds of pot was more difficult than he’d imagined. After some searching, Foy and Riley found a suitable sportfishing boat in Fort Lauderdale, although the owner was reluctant to lease his pleasure craft to two long-haired men who seemed to be up to no good. Before letting it go, he demanded references.

Foy and Riley scratched their heads. The up-and-coming drug smugglers were flush with many things in their twenties, most notably confidence, sex appeal, and bravado. They were, however, critically short of references, and the assorted smuggling runs they’d made to Jamaica weren’t exactly the career accomplishments one listed to establish professional credibility, either. Desperate, they turned to Pogo Hartman, a wild South Carolina lawyer who was visiting the men in Florida and lending a hand with their venture. Happy to do them a favor, Hartman promptly tapped into South Carolina’s good ol’ boy network, putting the boat owner in touch with a South Carolina judge who vouched for the sterling characters of Foy and Riley.

“Oh yeah, them boys are fine … Go ahead and give them that boat,” said the judge in a telephone conversation. “I just hope Pogo is a better boat driver than he is a lawyer in my courtroom.”

The judge’s words seemed to satisfy the boat owner. After hanging up, he issued a stern warning to the men.

“Listen, let me tell you all something. There’s a lot of guys out there that are hauling drugs. You gotta be on the lookout for them,” he said. “They might want to capture you, they might want to talk you into doing something. Just remember: It’s against the law. You all aren’t doing anything illegal, are you?”

“Hell, nooooo,” Foy replied. “We’ve got girls down here. We’re on vacation.”

“We’d never do anything like that,” added Riley, turning on the charm.

Handing over the keys somewhat warily, the man asked who was driving. Foy and Riley pointed at each other, the awkwardness of the moment broken when Foy gave in and volunteered to captain the boat. He took the wheel, and he and Riley soon cruised away from Florida, doing their best to look like a pair of weekend warriors hoping to haul in a tuna, or, if they were lucky, something even bigger. Decades earlier, writer Ernest Hemingway had fished nearby waters as a resident of Key West and Cuba. He revered the water off Florida and in his books depicted it as a scene of constant struggle, whether between man and beast, as in Old Man and the Sea, or between man and man, as with the desperate characters of To Have and Have Not. In hard times, the plot of the latter novel showed, fishermen and smugglers could often be one and the same.

It took considerable strength and skill to haul in sailfish, marlin, sharks, and swordfish from the water off Florida. In the 1970s there was a prize more easily reeled in from those seas—the so-called square grouper. A stray, floating bale of pot was a godsend for any hard-luck fisherman or hippie sailor. Tossed overboard by nervous or distressed smugglers, the bobbing bale could allow its finder to take a month’s vacation or pay off a heap of debt. Lucky beachcombers were ecstatic to find this special type of seaweed—sun dried and stale on top, soggy and sea soaked on the bottom, but still perfectly capable of getting you high.

The frequent discoveries of stray bales were a testament to the incredible amounts of marijuana coming in each week to South Florida. Lucrative profits and the promise of a leisurely lifestyle lured many a hopeful smuggler to the Sunshine State. They were men, and occasionally women, whose eyes were as bloodshot from smoking joints as they were starry-eyed from dreams of striking it big.

Another clue to the overwhelming amount of marijuana smuggling were the scraps of pot Riley found wedged between cushions in the sportfishing boat’s cabin. He and Foy had nearly died laughing when they pulled away from the marina, repeating the man’s warnings about smugglers. Now they laughed even harder upon discovering stray weed throughout the boat. They obviously weren’t the first to use his boat for illicit purposes, a fact that perhaps eased any guilt they may have felt as they cruised toward the island of Bimini in the Bahamas, clearing room in the cabin for their expected cargo.

If the men had an easy rapport, they owed it in part to the similar trails they had blazed in their short lives. Each grew up in South Carolina’s capital city, Columbia, and wasted little time in leaving that hot and humorless hellhole just as fast as he could. Foy, twenty-three, and Riley, twenty-nine, dropped out of college in the Palmetto State in the early 1970s, independently striking out for South Florida, but embracing different means for making a living. In Key West, Riley cut grass. In greater Miami, Foy smuggled it. The income gap between their respective businesses was stark: What Riley could make in a decade, Foy could clear in a night. Riley wasn’t too strongly tied to his lawnmower business, however, and the rolling waves felt much better beneath his feet than thick sod. Should he strike out on his own, he knew, he’d never have to step in dog shit and fire ant mounds again.
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When Les Riley first moved to Key West in 1971 or so, money didn’t matter as much as freedom. Operating the Green Acres landscaping company with his friend Larry “Groovy” Gray, he mowed lawns for $5 a pop. On a good day Riley and Gray might make $20, which was enough to cover living expenses, including the $75 Riley owed each month for a downtown house he shared with his beautiful, blond hippie girlfriend, Suzanne. She had thumbed a ride down from Columbia, carrying little more than a backpack and a pet iguana in a box.

Key West was a haven for drifters, malcontents, and assorted misfits. Many stayed in the town simply because they could go no farther, creating a population of artists, old salts, the occasional outlaw, and lots of hippies, most of whom seemed to drive Volkswagen vans. There were few tourists in town, and fewer rules. Locals felt comfortable sunbathing nude on beaches and cruising around town on bikes, dragging on the joints that dangled between their fingers. No one much cared, including the police. Riley felt the vibe on Key West was so cool he regarded it as the Haight-Ashbury of the East.

Among Riley’s landscaping clients was playwright Tennessee Williams. Among his friends was aspiring songwriter and musician Jimmy Buffett. Many fellow South Carolinians landed in Key West, too. Some, like Riley and his girlfriend, came from the University of South Carolina, either as dropouts or recent graduates. Others were part-time residents of the Conch Republic, who came to fish, following the shrimp populations that migrated south from the Carolinas in the wintertime. Riley worked on shrimp boats from time to time, hopping on board for a week and, if things went well, making a few hundred dollars. With this cash in hand, he and Suzanne would take off for monthlong visits to Haiti, Jamaica, or islands off Nicaragua, where they lived with locals on the beach and subsisted on bread, honey, and peanut butter. They swam in the ocean and smoked lots of pot. One day, the couple dreamed, they would own their own sailboat and cruise the Caribbean, living an existence close to that of Adam Troy, the fictional sailor and adventurer Riley idolized from the shortlived television show Adventures in Paradise.

Riley had first visited Key West his senior year of high school with a classmate from the Bolles School, an all-male academy in Jacksonville, Florida, on the banks of the St. Johns River. At Bolles, Riley mingled with the scions of Florida’s wealthiest families, most of who headed off to Ivy League colleges. Riley was not destined for similar prestige. Bolles was his third high school in four years, and Riley, though bright, was not a model student. He was amazed Bolles let him in and even more amazed the boarding school let him out to graduate.

Riley was born to straitlaced parents in Columbia, South Carolina, on October 11, 1945, the second of three sons. His family lived in one of the city’s wealthier neighborhoods, across from basketball courts in tiny Mays Park, and a few miles east of the University of South Carolina, the State House, and downtown. Riley’s upbringing was a traditional one for the South, with an emphasis on family, sports, hunting, fishing, and social graces. The family would sometimes retreat to their farm outside Columbia, and Sunday was filled with church activities. Riley’s father, who worked as an executive for the Havertys furniture chain, didn’t drink, and was fairly strict with his boys.

Riley worked as a teenage lifeguard at Myrtle Beach and ran through the local girls. He escorted his fair share of debutantes and hunted with their fathers on family land. In Myrtle Beach he exhibited some of the first signs of his unique business instincts that would later flourish—instincts defined by considerable entrepreneurial ability and questionable ethics. Sitting on the beach with beautiful bronze skin, he hawked bottled concoctions of motor oil and English Leather aftershave to beachgoers, labeling his product Riley Tan. For best results, apply liberally.

As he got older, Riley went through phases, most of them rebellious. First Les was a beach bum. Then he rode motorcycles. Then he became a hippie, growing his hair long. Sometimes, the teenaged Les would come home drunk, infuriating his parents. Les taught his younger brother Roy to play poker, and he gave him his first beer, when Les was fourteen years old and Roy just seven.

In the fall of 1963, Les enrolled at the University of South Carolina, studying business. His education was frequently interrupted, once because he moved away to sell pot, and another time due to military service. He joined the Sigma Alpha Epsilon fraternity and became one of the university’s most popular students, frequently seen in Maxcy Gregg Park by the tennis courts or hanging out with cute girls. He was long on charm, laid-back, and low-key, known to take his dates up to the top of the nearby eighteen-story Cornell Arms apartment building to watch the sunset and smoke a joint.

Riley’s good looks and mellow manners went a long way, enabling him to enjoy opportunities and good fortune that passed other people by. He also got away with things no one else could. When he was a kid, his family moved to Memphis for a brief time, and Riley met a young Elvis Presley, who lived nearby. In the military he earned promotions despite doing his best to skimp on his domestic service. At the University of South Carolina, the skinny athlete briefly joined the rugby team and fed everyone LSD before one match. They raged like lunatics across the field.

During his final year of college, Riley began making regular road trips to Key West. From Columbia the drive was considerable, especially since Interstate 95 had not been completed. Riley enrolled in only one course his last semester, and he’d leave after class on Thursday in his 1964 Volkswagen Beetle, arriving early Friday morning to work the weekend as a doorman at the Anchor Inn. Monday afternoon he’d leave to drive back north, making it to class on Tuesday, although he’d sleep through it. Come Thursday, he’d do it all again, taking friends with him, among them Ashley Brunson.
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On this fall day in 1974, it was Brunson that Foy and Riley were going to meet in the sportfishing boat, due to rendezvous off Orange Cay in the Bahamas, a spot they described to him as the first rock south of Bimini. The men didn’t have to wait long before Brunson and Beyond Time arrived. He and his crew dropped the sailboat’s anchor and hopped aboard a dinghy, cruising over to see the rented boat and enjoy a few beers with Foy and Riley. As the time passed and darkness came, the tide slowly changed, subtly spinning their boats around and disorienting the men, though they failed to realize it. A few hours later, when they set out to find Beyond Time and transfer the pot, they headed in the wrong direction. The sailboat and the six thousand pounds of Jamaican marijuana inside it were nowhere to be found, sending the men into a mild panic. They cursed themselves for being so stupid, second-guessing whether they even dropped the anchor, imagining the sailboat drifting toward New England without a crew, their massive payday floating away in the dark. Only at dawn did they see the sailboat was just a few hundred yards away, on the opposite side of where they expected it. Making up for lost time, they quickly transferred the pot and parted ways.

Cruising home, Foy and Riley entered Biscayne Bay through Stiltsville, the community of wooden homes built on pylons just south of Key Biscayne. Driving into the canals of nearby Gables by the Sea, they docked the sportfishing boat at the rented dock behind the vacant home, making sure to lock the boat’s cabin door to protect the pot. Seeing a party at the house next door, Riley warned Foy not to say anything to anyone. The warning was pointless. Minutes later, Riley heard Foy talking with a partygoer who had seen the fishing poles in the back of the boat.

“Y’all have any luck?” asked the partygoer.

“Oh yeah,” said Foy. “We caught some fish.”

“Oh, we’ll be over in a few minutes to look at them,” came the reply.

Riley and Foy did not wait around for the visit, making a hasty escape to the Coconut Grove Hotel to meet their friends and discuss plans for unloading that night.

Foy, Riley, and the men in the hotel had already made significant preparations, clearing out a stash house up the road, shooting out a streetlight near the dock with a BB gun, and renting a Ryder truck. Some details, though, were unfinished, and Foy, Riley, and their cohorts disagreed on how to execute the operation. Everybody seemed to have an opinion on the best way to unload the pot and avoid attention from the neighbors. As they argued into the evening, Foy finally had enough. It was his load of marijuana, after all, and the only one giving orders would be him. He held up the large, long silver key that opened the sportfishing boat’s cabin.

“I got the key,” said Foy to a hushed audience. “We’re gonna do it my way.”
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In the beginning things were always done Barry Foy’s way. The brash, upstart smuggler did not have colleagues or partners, but followers and employees. He was younger than almost all his smuggling peers, yet he had figured it all out much more quickly, finding a Jamaican connection and moving hundreds of pounds of marijuana across the Caribbean before any of his former classmates at Newberry College earned degrees. The secret of his success was a truth he divined through his remarkable criminal intuition: Nice guys finish last in the smuggling business. Accordingly, Foy muscled his way into as many deals as he could. While his perceived greed created a few enemies, his confidence inspired more admirers.

“We thought he could do anything,” says one smuggler’s former girlfriend.

“He could tell his crew to shit in a post office, and they’d shit in the post office,” says Tommy Liles, a smuggler who grew up with Foy in Columbia.

Foy was tall and athletic, with a curly head of hair that added a few extra inches to his height. His massive ego and swagger made him intimidating, and when it came to striking deals, he was unapologetic about demanding the largest cut, unafraid of bruising feelings. Even friends who resented him for his avarice felt powerless to stop him. They rationalized his dominance, figuring they were making a lot of money, and Barry was just making a little more.


“If you got one thousand pounds, Barry’s getting six hundred, you’re getting four hundred, just because Barry figures that’s the way it’s supposed to be,” explains Ken Smith, a smuggler who attended the University of South Carolina before moving to Florida. “Call it a character flaw—I don’t know what it is. It’s just Barry.”

If men occasionally became angry with Foy, they were mollified by the fact that his aggressive actions weren’t malicious, but natural. It didn’t take a licensed psychologist to understand Foy couldn’t help his wicked ways.

“He was destined to be huge,” says Smith. “There was nothing else Barry could do.”

Foy, born March 31, 1951, grew up not far from Riley in a neighborhood of brick ranch homes and big yards surrounded by nearby golf courses and lakes. He worked often as a kid and teenager, channeling his abundant energy into paychecks. He delivered papers, as well as eggs. He worked construction jobs and pumped gas. He worked at the State newspaper’s printing press on the paper-cutting machines. In time, he’d be making the front page of the Columbia daily, although not for reasons of which his parents would be proud.

Foy’s father was a banker and his mom a registered nurse who put aside her career to raise Foy and his four younger siblings. To Foy’s recollection, he committed his first crime in high school, when he was at a party and everyone was out of beer—and money.

“We’ll be right back,” he told his friends, before driving off in his 1952 pea green Chevy to a local pool hall, which had already closed for the evening.

Driving behind the building, Foy backed the heavy car into the pool hall’s rear door, smashing it open. He and two accomplices carted out all the cases of beer they could find and returned to the party as heroes. The next day, he returned to the scene of the crime, and while Foy was shooting pool, the theft was discovered. He suppressed a smile and continued his game.

“Started me down the road to bigger and better things,” he says of the burglary.

After graduating from Dentsville High in 1969, he went to study and play basketball at nearby Newberry College. He lasted just one semester. Returning to Columbia, he enrolled at the University of South Carolina, but soon dropped out there, too.

“Some people are blessed and know exactly what they want to do in high school and they get out and go to college and know exactly what to major in, exactly what direction they’re going in,” says Foy. “Shit, I was all over the place. I had not a clue.

“Shortly thereafter, though, I started to find what might work,” Foy says. “Drugs were everywhere, all over the place. Everybody had them. Everybody was doing them. Everybody wanted to buy them. Weed was the least, probably the least harmful for lack of a better word. That’s the kind of direction I went.”

The best market for Foy was Columbia’s Five Points neighborhood beside the university. Foy sold pot out of his truck and in front of a Five Points head shop, acquiring his merchandise from a local hippie. He made additional money dealing at a bar called the Campus Club South, just two blocks south of the steps of the South Carolina State House. Soldiers from nearby Fort Jackson would flock to the bars, clubs, and restaurants in downtown Columbia, eager to spend their monthly Army paychecks. Foy waited for them with a leather satchel, reaching in and grabbing a bagged ounce at a time. On a good day, he’d sell up to forty ounces.

Eventually Foy’s reputation around town caught up with him, and he was arrested in 1973 after police found pot in his trunk. He escaped significant punishment, although the authorities did not forget him. Years later, while checking in for a flight to New York from Columbia’s Metropolitan Airport, an airline employee matched Foy’s name to a watch list. While processing Foy’s ticket, the employee quietly called security. Minutes later, as Foy walked toward the airport gate, he was approached by a policeman who called him by name and asked to speak with him for a moment.

“Right then,” says Foy, “I knew this is not the right time to have any conversation with this guy.”

Handing the officer a piece of luggage to distract him, Foy bolted for the terminal doors, a briefcase full of “party favors” in his hand. Foy raced across the parking lot outside as the overweight policeman chased him, his belt jingling with assorted equipment.


“Halt, I’m going to shoot! Halt, I’m going to shoot!” shouted the policeman, losing ground to the thin, athletic Foy.

“Nah, you can’t shoot because I ain’t done nothing!” Foy shouted back, turning around to face the cop as he ran backward.

Turning forward, Foy sprinted harder, crossing a field and a road, and then running into the woods. He paused to catch his breath, convinced he was safe for the time being. To his dismay, he watched a vehicle pull to a stop on a nearby road. The big letters on its side read SLED, the acronym for South Carolina’s State Law Enforcement Division. Foy could see there were hounds inside the car.

Foy started running again, crossing another road and through more woods before reaching a cornfield. By now it had become dark, so Foy laid down between the rows of corn to let the night pass. As soon as dawn broke, he walked to a nearby store, picked up a pay phone, and called his sister to come pick him up.

Eager to straighten his legal troubles out, Foy turned to two Columbia lawyers who suggested a bribe might help clean up his record, which included the 1973 arrest for being in a car loaded with pot, as well as parole violations from a 1971 conviction for possession of methamphetamines in a coastal South Carolina county. Foy says he gave the lawyers $30,000 or so and was instructed to plead guilty and meet with narcotics officers to supply them with a certain amount of false information about a drug transaction. In exchange, the lawyers said, Foy would be given probation.

“Some name they gave me and some date and some fictitious bunch of bullshit,” Foy says he told the narcotics officer. “It was just to cover everybody’s ass. Sure enough, that’s how it went down.”

The favorable treatment did not escape notice. The State newspaper of Columbia reported how Foy received six months probation and a $250 fine after allegedly cooperating with Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) agents. The problem, the newspaper noted, was that no members of the DEA could confirm such cooperation, and prosecutors and defense attorneys could not get their story straight, offering varying accounts of what information Foy provided, with one saying he tipped police off about a deal in Mexico or Texas, another saying it was Florida, and yet another attorney mentioning Jamaica. A note in Foy’s case file mentioned him giving information about a drug deal in Columbia, South Carolina.

The chief of police at the Columbia airport later wrote to a prosecutor with concerns about Foy’s prosecution, noting “this case was postponed so Foy could deliver evidence to federal agents. I have checked with all federal agencies and no one is working with the subject Foy. It is my belief that this is just another way to stall prosecution on this subject.”

As the case against Foy fizzled in Columbia, he was making a name for himself in the underworld of South Florida. In 1971, Foy had moved to a beachside hotel in the Sunshine State’s city of Hollywood, eager to get in on the ground level of drug trafficking. A number of gangsters frequented the same hotel—men who gambled, sold guns, stole jewels, and dealt drugs. Naturally, Foy gravitated to them, and he soon learned the gangsters had a connection in Jamaica. They offered to pay Foy and another hotel guest named Jimmy to take Jimmy’s twenty-six-foot sailboat down to the island and load it with pot.

“We said, ‘Well fuck, let’s go,’ ” says Foy.

It was Foy’s first time sailing offshore, and, after departing Fort Lauderdale, it took days for him to find his sea legs. Rough seas tossed the small sailboat, and he became seasick. While Jimmy cooked, sang, and sailed, Foy lay on the floor of the cabin, vomiting and sleeping.

“He’s all happy because we on some big-time adventure,” says Foy. “I’m just dying thinking, ‘What in the hell am I doing down here?’ ”

When Foy recovered enough to assume his watch, he found the sailing slow going. There was little wind, and the sailboat was equipped with an underwhelming ten horsepower motor. They ran the motor often, to little effect, reaching Jamaica in ten days. By comparison, that same year, a racing boat set a record by sailing from Miami to Montego Bay, Jamaica, in less than three days and four hours.

On the island things went much more smoothly, as men loaded their boat with about four hundred pounds of pot. The modest load filled much of the cabin, owing to the bulky size of the hand-pressed bales of marijuana. Jimmy and Foy slept atop the pot and carved out a niche near the sailboat’s stove to cook up canned food. On the return voyage they stopped to refuel in the Bahamas. It was critical to have the motor available when they brought the boat into Florida; they would be foolish to rely on sail power alone when they were most vulnerable to being spotted and intercepted. The last thing they wanted was to be dead in the water and stuffed full of bales.

Despite the importance of gasoline, Jimmy did not want to risk refueling with drugs on board. He beached the sailboat on a cay about ten miles from a Bahamian fuel dock on another island, and he and Foy tossed the fifteen or so bales onto the beach, moving them behind a rock. Then Jimmy left for fuel while Foy stayed behind on the cay, surrounded by ocean and not much else. In the distance he could see another cay. It was also uninhabited.

“I hope to God he comes back,” thought Foy, “because I’ll starve to death.”

Hours passed. Darkness came. Mosquitoes began their feast of Barry Foy. Soon it was pitch-black, but the mosquitoes still found him with ease. He waded into the water to escape, submerging his body up to his neck. The insects were relentless, buzzing around his head and tormenting him. About midnight, Foy heard the familiar whine of the ten-horsepower motor. For so much of the journey the sound of the engine—nyaaaaaaaaaah—had been a grating noise. Now it was music to his ears. Jimmy returned to the cay and helped Foy toss the marijuana back on the boat. Foy was elated and angry at the same time.

“You left me here, man,” Foy yelled at Jimmy, once the joy of his rescue faded. “We ain’t doing this again. Not this way.”

The amateur smugglers made it back to Fort Lauderdale and pulled into an anchorage beside the Intracoastal Waterway. At about 2 o’clock in the morning, each bale of marijuana was ferried to shore and placed in a black plastic bag before being thrown in the back of a vehicle brought by the gangsters.

“It looked like loading bodies into a truck,” recalls Foy, an activity in which the gangsters might have had considerable practice.

In recognition of their success, the gangsters asked them to return to Jamaica, this time to pick up one thousand pounds of pot. Foy, Jimmy, and a third crewman sailed down to Jamaica in a forty-foot trimaran. Foy was not particularly pleased with this vessel, either.

“It was fiberglass and it was plywood and it was a piece of shit,” says Foy.


What’s worse, it leaked.

On the return voyage, sailing through the Windward Passage between Cuba and Haiti, the trimaran took a beating from rough seas stirred up by wind passing between the mountainous islands. Foy and his crew were constantly bailing water out of one of the boat’s three hulls. The trimaran, which lacked a keel by design, was not sailing into the wind well, either, and the crew took four days to sail a distance normally traveled in one. After sitting off the coast of Cuba for days, they decided to turn the leaky mess around.

“I was afraid it was going to fall apart. We didn’t have a dinghy aboard, we didn’t have a life raft, nothing,” says Foy.

The irony of the moment was not lost on the young smuggler.

“As far as I know,” he says, “I’m one of the few guys that’s ever taken pot back to Jamaica.”

Such hardships might have driven the less determined away. Not Foy. With some of the proceeds he earned from his first venture, he purchased a sixty-five-foot fireboat he had found for sale on the Miami River. It had been used by the Coast Guard in the 1940s and closely resembled a tugboat, though with a nozzle on top to spray water and douse flames. Foy found two crewmen and set off for Jamaica again, glad to have a more substantial vessel and its diesel engine taking him south. Yet this trip, too, would have its share of hiccups.

As they rounded Cuba, Foy was lying on a bench in the pilothouse. Suddenly, he heard a loud scraping sound as he was thrown to the floor

“Stopped dead in the water,” says Foy. “Ten knots to nothing. Oh my fucking God.”

Looking over the side of the boat, Foy saw they had run aground on a coral reef. He and the crew used a rowboat to set an anchor astern of the boat, and then winched themselves off the reef with the help of a rising tide and engines running full throttle in reverse. Set loose, they discovered the hull’s wooden planking had been split. They were taking on water so quickly the bilge pump was overwhelmed, unable to expel the incoming sea. Foy did not abandon hope. For the next two days to Jamaica, he and his crewmen used milk cartons to toss seawater out of portholes. Upon reaching Jamaica, they had the boat dry-docked and repaired.


Coming back home, disaster loomed again, this time when the crew ran out of drinking water. The men gazed with hope at the occasional rain clouds on the horizon, hoping they’d pass over and release a shower. When they did receive a burst of rain, the men gathered with open mouths under the tugboat’s scuppers. These channels along the edge of the deck and pilothouse normally diverted spray and rain off the boat, back into the ocean, much like a gutter does for a roof of a house. This time, the scuppers routed water into parched mouths, nourishing the sailors who waited below the pilothouse’s dripping spouts.

Nearing Florida, Foy and his crew stopped in Bimini to transfer the drugs to a faster boat. No one showed up to meet them. Riled, but now with drinking water, they sailed to Florida and anchored off a pier in Hollywood, then rowed to shore and rounded up the gang.

“It looked so out of place. There was this ugly-ass tugboat-looking thing anchored out by the pier,” says Foy. “Back then it didn’t matter. Nothing was going on enough for anyone to pay much attention to it.”

Jan Liafsha, Foy’s girlfriend at the time and his eventual wife, remembers getting a call from him when he returned, instructing her to walk down to the beach and look for the boat. To her surprise, she saw it anchored offshore in plain view. That night the men unloaded the pot in a state park. In celebration, someone danced on top of a picnic bench. Despite all the miscalculations, misfortune, and near calamity, Foy had landed his first major load.

The trips put Foy on the map, earning him instant stardom among the pot smokers of South Carolina, which, in the 1970s, was a considerable portion of the state’s youth. Foy’s feats were nothing short of astonishing to a crowd used to obtaining no more than a few pounds of marijuana at a time. It didn’t hurt, either, that Foy was a talented salesman who touted his hard-earned marijuana as superior, even if others begged to differ. One friend recalls complaining to Foy about the prevalence of sticks in the pounds of pot he purchased.

“Sticks?” said Foy, incredulously. “You gotta take the good with the bad.”

“The good with the bad?” replied the friend. “There is no good.”

No matter if the highs were mild and the buds few and far between, people wanted to buy Foy’s pot. They also wanted to smuggle with him, eager for a bit of adventure. What could be better than leaving the stultifying South behind for days on the deck of a sailboat, headed for Caribbean isles, with return trips spent getting high and sleeping on a mattress of marijuana? Sweet dreams, indeed.

Among those eager to cash in was Ken Smith, who was selling small amounts of pot around Columbia and helping smugglers in St. Petersburg, Florida, unload shrimp boats full of marijuana. He was astounded at how much marijuana could be put on a boat, and more impressed by the money that could be made on each deal. He was determined to find a connection in Jamaica, even if it meant working with Foy, whom he held a grudge against. Though Foy disputes this happening, Smith says Foy gave up his name after getting arrested in Columbia as part of the deal to save his own skin. Regardless, if it happened, nothing much came of it. They did a deal anyway.

“I was upset with him, but I mean, I was so desperate to get this deal,” says Smith. “Barry was at the cutting edge of this stuf… there ain’t no doubt. And I wanted to do it. And the only way for me to do it was with Barry. So I even actually put that aside.”

The men agreed Smith would sail to Jamaica, where Foy would load the boat. Upon its return, Foy would arrange for its unloading and distribution. As for the other crew members, they turned to Les Riley and Larry “Groovy” Gray, persuading them to put away the lawnmowers in 1973 and hop aboard a boat. Foy and Riley had mutual friends in their hometown, and Foy had paid a visit to Riley with one of those buddies, impressed by how his fellow South Carolinian thrived in Key West. When Riley wasn’t working a shrimp boat or tidying yards, it seemed he was smoking joints and engrossing himself in the newspaper, taking the occasional break for a jaunt on his bicycle through the streets of the sleepy town. It was hard to get him and the rest of the Key West crew to do just about anything, says Foy, but when the prospect of taking a trip came up, Riley conceded marijuana smuggling would pay him much better than his landscaping business ever could, no matter how many million lawns he mowed. He agreed to help crew the boat, and so did Gray. A Jamaican joined the crew, too.

The trip had inauspicious beginnings. They traveled to Miami and purchased a thirty-six-foot Gulfstar sailboat, Merry Chase, which Smith promptly crashed into another boat while trying to dock. Coming into a slip under power, Gray, sitting on the bow, instructed Smith to “cut it back,” or slow the boat’s brisk forward momentum by reversing the engine. Instead Smith, a novice boater, turned off the engine. The boat continued to cruise and plowed into another vessel, requiring repairs for the Merry Chase. It was of little consequence, as Gray, Riley, and Smith intended to make considerable preparations and repairs anyway for the upcoming voyage. Since Smith had a background in construction, he created a punch list for the boat, having his crewmates cross off tasks and equipment as they were completed and purchased. Such work did not sit well with the impetuous Foy, who was eager to get the boat to Jamaica.

Inspecting their progress one day, he expressed his impatience by snatching the punch list out of Smith’s hands.

“You and your fucking lists,” said Foy. “Every time I turn around you’re making fucking lists.”

“Barry, my ass is on the line here,” said Smith, taken aback by Foy’s perceived disregard for their safety. “You’re gonna get your pot.”

“Fuck that, let’s go,” said Foy, hustling them along. “We’re going, we’re going.”

The Merry Chase set sail for Jamaica on Thanksgiving, and the four men aboard soon learned why Foy was eager to outsource this part of the smuggling operation. Tall seas, fierce winds, and bad storms tossed the boat unmercifully. The crew discovered that the placid-seeming Caribbean could blow quite hard and that their Gulfstar sailboat was not the ideal blue-water boat.

“That’s the time of the year in South Florida where you get your first backdoor northwesters. You start getting cold fronts kicking down here, and they kicked our ass … We didn’t really know that the Caribbean Sea … blew a steady fifteen to twenty (knots). We were used to ten to fifteen sailing in the Florida Straits,” says Riley. “It was a little bit rougher than we thought, and the boat really wasn’t built well enough to handle those conditions.”

After eleven days of atrocious weather, they finally spied the Blue Mountains of Jamaica in the distance. Smith suddenly dashed down into the cabin. Twenty minutes later, he emerged freshly showered, shaved, and sporting clean pants and a shirt. Eager to make a good impression on the Jamaicans, Smith fastened on a fancy wristwatch and put a big smile on his face. Riley says that if Smith could have blow-dried his hair, he would have. The problem with such grooming and a snazzy outfit was that they were still more than a day away from docking. Gray and Riley ribbed Smith, explaining that at their speed of four knots, and with their port of call on the opposite side of the island, they wouldn’t be stepping off the sailboat anytime soon.

As they neared Jamaica, they were supposed to radio Foy, who had flown to Jamaica to meet with his suppliers. Foy preferred that the sailboat stay out at sea and receive the drugs offshore, and that Smith and his crew never meet any Jamaicans. Otherwise, the next time Gray, Riley, or Smith sailed down, they wouldn’t need Foy to broker the sale and could cut him out of the deal. An engine problem, however, forced the men to dock in Montego Bay for repairs. It was just the excuse Smith was looking for, and he exploited the landfall and made his highly sought connection.

“Barry kept holding everybody at arm’s length with Jamaica, and rightfully so, ’cause that’s all I wanted—that guy in Jamaica,” says Smith. “Everybody in this business makes a career out of jumping you.”

Still, for the remainder of this trip, it was Foy’s deal. Days later he signaled the Merry Chase with a fire on the beach. Boats came out with bales of marijuana, and the sailboat was soon headed back toward Florida, rounding the western edge of Cuba through the Yucatan Pass. The return trip was not much better than the first leg. A Cuban patrol boat fired on them when they strayed close to the Cuban shore, and vicious storms threw them off course and made life miserable. The sailboat handled even worse with all the marijuana stuffed inside, and they were without reliable navigation equipment. At one point an exhausted Smith said he didn’t care if they were caught so long as they made it back to land.

“We basically relied on a compass and dead reckoning,” says Riley. “By the grace of God, we made it back.”

Arriving home two days before Christmas, they anchored off a Girl Scout camp near Big Pine Key, Florida. The crew, who had been sleeping on wet pot for a week and stunk to high heaven, then went to shore, entered an inn, and called down to Key West, advising Foy and his hired hands the boat had made it. That night, Foy and these men drove motorboats and trucks up from Key West to unload the sailboat, but they were thwarted halfway through the job when they discovered a canal was not fully dredged to the ocean, preventing the pot-laden motorboats from reaching the waiting trucks parked along the canal’s edge. Adjusting plans, they piloted the motorboats and trucks thirty miles south to Key West, deciding to bring the pot straight into the town shrimp docks. It was now approaching dawn and raining as the smugglers cruised toward Key West with bales stacked to their noses. Approaching the docks, one of the motorboats nudged a sailboat, prompting a man aboard to wake from slumber, pop out of the hatch, and ask in an irritated tone as to what the hell was going on. Foy bounded aboard his sailboat and silenced the man by seizing him by the collar.

“We smuggling reefer motherfucker, and you better shut the fuck up,” growled Foy. “Now help us unload this pot.”

“Far out!” answered the man, helping hoist bales into the waiting trucks. Afterward, as the trucks left for Foy’s and Smith’s houses, the smugglers let him keep the scraps that fell to the ground. He was ecstatic.

[image: art]

Despite the hiccups, hassles, and slapdash nature of these early trips by Foy and Riley, smuggling was undeniably thrilling work, and the men’s adventures did not go unnoticed by their peers. When it came time to assemble boat crews and drivers, Foy and Riley suffered from no shortage of volunteers. Friends from South Carolina joined them in Florida to participate in the intoxicating work, eager to transport pot and have their pockets stuffed full of cash. These neophytes, at least one of whom was still in high school, had never seen so much marijuana and money.

Foy took charge of some of these eager hands, who just hours earlier had watched from the hotel penthouse as Foy and Riley motored into Miami from the Bahamas. Assembling in Gables by the Sea under the cover of darkness, he ordered the men to take up stations outside the vacant home and docked sportfishing boat. Foy himself squeezed deep inside the boat’s cabin, pulling out bales and throwing them to a man standing on the deck. This man passed them to others on shore who ran the pot to the rented truck. They moved quickly, spurred by fear and the adrenaline coursing through their bodies. There were scores of bales tucked inside the boat, and, despite the exhilaration, it seemed to take forever to pull them all out.

“We got a little bit more,” Foy repeatedly intoned to the off-load crew. “We got a little bit more.”

When they finally finished, the men piled into cars and the rental truck and headed for a nearby
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“[M]eticulously documented and lucidly spun. . ..
Part New Yorker feature, part Jimmy Buffett song. . . .
The result is adventuresome, lavish, informative fun.

Try it. You'll like it.” —GQ
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