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“It feels more than 35 years.  It feels like an eternity. It’s 
like a nightmare that you cannot ever wake up from.  You 
lose everything.  You go through hell.  And if I’m going 
through hell, what must Kris be going through?   I go 
through a lot here.  And lately as the time passes I get a lot 
of difficulties.  I’m 82 years old.  I cannot work.  I used to 
do little things but not much.  But it’s very, very hard.   If 
it wasn’t for my benefactors… I really thank them from my 
heart.  And Clive, Clive has been my salvation. Without 
Clive and Kris, I would not be alive today.” 

 

Marita Maharaj, November 2021
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Where We Left Off 
 
 In 2013, when I completed the first edition of 
Injustice, we left Kris Maharaj waiting to see what would 
happen. I had written the book for a number of reasons. 
First and foremost, I was struggling to understand how I 
could have failed Kris for twenty years and I thought if I 
subjected the case to a complete review I might be able to 
correct my mistakes. By the first round of hearings in 1997, 
I had developed more proof of a miscarriage of justice than 
perhaps in any other of hundreds of capital cases, yet while 
the death penalty had been thrown out, I had not even 
secured him a new trial, let alone liberty. I wanted to 
remotivate myself, playing on my own sense of guilt until I 
did more to prove his innocence. I also hoped that the media 
coverage of his case might lure more of the exculpatory lice 
out of the cartel lattice.  

 In the meantime, Kris was already well into his 
seventies. Physiotherapy, however, was a luxury that the 
prison did not supply. Each time I saw Kris, I worried that 
he was further down the inevitable incline where the State 
of Florida would see him die in prison, having failed to 
shove him into the Electric Chair. 
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By 2013, I knew there had to be more evidence in 
Colombia. Indeed, I wrote a brief postscript back then:  

Who knows whether something will bubble up from 
Colombia. There are some big names from the drug business 
in federal prison, and perhaps we can get one talking. That 
will be complicated, as federal prisoners are scattered all over 
the country, and I will probably have to do those interviews 
myself: getting investigators or paralegals into such institutions 
is not easy.  
 

I also wonder about the police. The Miami-Dade Police 
Department was clearly eaten through with corruption in the 
mid-1980s. But quite how we’re going to stage a full-blown 
investigation of an entire law enforcement division, I have no 
idea.  
 

The only thing I do know is that we cannot give up on Kris. 

Well, I didn’t give up on Kris, and this is how the story 
developed.
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*  *  * 

 I needed help, and I turned to a man who had been 
incredibly kind in the past, Robert Schwartz. I will confess 
to being a big fan of Robert’s. I hope he will forgive me 
when I say that he is fifty percent mad - he knows I think 
that as I have told him many times. He is an American 
Libertarian, which means that he believes that essentially all 
government is evil. This, in turn, means his brain is evenly 
divided: there the half that believes there should be no 
government programmes that protect the poor (like a health 
service) and that he should be allowed to pack a pistol at all 
times of day and night; and there is the half that is willing to 
devote endless hours without pay to protect that same poor 
person from being tortured or executed by the State. In the 
end, the part that I deem to be mildly deranged is irrelevant, 
because his respect for the individual means that he does not 
try to enforce those views on others, and he has never 
actually put his semi-automatic into action. The humane side 
of Robert Schwartz immediately offered to help Kris out.  

He is about my own age, perhaps a couple of years 
older, and dresses almost as badly. He runs his own 
investigative agency, which generally consists of just himself, 
which is the way he likes it. Robert’s dream at the time was 
to buy a decent-sized yacht where he could live, and ply his 
gumshoe trade up and down the Intracoastal Waterway that 
runs 3,000 miles from Boston, round the tip of South 
Florida, to Brownsville, Texas. Meanwhile, we would meet 
in his favourite hotel in Fort Lauderdale.  

 Robert, in turn, called his old friend Gary McDaniel, 
a tall, gruff American in the mould of John Wayne. 
Notwithstanding appearances, Gary is a very committed 
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Christian, a gentle man, even less likely to reach for his gun 
than Robert. He is equally experienced, and has held an 
investigator’s licence for over forty years. As part of this 
work, he has often probed the murky world of Colombian 
narcotics. Between them, Robert and Gary started digging, 
sending out demands for documents, and putting in calls to 
people they had met over their many years in the business.  

 Early on, Gary set up a meeting with a Colombian 
drug trafficker who was going by the rather universal name 
Juan, and who had struck a deal with the Feds that allowed 
him a degree of liberty in Fort Lauderdale. Gary drove me 
over to an anonymous apartment building in his lumbering 
American town car, where we met with an anonymous 
American, who went by the rather universal name John, and 
who would act as our translator. Gary hinted vaguely that 
John had been involved in the cartel operations and would 
be able to smooth over more than the language barrier. We 
took the elevator up to a common area with a small pool 
table, and the universal monochrome polyester sofas and 
armchairs that blight such places, where we met Juan: a man 
with dark eyes, in his forties, who made it very clear that this 
was only a meeting for him to assess who we really were.  

 My Spanish is fairly non-existent, but it is not far off 
a mixture of French and Italian, so I can follow along 
moderately well. My first impression was that John spoke 
his own Spanish with such a fantastically powerful Texas 
drawl that, while I found him easy to understand, surely no 
Colombian could have the slightest idea of what he was 
saying. However, the conversation moved along smoothly. 
Juan spoke rapid-fire, but seemed to be holding back – 
throwing innuendo around with abandon, but retreating 
into shrugs when it came to elaborating.  
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 Nevertheless, various names came tumbling out. 
One was El Chino – a sobriquet I had heard often in recent 
years. He was a hitman who had worked for the cartel. There 
was another name I had never heard before – Cuchilla. He 
had been another assassin for Escobar; he had been 
responsible for several hundred murders but was now dead. 
Cuchilla had been a friend of Juan’s half-brother, who had an 
interest in some money lost by the Moo Youngs. Then the 
name Jaime Vallejo Mejia popped up - the man who had 
been registered in Room 1214, who we already knew was 
wanted for money laundering at the time of Kris’ trial in 
1987. Juan indicated that Vallejo Mejia had been held 
responsible for the money the Moo Youngs had lost.  

We left with handshakes all around, and Juan 
promising to put us in touch with various people who could 
help us move forward. I was more optimistic than I had 
been in many years. The undertone of Juan’s comments 
clearly hinted at cartel involvement in the Moo Young 
murders, even though he had drifted sideways whenever a 
direct question demanded a direct reply.  

 That evening we met up at Gary’s house in a rural 
area of Palm Beach County, an hour to the north. We 
needed to map out a strategy. I drove up there in my rental 
car, identified in his directions by the boat in the driveway. 
Gary spent his downtime sailing out into the Atlantic with 
his fishing rods. His home was what the Americans call a 
ranch house – a sprawl across one storey, with separate 
wings for guests.  

 Gary, Robert and I started talking about a landscape 
that was entirely unfamiliar to me. The problem seemed to 
be that the people who might be able to help us, if they had 
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been caught, were scattered randomly across the state and 
federal prison system in the United States; if they had not, 
they were in Colombia. Moreover, it was far from clear who 
hated whom, and who had informed on whom in order to 
avoid a lengthy prison sentence in one country or the other. 
In the end, we decided we would each pursue what leads we 
could. Gary had a friend in Colombia who was willing to 
chase up some leads there, particularly circling around some 
Escobar henchmen who had somehow survived the 
mayhem of the late Eighties and early Nineties.  

*  *  * 

 I hoped to find others who might help. There were 
some big names in the erstwhile world of the Colombian 
cartels. I was most interested in those who might actually 
have taken part in the killing. A colleague in Texas lent me 
one of her investigators to try to trace El Chino - who was 
clearly being protected by someone in the federal 
government. After all, he was reputed to have been involved 
in hundreds of killings, yet now he had his own church in 
Texas and was able to flit freely between Colombia and the 
United States; yet he was nowhere to be found and the 
church listed as his appeared to be defunct.  

 I had high hopes for La Quica – Dandeny Muñoz 
Mosquera – labelled “the Al Capone of the drug-murder 
circuit.” He was serving ten life sentences and 45 years (the 
US justice system tends to believe in reincarnation and 
imposes punishments accordingly) and he had a tumour on 
the brain. I contacted him to see whether I could visit. He 
refused.  

 I went to see Carlos Lehder Rivas, once a 
flamboyant drug trafficker who ran his operation out of 
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Norman’s Cay in the Bahamas, flying drugs across the 200 
miles of blue ocean  into Florida, under the protection of 
the corrupt Bahamian government. Lehder had effectively 
bought and run the local government for some years.  

By now, I had proof that Eddie Dames, the man 
booked into Room 1215 of the Dupont Plaza Hotel, had 
been involved in drugs in the mid-1980s with the infamous 
narco-lawyer Nigel Bowe. We had developed evidence 
through another Bahamian, Prince Ellis, that Dames had 
been involved in drugs, and it made sense that he had been 
part of the broader narco-conspiracy. Indeed, the 
prosecution theory that Kris would decide to commit a 
homicide in the hotel room of someone he did not know 
(Dames) when that person might walk in at any moment 
made no sense. I hoped Lehder would have some leads for 
me.  

Lehder had originally been sentenced to life without 
parole for his pains, plus 135 years, but this was reduced to 
55 years when he testified against Manuel Noriega. Now, I 
cannot even mention what state he is in prison: I had to peel 
my way through the laborious onion layers of the federal 
witness protection programme to get in to see him.  

 I found Lehder an interesting and sophisticated man 
who wanted only to leave prison to be with his family in 
Germany. It was ironic that he was still cooped up when 
General Noriega had recently completed a shorter sentence 
for much greater crimes. I had a day booked in with him, as 
it was miles away from anywhere, but early on Lehder said 
he knew none of the players in the Moo Young case, so we 
spent the rest of the time sharing bad instant coffee from 
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the prison dispensing machine and discussing the state of 
the world.  

 Over the next twelve months, I made twelve trips 
across the Atlantic on Kris’ case, with a few side trips to 
Guantánamo Bay thrown in. Next, I wanted to try Miguel 
Rodriguez-Orejuela. Together with his older brother 
Gilberto, Miguel had run the cartel in Cali - a seven-hour 
drive south of Medellín, passing through Jaime Vallejo 
Mejia’s home town of Pereira. From what I had heard, the 
Rodiguez-Orejuela brothers had prided themselves on being 
different, looking down on Pablo Escobar in Medellín as a 
savage. They supposedly preferred bribing people to killing 
them, and back then they could certainly afford to do it; 
though from what I had read, the Cali brothers – nicknamed 
El Ajedrecista (The Chess Player) and El Señor - had played a 
significant part in the mayhem. Both had been extradited to 
the US and were serving lengthy narcotics sentences: they 
collected 30 years for the importation of cocaine, along with 
a forfeiture of $2.1 billion in assets.  

“The brothers are happy that their families are taken 
care of,” said Roy Kahn, their lead lawyer. “And to them, 
whether it's 30, 20 or 15 years - to them it's going to be a 
lifetime in jail. But they're willing to do that for their family's 
future and their family's welfare.”i Both brothers offered a 
guilty plea on condition that 29 of their family members 
received immunity from prosecution. Gilberto had even 
insisted that his own son (also under arrest in Miami) should 
cooperate against them, to get a better deal from the 
prosecutors. Miguel would be 87, his brother 91, if they 
made it to their release date on February 21, 2030. Given the 
likelihood they were going nowhere, I hoped they would 
help clear Kris.  
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For my foray among the bosses of the cartel, I 
recruited a friend and supporter of Kris’s, Sue Carpenter. 
Sue was once a high-powered New York lawyer trading in 
sugar futures, but she had retired to South Kensington, from 
where she periodically sallied forth to take up the cause of 
an indigenous minority battling a venal corporation in South 
America. She spoke Spanish fluently, and I therefore hoped 
any conversations with Colombians would be a vast 
improvement on the semi-comprehensible discourse I had 
with Juan in the Fort Lauderdale apartment block. 

Sue and I flew into Atlanta, and although it was 
already night time, I made her stop at the Waffle Shop to 
sate my love of the American breakfast. We then drove the 
167 miles to Edgefield, South Carolina, where we had 
booked in at a seedy motel - in the middle of the deep red 
nylon carpet in my room there was a particularly sordid 
massage bath thrown in as a special benefit. After a less 
alluring breakfast (a small packet of Raisin Bran and a stale 
muffin) we headed to the Federal Correctional Institution. 

Miguel was old and bespectacled, beaten down from 
the man who had married Marta Lucia Echeverry, Miss 
Colombia 1974. It rapidly became clear why Gilberto had 
not yet replied to my request for a prison visit: he had 
designated his younger brother to find out what I was about. 
It was equally apparent, within minutes, that Miguel was not 
going to tell us anything. He sat, stony, while I explained my 
mission, and Sue translated – he spoke very little English 
after a decade in prison.  

He replied politely, and said he was seeing us out of 
respect. He had not known what we were there for and had 
tried to find out through his cousin.  
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I explained that we thought the Moo Young 
murders were essentially carried out at the behest of Pablo 
Escobar’s people in Colombia. We had been told that the 
three people on the ground in Miami had been El Chino, 
Jaime Vallejo Mejia and Cuchilla. Miguel claimed not to know 
the names El Chino or Vallejo Mejia, which I found highly 
improbable, given how well known Mejia was in Colombia. 
I explained who Vallejo Mejia was, and how he had been in 
business with a man named Ramiro Gonzalez Betancourt. 
Miguel did think he knew Betancourt, who he thought was 
el Taxista (the Taxi Driver). He also knew of Cuchilla who he 
said was a ‘facilitator’ of murders.  

Miguel insisted that Cali were not violent and only 
committed acts of violence in self-defence against Pablo 
Escobar.  

After less than ninety minutes, he indicated that he 
needed to go back to his cell before the other prisoners 
started gossiping about the purpose of his visit. He hoped 
we were triumphant in getting justice for Kris. But for 
himself, his main concern was to ensure the security of his 
family, and not to be seen as an informant.  

Sue and I retraced our path out of the prison.  

*  *  * 

 We now faced another 177 miles to the south-east 
coast of Georgia, to visit Fabio Ochoa Vasquez, the younger 
sibling in the Medellín faction. The Ochoa brothers had 
both been indicted in Miami along with Pablo Escobar and 
Carlos Lehder in 1984. Jorge had managed to evade the 
United States, serving five years in Colombia. Fabio was 
extradited to the U.S. in 2001, and given 30 years – with a 
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flat time date of April 13th, 2026, when he would be 69. He 
was now Federal Prisoner #09017-016 at Jesup Federal 
Correctional Institution. 

Miguel Rodiguez-Orejuela had insisted that the 
Medellín were meant to be the thugs – Pablo Escobar, the 
terrifying Griselda Blanco (La Madrina or the Black Widow) 
and others. While Fabio had a long stretch in prison, he was 
likely to get out and have some years of freedom, so I 
speculated that he might have a lesser motivation to help. 
The photograph of him on the internet looked like a playboy 
with a bad 1970s haircut. In short, I suspected that this 
would be more Labour-in-Vain, the name of the sea salt 
soaked farm near my home in Dorset.  

This time, after another cheap motel, Sue and I went 
to the local McDonalds in an attempt to locate an even more 
dreadful breakfast. Before asking for our order, the young 
man behind the counter began by demanding to know 
whether Sue and I worked for MI6. Obviously we told him 
we did, and that Daniel Craig (not an actor, but the real 
James Bond) was a close colleague. We then drove off with 
our coffee a couple of miles among the pine trees to the 
Jesup Federal Correctional Institution.  

 Federal prisons look rather like motel chains these 
days – they are all the same, though they are far less 
welcoming. The rules only allowed a Saturday visit, which 
surely puts most lawyers off ever visiting a client. We arrived 
early and waited in the rental car among the pine trees for 
more than an hour – they were conducting a “fog count” 
since apparently prisoners might slip away from the 
institution when the mist thickens. Finally, we made it as far 
as the front desk where our legal credentials were carefully 
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scrutinised. We were intimately scanned, and allowed only a 
blank pad of paper and a pen, plus a few dollar bills to buy 
water, instant coffee or chocolate from the dispensing 
machine inside.  

 There were weekend kids all over the visitation area. 
Fortunately we were shown to a private room to await 
Fabio. One chair had a broken arm, and I took that one. Sue 
settled into another and we left the best one for our visitor. 
We chatted quietly about how we might go about 
approaching the visit and eventually a guard led him in.  

 I was immediately struck by how age – and even 
prison – had improved him on his earlier photographs. He 
was two years older than me, his face softened with the 
years. Unlike Miguel, Fabio was immediately friendly, 
pleased to see someone (anyone) from outside the prison. 
He explained how his father (Don Fabio) had made his 
money breeding Paso Fino thoroughbreds. In his vanity press 
autobiography, My Life in the World of Horses, Don Fabio 
wrote of himself that he was “to Colombia's Horse world 
what Garcia Marquez is to Colombia's world of letters or 
what Fernando Botero is to Colombia's world of painting.”ii 
Since I grew up on Cheveley Park Stud in Newmarket – 
perhaps the oldest stud farm in the world – until my father 
bankrupted it, and Sue was a keen equestrian,  the 
conversation was easy. 

We talked openly about the history of the Medellín 
cartel. 

 “Nobody thought this was going to be some big 
crime syndicate,” Fabio explained. “Back in the 1970s we all 
thought drugs would be legalised, and it would be the next 
big business. It looked like a sure thing.” But gradually it had 
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descended into violence as the U.S. declared its War on Drugs 
domestically, and then escalated into an international 
conflict, with DEA agents swarming into Colombia. The 
madness took over on all sides, and Pablo Escobar initiated 
a fight back. Judges were kidnapped to prevent extradition 
to the U.S.; politicians were murdered; for a while, the quiet 
city of Medellín, named in 1574 for the Spanish birthplace 
of Hernan Cortes, became the murder capital of the world.  

 The Ochoa family was once at the very centre of the 
drug business. But the violence hit very close to Fabio’s 
home. The fragmented Colombian government was too 
weak to prevent the spawning terror groups. In addition to 
the FARC and ELN, which had run Marxist-Leninist 
“peasant insurgencies” since the early Sixties, there was the 
M-19 guerrilla group, which grew out of the elections on 
April 19th, 1970, when its favoured populist candidate, 
former military dictator Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, was allegedly 
robbed of the presidency.  

The Ochoa family were very close. Even when 
everyone was married, the three brothers and five sisters, 
with all their spouses and children, would meet for dinner 
three times a week, rotating houses. In 1981, Fabio’s sister 
Marta was kidnapped by M-19 – an act that paradoxically 
brought the various drug traffickers together from Cali to 
Medellín, to form Muerte a Secuestradores (“Death to 
Kidnappers”). Threatened with violent reprisals, M-19 
released Marta unharmed after some months.  

Then in 1986, Fabio’s brother-in-law was kidnapped 
by people affiliated with Pablo Escobar. The Ochoas 
decided that they had had enough, and tried to put the drug 
trade behind them. They would never cooperate with the 
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authorities (their lives were worth more than that), but all 
three brothers turned themselves into the Colombian 
authorities, and agreed to sentences of some five years in 
prison, as well as the forfeiture of large sums. Escobar, in 
the meantime, elected to fight his way through, dying in a 
hail of bullets on December 2nd, 1993.  

The U.S. was not satisfied with a pound of flesh, but 
looked for several kilogrammes. The U.S. wanted all three 
Ochoa brothers, and in 2003 they eventually got Fabio. The 
DEA had conducted a long sting operation with bugs in 
various locations. Eventually 31 people were arrested based 
on 1,280 audio tapes and hundreds more hours of phone 
calls.iii Dealing with them all was a massive undertaking, and 
while Fabio’s brothers went about their normal businesses, 
all five sisters spent their days reviewing the prosecution 
evidence and making transcripts of the important parts. As 
is sadly typical, the government began to turn over the 
irrelevant recordings first – secretaries saying nothing. 
Gradually, they got to the meatier ones.  

Four sisters worked in a two-story brick building 
dedicated to the task, in a tropical garden setting off one of 
Medellín's main streets. These were Maria, a sociologist; 
Marta, an economist; Fresia, a translator; and Angela, the 
widowed mother whose husband had been kidnapped. 
Cristina, a social worker, helped from home. Eventually, 
they worked out that Fabio spoke only fleetingly in two, and 
his name was mentioned in passing in another six.  

The main target of the investigation – Alejandro 
“Juvenal” Bernal Madrigal – had earned his nickname as the 
young man who had brought Colombian trafficking into the 
mobile phone age. Fabio’s sister Marta gently chided him for 
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having anything to do with Juvenal even though they had 
been childhood friends and shared a passion for horses.  

“Fabio should have known better than to hang out 
with Bernal,” she said. “But everyone believed Bernal was 
retired.” Fabio had not seen the danger.  

His involvement in any crime was speculative and 
largely confected: for example, the DEA reported that a tape 
reflected Juvenal offering to introduce a friend to a man “in 
charge of managing Fabio Ochoa's drug trafficking 
activities.” But the original tapes did not mention drugs, only 
someone who “manages property”. 

There may have been little hard evidence, but Juvenal 
exchanged a life sentence for ten years by testifying against 
Fabio to put him in prison for three times as long. To be 
sure, Juvenal bought his freedom, but soon after he returned 
to Colombia he was gunned down outside a restaurant near 
Bogotá – presumably by one of the many people upon 
whom he had informed. “Juvenal gave evidence that 
contributed to Fabio Ochoa receiving a 30-year sentence in 
2003,” wrote one commentator at the time. “This would put 
Ochoa among those who might want revenge on the slain 
capo.”iv 

 It didn’t strike me as likely. Fabio was hardly the 
type. First, the guards all clearly liked him, which is a good 
sign in any prison. He was full of laughter and stories, hardly 
the dark sociopath who would plot revenge from his prison 
cell. He was sophisticated, and could understand most of 
our conversation in English, though he and Sue would soar 
away on their own in Spanish from time to time. He was 
resigned to serving his sentence, and making the most of his 
time.  
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Throughout our conversation, Fabio was obviously 
checking us out – hardly surprising since we had wandered 
in and were asking questions about the past. We could have 
been part of yet another federal strategy to entrap his family. 
Even so, he was quite open about the places and people he 
had known in his past life.  

Between 1976 and 1982, Fabio would spend four or 
five months a year in the US, mostly in Miami. He said the 
Dupont Plaza, the hotel where the Moo Youngs were 
murdered, was a notorious drug hang out. Fabio laughed 
when he described one incident he witnessed there. “There 
were parking lots all around the Dupont,” he said. “Back 
then, it was quite a seedy part of town. One time, some 
narcotics traffickers were bringing millions of dollars to the 
Dupont in green military bags. They were so heavy that the 
people could not carry them, and one split open in the 
parking lot. Money was spilling all over the place, with 
people stuffing it back in as fast as they could.” The police 
were all around, but nobody moved to intervene. Drugs 
were the main currency in town at the time. 

Another person Fabio mentioned was called 
Cuchilla. “He was Pablo’s own man,” Fabio said. He 
explained that Pablo Escobar had been behind the Barry 
Seal murder in Baton Rouge - the 1985 assassination of a 
former CIA agent turned cartel pilot. I first heard the name 
in Spanish as he said it, and it piqued my interest. In 1987, I 
had represented one of the three Colombians who had been 
tried for the murder of Barry Seal, and the name Cuchilla had 
not surfaced back then.  

“The word was that Cuchilla was a bandit who would 
rather kill you than pay you the money he owed,” Fabio said. 
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“If he subcontracted a murder to someone and owed that 
person $10,000, he would rather pay another person $500 to 
kill the assassin than follow through on the original 
agreement he had made.” He and his partner, his first cousin 
Carlos ‘El Primo’ Mario, were very tight with Pablo Escobar.  

“I heard that the police kidnapped Cuchilla and his 
right hand man for the Cali people, Los Pepes, and took them 
to Cali,” he said. Los Pepes was the acronym of a vigilante 
group called Perseguidos por Pablo Escobar (“Persecuted by 
Pablo Escobar”), formed in the early 1990s to bring his reign 
of terror to an end. It was reputedly funded in part by the 
Cali cartel, although rumours persist that some of the money 
came from the DEA. They planned to track down Escobar 
through his most notorious sicario or assassin. But it was not 
to be, as Escobar was too secretive about his whereabouts. 
“They say Cuchilla was tortured and killed there.”  

I would later learn the details of Cuchilla’s demise but 
for now I simply knew that this was one witness who would 
not be testifying for Kris.  

Remembering back to his own trial, Fabio said that 
Hector Londono had described working for the three Maya 
brothers – it would be in the transcripts. They (Luis, Jorge, 
and Juan, with only a passing assistance from their little 
brother Sigifredo) would have been the ones running things 
in Miami for Escobar.  

 We spent several hours with Fabio, mainly talking 
about whatever came to mind. I have always liked visiting 
prison, not for the institution, but for the people held within. 
All three of us found time passing easily, and Sue and I had 
nowhere urgent to go, nor did Fabio. Eventually we got up 
to leave.  
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 I hate leaving prisons, because I have the privilege 
of striding out and leaving people inside. Sue, who was less 
used to it than me, disliked it more. She had warmed to 
Fabio, and it seemed so wrong that she could walk out and 
he could not. We swung by McDonalds for a quick coffee 
to help us on the road, as well as to jump onto their WiFi, 
before turning towards I-95 South.  

 It was 7 hours to Miami and we would not get there 
until close to midnight. We had hoped to stop briefly near 
Jacksonville to speak to a lawyer who might be able to help 
us out, but she was not answering her phone. I did all the 
driving. American interstates are perhaps the dullest places 
on earth: hundreds of miles with nothing but billboards 
advertising motels in the middle of rural deserts suggesting 
that newly weds spend their honeymoons in rooms that are 
“heir conditioned”. Sue tried to enthuse me about Fizzy 
Bears, a species of distilled sugar that could keep our energy 
levels high. But for over 400 miles, we mainly talked about 
Fabio and his extraordinary life – now rather tragic.  

*  *  * 

Fabio had not provided us with any solid evidence, 
but he did help me to think of some contacts in the cartel 
world I had made twenty years before; it was all about Adler 
Berriman “Barry” Seal. Seal had been a pilot, born in Baton 
Rouge, Louisiana, six months after Kris Maharaj had been 
born in Trinidad. Seal was the son of a local candy salesman 
who moonlighted as a member of the Ku Klux Klan. By 
sixteen, Seal was flying, and he joined a Special Forces unit 
linked to the CIA that apparently tried to assassinate Fidel 
Castro. His military unit reportedly had a domestic 
intelligence wing run by the KKK.v 
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He later went to work with the airline TWA, but he 
got fired after he was caught smuggling C-4 explosives to an 
anti-Castro group in Mexico. It was then, in 1974, that he 
supposedly went to work for the Colombian cartel, although 
there has been a persisting sense that he was with the CIA 
all along. One way or another, Seal was ensnared by the Feds 
and faced allegations that his flights between Medellín and 
Florida had delivered more kilos of cocaine than any other 
pilot in history.  

Somehow he managed to contact Ronald Reagan’s 
Vice President, George H.W. Bush, who had been director 
of the CIA in the 1970s. As a result, he got a deal – he 
testified before congress that the left-wing Sandanistas in 
Nicaragua were running drugs, and his ten-year sentence 
metamorphosed into six months’ probation. 

Perhaps he had already been working for the Feds; 
now he certainly was. Supposedly he took some highly 
incriminating pictures of various cartel players, purportedly 
including Pablo Escobar, in Nicaragua directing local 
soldiers as they loaded drugs onto a plane. President Reagan 
waved the pictures around on television and then, in 1984, 
Seal’s involvement was exposed by the Washington Post. 
The Post was at that time trying to prove the drugs-for-guns 
shenanigans being conducted by the CIA with the Contras in 
Nicaragua, who were trying to overthrow the Sandanistas. 
Ironically – and in this case explosively – the CIA were the 
ones peddling drugs to arm the Contras in what would later 
unravel into the Iran Contra Affair.  

  “The death of drug smuggler and CIA operative 
Barry Seal encapsulates much of the secret history of 
American covert operations in the second half of the 20th 
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century,” reads one version of the case. “A primary operator 
in the Contra-related cocaine smuggling of the 1980’s, Seal 
was gunned down in February of 1986 because he was 
threatening to ‘roll-over’—to squeal on his handlers. Had 
Seal done this, it might have led to the downfall of the 
Reagan/Bush administration and the curtailment of the 
Contra-support operation.”  

When Seal had earlier been facing trial, Louis 
Unglesby (one of his attorneys) demanded proof that he was 
working for the CIA. Seal handed him the phone and told 
him to call a number that he recited. Unglesby got Vice-
President Bush’s office. By this time, since it was public 
knowledge that Seal held the key to putting various people 
in prison – from Pablo Escobar to Vice President Bush – 
various federal officials might have been glad that the cartel 
put a price of a million dollars on his head. Certainly, back 
in his home town of Baton Rouge, Seal had the misfortune 
to cross paths with Judge Frank Polozola, a megalomaniac 
federal judge with whom I had various dealings in Louisiana. 
Polozola refused to listen to those who insisted that Seal’s 
life was in danger, and ordered him to report to a Salvation 
Army facility at the same time each evening. “Now I’m just 
a clay pigeon,” he insisted. The cartel could take pot shots 
at him at will.  

In the end they elected to use a Mac-10 machine gun 
rather than the kind of  shotgun one might normally use 
when skeet shooting. Three people – Colombians - were 
later prosecuted for the murder: Miguel Velez (Cumbamba, 
or “Chin”), Bernardo Vasquez and Luis Quintero-Cruz. 
There were swirling rumours around the case as it went 
forward. The Feds had swept in after the shooting, and 
much of the evidence had vanished. (One scrap of paper 
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that did remain had Vice President Bush’s direct phone 
number on it.) However, as an assassination it was an 
amateur production, so securing a conviction was not hard.  

On February 17th, 1986, just eight months before 
Kris Maharaj would be sent to prison for the Moo Young 
murders, Miguel Velez paid $6,500 in cash for a Buick Park 
Avenue car in New Orleans. This was bound to attract 
attention. On the 18th, Bernardo Vasquez – who had just 
flown in from Miami – picked up the Buick, accompanied 
by a heavyset, dark complexioned Hispanic male whose 
identity was never firmly established. The two of them left a 
trail of receipts over the next several hours, buying clothes 
and walkie-talkie radios – and Vasquez left his finger prints 
on the batteries when he powered them up. The men then 
all booked into the motel across the street from the 
Salvation Army where, around 6:00 p.m. on the 19th, Barry 
Seal arrived in his white Cadillac. A gunman jumped from 
behind the donation boxes and opened up on Seal, who died 
of multiple gunshot wounds to the head.  

Eyewitnesses identified defendant Velez as the 
getaway driver in the Buick, and Luis Quintero-Cruz as the 
gunman. If the plot had been ill-conceived thus far, the plot 
then disintegrated entirely. While they changed to a red 
Cadillac just three tenths of a mile away, they were observed 
by two Baton Rouge police officers. Velez went to New 
Orleans airport to fly out, but had not booked and therefore 
could not find a flight. He paid a taxi to take him 309 miles 
to Montgomery, Alabama, however half way across 
Mississippi they had an accident in the evening mist, hitting 
a deer. A police officer who responded became suspicious, 
arrested Velez and found the keys to the red Cadillac in his 
pocket.  
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Neither Vasquez nor Quintero-Cruz made it out of 
New Orleans. Vasquez went directly to the house of another 
Colombian who turned out to be a federal informant.  

The three were fairly fortunate to avoid a death 
sentence back in 1987. Originally they were charged in 
federal court in New Orleans – Barry Seal was, after all, a 
federal informant whose evidence formed the basis of 
federal cases against various cartel operatives. However, the 
Feds could not impose the death penalty at the time, so they 
dismissed their case in favour of holding a capital trial in 
state court.  

They were prosecuted by the Baton Rouge state 
district attorney because the government wanted the death 
penalty, and could not have got it at the time in federal court. 
Prem Burns – or the Black Widow as we used to call her in 
capital cases - was one of the lead prosecutors. Just like the 
Moo Young murders in October 1986, this had the added 
benefit, from their rather skewed perspective of justice, that 
a state court could not force the federal agencies to turn over 
exculpatory material. Thus they could, if they chose, cover 
up whatever they wanted. 

And they covered up as much as they could. The 
FBI removed much of the evidence that had been kept by 
Seal in the trunk of his Cadillac, including tapes of him 
talking with his handlers such as the CIA and then Vice-
President George Bush.  

Later on the same year, 1986, involvement with the 
Contras almost brought the Reagan Administration down as 
it was, even with Seal dead. Even though the State of 
Louisiana sought the death penalty against his assassins, 
there was probably an official sigh of relief when the jury 
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voted for life. A death sentence would receive much more 
scrutiny, and people would pore over the case for decades. 
Those who receive life tend to be rapidly forgotten.  

On appeal Bernardo Vasquez was represented by an 
old friend of mine, Tom Lorenzi, and he roped me in to help 
with a challenge to Bernardo’s conviction. I willingly 
obliged, as I owed Tom a few favours. Nobody suggested 
that he had been present for the actual murder of Barry Seal 
– only two people had been seen in the getaway Buick and 
only two had switched over to the red Cadillac - but he had 
been convicted as part of the conspiracy. We did our best to 
challenge his conviction on appeal, but we did not get very 
far. But this did mean I had met Bernardo back then, and he 
had reason to trust me.  

The name Cuchilla, “the Blade”, had surfaced twice: 
first in the context of the Barry Seal assassination and then, 
eight months later, the murder of Derrick and Duane Moo 
Young.  It was time to see if Bernardo could tell me 
anything.  

*  *  * 

After a little checking, Cuchilla’s real name turned out 
to be Manuel Guillermo Zuluaga Salazar. It was January 
2014. Sue Carpenter volunteered to come with me again, on 
a tour of more prisons in the Deep South to try to rustle up 
some evidence. We got a rental car from New Orleans 
airport, and drove eighty miles to a hotel in Baton Rouge, 
not far from where Barry Seal had been gunned down. Our 
car was a rather suburban Dodge, a far cry from the Cadillac 
favoured by Seal’s assassins. We stopped by to see Lewis 
Unglesby, Barry Seal’s lawyer, who confirmed the story 
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about calling Vice President Bush’s direct White House 
number when his client gave it to him.  

We then drove up the road to the Louisiana State 
Penitentiary at Angola. The prison is called Angola as the 
slaves who originally tilled the soil of the Plantation had 
been kidnapped from that part of Africa. After the Civil 
War, it was turned into a penitentiary. Little had changed in 
150 years, as guards with shotguns sat placidly on their 
horses, overseeing the long line of African-American 
prisoners hoeing the fields. It was make-work: the entire 
chain gang would achieve in a day what a single tractor could 
do in half an hour.  

This was where we would begin our quest, with 
Miguel Velez. While I had a personal relationship with 
Bernardo Vasquez, the word was that Velez was a sincere 
Catholic, and he had helped to paint the huge image of the 
crucifixion behind the altar in the Our Lady of Guadalupe 
prison chapel. Also, he was dying slowly and painfully from 
cancer, sparingly treated in the dreadful prison medical 
facilities. He would end up in the prison cemetery that I had 
first visited back in 1993, where the tombstones bore no 
name, just the inmate’s six-digit number. While I would not 
wish this on anyone, it did give Sue and me some reason to 
hope that he would do the right thing before he died.  

Our hope was misplaced. Velez was a cold, cold fish. 
He was obviously ill, wasting away. But he was not going to 
break the code of silence. He mentioned his family briefly. 
It was clear he felt he still had much to lose by telling any 
truths. It was clear that he had served his life sentence, and 
he would be making his peace with God, rather than trying 
to straighten anything out on Earth.  
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 That was depressing. It did not bode well for the 
long trip up toward the northwest corner of the state. Sue 
and I drove for 225 miles, never stopping, until we came to 
Claiborne Parish - a long way from anywhere. Its population 
in 1870 was 20,240; almost 150 years later, it had dropped 
significantly to 17,000. The motel was the most expensive 
we had encountered on our trip – at $75, vastly overpriced, 
although it did come with complimentary cockroaches. I 
had spotted a Mexican restaurant as we drove in, which 
raised my spirits, as I never get that in England. I coerced a 
slightly unwilling Sue to try it out. The food was utterly 
inedible and we retired early to our rooms.  

Next morning, we drove the short distance to the 
David Wade Correctional Center, another aseptic modern 
prison. I had never been there before but I was prepared to 
dislike everything about it. The prison’s website was typically 
voyeuristic, describing how it held “former prison officials, 
convicted ex-police officers from New Orleans, contract 
killers, pedophiles, and young people with life sentences.” It 
boasted various “notable inmates” including Murray 
Henderson. I knew Murray from way back, as a former 
warden of the Louisiana State Penitentiary that Sue and I 
visited the day before. He had been a thoroughly decent 
person to deal with. Murray sadly died in 2004, but I could 
not help but smile when his obituary appeared in the Baton 
Rouge Advocate,vi describing how he was “survived by his 
former wife and loving companion, Antoinette Hurst 
Henderson of St. Francisville.” The obituary failed to 
mention that he was sent to Wade Correctional after he was 
convicted of attempting to murder her. 

Then there was Ernest Randal “Randy” Comeaux, a 
twenty-year sheriff's detective who moonlighted as a serial 



 Where we left off 

 

26 

rapist. At one point he was involved in the investigation of 
his own crimes. “No one can believe it. Not Randy, he's top 
notch,” Sheriff's Capt. Michael Savoie told APB News, 
shortly after his colleague had confessed to raping at least 
six women. “He was an outstanding investigator, a real nice 
guy. We're all stunned.”vii 

Other “notables” included, of course, Luis 
Quintero-Cruz and Bernardo Vasquez, described as “two of 
the three members of the assassination squad sent by Pablo 
Escobar to kill Barry Seal.”  

As is so often the case, my prejudices were 
misplaced. The Warden of the prison, Jerry Goodwin, 
welcomed us in person. He was delightful and seemed 
genuinely concerned about the people in his charge. He said 
Luis and Bernardo were entirely trustworthy, and would we 
like to have lunch with them? He then led us through the 
security to a visitation room where he ordered up coffee and 
food, sat briefly with the four of us discussing the state of 
the world, then left us to get on with business. The guards 
at the institution, taking their lead from Jerry, were 
uniformly friendly and showed a humane respect for the 
prisoners.  

Bernardo hadn’t changed much in twenty years and 
he set the tone for the rather more reserved Luis. I am not 
going to relate what he told me here, except insofar as it 
related to the Moo Young murders. He described how when 
Seal’s work with the Feds came to light, two Colombians 
had gone on a previous abortive trip to kill him. They were 
hardly professional assassins either. They saw Seal was at the 
Salvation Army, and returned home saying they were not 
willing to attack someone on a military base. Then another 
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group came down from Chicago to carry out the task, but 
decided it was too dangerous.  

Enter Cuchilla. He was from Medellín. He was, 
Bernardo said, known to be Pablo Escobar’s man, and very 
dangerous. Cuchilla had killed plenty of people in Colombia 
himself, but in the U.S. he preferred to keep far away from 
danger - Los Yanquis were much more efficient at catching 
people. He was based in Miami at the time and went across 
to Louisiana to scope out what should be done. However, 
when he hired his crew he left before the crime went down, 
making sure he was nowhere to be found when law 
enforcement came looking.  

 Sue and I had come a long way and had a pleasant 
enough time catching up with my old client. On the way out 
I stopped off to see Jerry again, and gave him a copy of my 
book on Kris Maharaj, since he seemed intrigued by all the 
intrigue. I emphasized that neither Bernardo nor Luis had 
anything to do with it, I just hoped they might be able to 
help me exonerate an innocent man.  

Sue and I drove over to Shreveport’s rather 
inconsequential little airport, dropped off the rental car, and 
spent a few hours waiting for the plane back to South 
Florida.  
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