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22  
 
 

At last, a hearing 
before a Judge who is 
African-American, a 
Democrat and a 
former Public 
Defender, who will 
surely be sympathetic 
 

 
 After some months of wrangling, in November 
2014 we were scheduled for a week-long hearing before 
Judge William Thomas. It looked to be fair sailing on a calm 
sea. Judge Thomas was, first and foremost, a pleasant person 
- which is more than one can say for a large number of 
people who don the black robe, who become far too self-
important and run their courtrooms. It is as if they have been 
given  written dispensation to suspend every rule taught to 
them as children, and to be patronising and rude to all 
around them. As time goes by, they never receive the long 



                                                        Surely a Sympathetic Judge 

 

2 

brown envelope of home truths from anyone at all, and they 
tend to become increasingly despotic. 

Not so, Judge Thomas. He was unfailingly polite to 
everyone and showed respect for the prisoners in their 
orange uniforms - which is, in my book, the most important 
litmus test of a judge. Too often, the person on trial 
becomes a non-human, and people talk about them as if they 
are not there.  

Judge Thomas was African-American, a Democrat, 
and a former state and federal public defender for eleven 
years before he became a state judge in 2005. It was a sign 
of the regard for him on both sides of the bar that in 2011 
he faced no opposition in his re-election campaign.  

There was one other interesting factor, though I was 
not sure how it would impact him. He had been blackballed 
for a life-tenure job as a federal judge. In 2012, he had been 
nominated by President Obama for the federal bench. 
Republican Senator Marco Rubio had originally suggested 
him. Both senators from a nominee's state are sent a blue 
slip in which they may submit their opinion.  On September 
19th, 2013, Rubio announced that he would not return his 
blue slip for Judge Thomas. In the febrile atmosphere of 
Obama’s Washington, this effectively prevented his 
nomination coming to a hearing or confirmation vote. I 
heard from some of his friends in the defence bar that, 
understandably, he had to be talked out of a vitriolic public 
response to this shabby mistreatment. He may well have 
been a pawn in a broader political game where Rubio, who 
ran in the Republican primaries that ultimately gave us 
President Donald Trump, did not want to be on record 
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supporting the first openly gay African-American federal 
judge.  

All of this could go various ways. He might think his 
only future would be in elected state judgeships, in which 
case he might have a tendency to be more conservative than 
his personal beliefs would suggest; or he might be angry 
enough at his own treatment to want to do some justice. 
Only time would tell.  

 I had a good feeling that we were about to get Kris 
justice. Certainly, at the back of my mind I had to remember 
the reality of American elected judges - even though I have 
got a lot of prisoners off death row over the years, state post-
conviction hearings before elected low-level judges are not 
the place to get over-confident. In scores of cases, I had only 
actually won one case at this level, where a low-level elected 
judge granted any relief to my client at all. And that, 
ironically, was Kris Maharaj’s case in 1997, when Judge 
Bagley threw out the death sentence but upheld the 
conviction.  

I was, though, happily full of confidence as the week 
began. In one way I was pleased to be back in the 
courtroom, even with the all-night preparation sessions it 
entailed. It is a lot more fun cross-examining the 
prosecution witnesses when they have the burden of putting 
your client into prison, rather than presenting defence 
witnesses on direct examination when it is my burden to 
prove that they should get a new trial, but we had some great 
witnesses. 

The shoe was on the other foot in many ways in this 
hearing. Early on, we had to deal with the complicated issues 
surrounding ‘John Brown’. This was not his real name, but 
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he was a witness who had very recently come forward with 
crucial evidence, on the condition that his name would not 
be made public. John – I will continue to call him that – had 
flown with the U.S. Air Force before he became a deputy 
sheriff. However, he had taken up his pilot wings again for 
Pablo Escobar. Gary McDaniel had tracked him down, as 
they had met each other years before, and Gary thought he 
might be able to shed light on the Moo Young case, or at 
least make a few suggestions. As it turned out, his evidence 
alone was, in my view, enough to set Kris free.  

He had made plenty of money in the drug trade, but 
was eventually arrested and, like so many before him, he had 
ended up cutting a deal. He testified in some major drug 
trials (fifteen in total) putting a large number of narco-
traffickers behind bars. As a result of this, he had been in 
the witness protection programme, where a federal 
informant would be given a new identity and kept safe from 
the expanding number of people who wanted him dead. I 
had dealt with a few such cases and the Feds were totally 
paranoid about the safety of their witnesses, often with good 
cause. One time I had been permitted to speak to a witness 
in a secret location in New Orleans, but only after being 
driven around town with a blindfold for half an hour first.  

When someone like John Brown shows up for the 
prosecution, then, defence lawyers end up in prison if they 
do anything at all to reveal his identity – so it did not seem 
unreasonable for us to ask for the same treatment. John was 
married and had family in Colombia. The people who 
wished him harm when he last testified for the prosecution 
were no friendlier today. All we wanted was for him to 
testify without using his real name, and for a prohibition 
against taking his picture in the courtroom.  
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For legal reasons that were as opaque to the judge as 
they were to me, the assistant prosecutor on the case, Penny 
Brill, argued vehemently against this modest request. The 
practical reason was abundantly clear – once she learned that 
John would refuse to testify if he could not remain 
anonymous, she just wanted to keep a key witness off the 
witness stand. The prosecution had already deposed him 
(taking his sworn statement) and knew how compelling he 
was. Brill’s refusal to see the broader issues of justice was 
depressing, but thankfully Judge Thomas would have 
nothing of it. He suggested various alternatives, including 
wearing a silly wig and moustache, and when he finally tired 
of the prosecutor’s obstructive attitude he issued an order 
that John’s true identity should remain sealed.  

 After all the cloak-and-dagger discussions in the 
judge’s chambers – the press and public knowing something 
was going on, but not sure what - it was a moment of high 
drama when John took the stand. He was a small man, in his 
fifties, with a strong Texan accent. Were he on British 
television, he would have to be subtitled. When he threw 
words of Spanish into the mix, I wondered how he and 
Pablo Escobar had ever communicated. 

“From 1985 to 1990, I was a pilot for Pablo Escobar 
and Medellín Cartel,” he began, “along with the Cali Cartel, 
the North Coast Cartel of Colombia.” 

“And during that time period, would it be fair to say 
of you that you were yourself a member of the conspiracy 
to import narcotics into the United States?” I asked him.” 

“It would.” John was a straight shooter and a man 
of few words..  
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“When did you first meet Pablo Escobar?” 

“It was late 1986.” The Moo Youngs had been killed 
on October 16th, 1986. John estimated that he initially 
encountered Escobar around Christmas, perhaps ten weeks 
later.  

“Could you describe the circumstances of that 
meeting?” 

“Was at Los Napoles,” he replied, “at his ranch.” 
This was the famous ranch where Escobar lived, with his 
zoo full of exotic animals. Ironically, the rather tasteless 
gateway to the twenty square kilometre estate was an arch 
with a Cessna plane on top, perhaps a tribute to the way that 
most of his drugs and money were ferried to and fro.  

“And how did that meeting come about?” 

“We had been making numerous trips into the 
United States. In fact, we were making sometimes three a 
week. And we had been so successful that he wanted to meet 
us.” 

“In terms of this meeting, whereabouts in his ranch, 
Los Napoles, did it take place?” 

“Next to the pool in front of his main home.”  

“What sort of time of day or night?” It was a bit of 
a slow old process to get John talking. He was very literal 
about anything he was asked, and he only replied as much 
as he had to.  

“It was in the evening.”  
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“When you were talking to Pablo Escobar, were 
there some messages or threats or whatever one might like 
to call them that he wanted to get across to you?”  

“He talked about different people that he wanted to 
have killed in the United States. He asked about Max 
Mermelstein, if I knew him, and where he was at,” John 
replied. Mermelstein had been a famous government 
informant, at one point the only American on the cartel 
senior council. It was no surprise that Escobar had wanted 
to know what became of him, as Mermelstein had provided 
the evidence underlying pending indictments for most of the 
top cartel leaders. “And then he explained to me about Barry 
Seal. He asked me if I knew Barry Seal.” 

Seal. He was another pilot, the unfortunate man who 
had been gunned down in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, by 
Cuchilla’s gang of assassins. My erstwhile client Bernardo 
Vasquez had been prosecuted in that case and had filled me 
in on some of Cuchilla’s background and murderous modus 
operandi. 

“Now, in this -- I was really coming from a different 
direction in terms of the threats to you,” I said. “Was there 
anything he was saying or implying to you that could get you 
in trouble as far he was concerned?” 

“If you stole from him or lied about him, he said 
that the … the penalty was death.” 

“And so with that in mind, did he make any 
statements about Barry Seal?” 

“Yes.” 
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“Just for the record,” Penny Brill interjected, “I just 
want to make an objection that all of this is obviously 
hearsay.” She was clearly wrong. Everything about John’s 
testimony was a discussion between two members of the 
cartel conspiracy. Everything John said fit the hearsay 
exception for co-conspirator statements, an ‘exception’ that 
often swallowed the rule, and that had been used to put 
countless people in prison for years or even to face 
execution. As the courts had held, for the past forty years, an 
unbroken stream of precedent…has established that the uncorroborated 
testimony of a co-conspirator or accomplice is sufficient to prove guilt 
beyond a reasonable doubt.1 The idea that we could not rely on 
the same rule to achieve justice for Kris Maharaj was patent 
folly.  

“Yes, ma'am,” Judge Thomas replied, politely but 
with a degree of tiredness in his voice. He nodded at me. 
“You may proceed.” 

“Go ahead,” I nodded in turn to John. 

“He had asked me if I had known Seal. And I knew 
he knew that I had known Seal, because he had a copy of 
Trade-A-Plane. And Barry Seal was a part owner in one of 
the companies that I had worked for. And he told me that 
Seal had lied about him, and Seal had informed, and he had 
‘clipped Little Bird's wings’. That's what he called him, Little 
Bird.” And by ‘clipping his wings’ he meant he had had his 
assassination team mow him down with a machine gun in 
the Salvation Army parking lot.”  

 
1 Craig v. Singletary, 127 F.3d 1030, 1044 (11th Cir. 
1997). 



                                                        Surely a Sympathetic Judge 

 

9 

“Now, did he tell anything or make any statement 
about people who had stolen from him?” 

“Yes, he did.” 

“What was that?” 

“We were talking -- we got around to the subject 
later in the evening. And it went around to where I was 
living. And I was living at the old Holiday Inn on the Miami 
River. And he was discussing several people that had stolen 
from him and that he had wacked them, that he had killed 
them.” 

“Did he make any particular comments about any 
particular cases?” 

“He said something about the -- the Chinos. And he 
said the one Chino had stolen from him. He knew he stole 
from him.” 

“And did he indicate what happened to him?”  

“He said that he had killed him.” 

“And whereabouts did he say that he –“ 

“Across from the hotel that I was staying in. Well, 
there were several hotels over there, but the major hotel that 
was straight across from there was the Dupont.” 

“And did he tell you anything else about the –” 

“Only that they had stolen from him, and that he 
had killed them. He had had them killed. He didn't do it 
personally.” 

This was the meat of John’s testimony: sometime 
shortly before Christmas 1986, Escobar told him that he had 
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ordered the killing of Los Chinos (The Chinese) in a hotel 
directly opposite his own, which he assumed to be the 
Dupont. He was not going to stretch his evidence to say that 
he knew they were the Moo Youngs, because he did not 
know that; he was only going to tell precisely what he knew. 
I knew the prosecutors wanted to badger him and get him 
to repeat the limits of what he knew. But there was no 
evidence that anyone else had been murdered in a Miami 
hotel, let alone one in the vicinity, much less a couple of 
people who were of a Chinese ethnic background like the 
Moo Youngs. It would, in my view, be grasping at straws for 
them to think that Escobar was claiming responsibility for 
anything other than the crime for which Kris Maharaj had 
been sentenced to death.  

“Did you know a chap called Jaime Vallejo Mejia?” 
I continued, exploring other aspects of the case. It must be 
remembered that at trial nobody knew that Mr. Vallejo Mejia 
was a drug dealer; indeed, the lead detective disparaged the 
notion, saying he had “checked out” the man in Room 1214 
across the hall from the murder scene. To be sure, we had 
now discovered that the law enforcement task force had 
been investigating Vallejo Mejia since 1983, and had handed 
down an indictment on him at the time of Kris’ trial. But I 
knew John could fill in some of the missing gaps.  

“Yes.” 

“Tell us how you knew him.” 

“He was a money launderer for the cartel,” said the 
former Escobar pilot. “And they called him El Enano 
Peligroso.” 

“What does that mean in English?” 
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“Dangerous dwarf.” 

“Was he a dwarf?” I asked, fully knowing the 
answer.  

“A short guy.” 

“How short was he?” I asked, thinking that nobody 
could be as short as John’s taciturn responses.  

“I'd say he's five-five, five-six.” I had not shown it 
to him, but I had an identity card for Vallejo Mejia, which 
showed him to be just under 5 foot 5.  

“And how did you meet him, or how did you come 
to know him?” 

“He was at the -- the ranch several times that I was 
there.” 

“Did you know of a chap called Cuchilla?” 

“The Blade?” 

“Yes, um-hmm.” 

“There was a lot of guys around there that were -- 
that had nicknames. In fact, most of the people that you 
knew or anybody that was in that business, most of the time 
all you knew was their nickname. Yeah, I'd heard the name 
Cuchilla. Yeah.” 

“Right.” I paused to think for a moment, and 
realised that while I knew very well who The Blade was, 
most people in the courtroom did not. “In what context had 
you heard the name Cuchilla?” 

“He was a sicario, a killer.” 
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 John Brown’s testimony had been fairly short (like 
his answers) but sweet.  He oozed sincerity. I wanted to 
conclude by underlining how little he wanted to be on that 
witness stand, potentially reminding a number of homicidal 
and vengeful narcos of his existence and, more troubling yet, 
the fact that his family were still in Colombia.  

“Now, over the years, have you ever previously 
testified in a case for the defense?” I asked him.  

“Never,” he replied.  

“Are you keen to be here today?” 

“No.” 

“No,” I repeated half as a question.  

“I am not.” John said emphatically. He was still 
pissed off about what the prosecution had put him through 
in chambers.  

“Why are you testifying here today?” I asked.  

“As I told Mr. Winston, you got the wrong guy.” 

John Brown had testified directly, credibly and 
without meaningful impeachment about the statement made 
directly to him by Pablo Escobar around Christmas 1986.  

*    *    * 

As a second witness, we called Henry Cuervo, who 
had recently retired from the DEA. The story about how he 
came to be involved in the case was an unlikely one. He had 
spent 33 years of his life trying to put drug dealers away, 6 
in the New York Police Department followed by 27 with 
the Feds. Because he had recently retired on a generous 
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federal pension, he had years of experience and nothing to 
do with it, so he had got interested in looking at it all from 
the other side of the prison fence. Someone had 
recommended him to me, and Kris Maharaj was to be the 
first defendant he had ever helped. He was taken by the case, 
and had kindly agreed to work just for the out-of-pocket 
costs he incurred – he, too, was married to a Colombian and 
had to fly back and forth to Miami. He had come to South 
Florida to work on drugs cases a month or so after the Moo 
Young murders in 1986 – ironically, his entire DEA career 
fit into the time Kris had spent in prison, wrongly put there 
by law enforcement.  

Cuervo described how about 90 percent of his time 
over the years had been focused on the Colombians. He had 
arrived just too late to be involved in the Moo Young 
investigation, but he knew most of the other players in the 
Miami drug scene. He had been on the trail of Popeye back 
then, and was intrigued that we had a line to talk to him. He 
certainly knew the Maya brothers, as he was the one who 
had built the $2.5 billion money-laundering indictment 
against them. His most famous indictment of all had been 
against General Manuel Noriega, prosecuted for essentially 
turning Panama into a corrupt offshoot of the drug cartel.  

Gary Winston was the other main prosecutor, with 
Penny Brill. If truth must be told, Brill was obnoxious from 
the beginning to the end of the proceedings. The same was 
not true of Winston. We had dinner a couple of times in the 
run up to the hearing – once at his home. To be sure, I 
thought him reasonable and hoped we could come to a 
sensible resolution of the case where Kris could go home to 
England and live out what few years might be left to him. 
But I also liked Winston. I had the sense that he had become 
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a prosecutor as much out of the need to support his family 
as any commitment. Indeed, he confessed to me over a 
drink that his legal career had nearly ended before it began 
when he acquired a minor conviction for something when 
he was young. It would have taken only a little for him to 
have found himself on the other side of the courtroom.  

Winston was an effective lawyer, though he was not 
having much luck with Cuervo. He chose to question the 
relevance of the DEA Agent’s expertise, implying that it was 
really just the same as television. “Can I assume you were a 
big fan of Miami Vice?” he demanded.  

“No,” replied Cuervo.  

“But the world saw that show, didn't it?” Winston 
continued, perplexed.  

“I lived it. I didn't have to watch it,” Cuervo said,  
somewhat testily. “I don't like them.” 

“The world saw that show, didn't they?” Winston 
insisted.  

“Yeah, they did. I didn’t.”  

Cuervo began by critiquing the work done by the 
police in Kris’s case. He did not want to criticise the 
detective in charge directly, as the police code frowns on 
that, so he framed everything in terms of the overwhelming 
pressure on the Miami Police Department at the time, with 
body bags stacked up so high they had to park refrigeration 
containers outside the morgue. He identified what he called 
the ‘red flags’ that any investigator should have followed up 
– starting with the mere fact that it was a murder in Miami 
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in the mid-1980s, which meant it was prima facie presumed 
to be drug-related.  

Next, the Dupont Plaza was a known venue for 
traffickers. There was a Colombian in the room across the 
hall, from Pereira, with a blood stain on his door. Even a 
limited investigation would have borne fruit, as the police 
computer would have disclosed Jaime Vallejo Mejia’s 
Oklahoma indictment for activities focused in South 
Florida. Cuervo knew Kimberly Abernathy, one of the 
officers on the case, and he had called her. She said that 
there was a Customs investigation into Vallejo Mejia that 
was separate from the Oklahoma case, going back to 1983 
or 1984. In other words, there were two major investigations 
into the man, by a number of agencies.  

 Another red flag involved Vallejo Mejia’s classic 
money laundering companies: import-export and insurance. 
Mr. Cuervo described how law enforcement should have 
done precisely what the Florida Department of Business & 
Professional Regulation (FDBPR) did: secure Mr. Vallejo 
Mejia’s financial records, showing a gross income of just 
$12,744.59 and a loss of over $40,000, yet a balance in his 
bank account ranging up to half a million dollars. When 
arrested on the Oklahoma charges, he was able to put up a 
cash bond of $600,000.  

Cuervo also discussed what law enforcement should 
have done with the documents in the Moo Young briefcase. 
Seeing the various letters suggesting that Derrick and Duane 
had access to hundreds of millions of dollars, law 
enforcement should have carried out the same sort of 
investigation as Brenton Ver Ploeg and William Penn Life had 
done. These revealed the Moo Youngs declaring an income 
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of just $24,000, while the 23-year-old Duane Moo Young 
had a tax lien of a quarter of a million dollars for the years 
1985-86. They were offering hundreds of millions of dollars 
around the Caribbean, purporting to have $134 million in 
gems, and trying to buy a Panamanian bank. All of this was, 
in his extensive experience, indicative of money laundering.  

There were significant leads that made a lifetime 
DEA agent who had never before testified for the defence 
believe – even based on what was known in 1986 – that the 
Moo Youngs were involved with the cartel. 

“Would it be fair to say that there is significant 
evidence that we've been through here today that indeed 
they were money launderers?” I asked him.  

“Well, yes,” Cuervo replied. “And when you read 
those old documents it's certainly … from what the Moo 
Youngs said that they did to what the documents stated, it 
was really two different things.” 

Of course now there was so much more. Cuervo 
knew Nigel Bowe was a Bahamian attorney who was the 
subject of a DEA investigation that ran from before 1985 to 
his eventual extradition and prosecution in 1992.  

“If you were to get a report to show that the Moo 
Young’s corporation Cargil International -- we discussed it 
being in Panama – was registered at Nigel Bowe's office in 
the Bahamas, what sort of red flag could that raise for you?” 
I asked.  

 “That he was part of some kind of criminal 
conspiracy,” he replied without hesitation. “In the early '80s, 
the Bahamas was used to -- maybe instead of flying small 
aircrafts through the Caribbean, the place was used as a 
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staging point or a refueling point -- different islands in the 
Bahamas.” 

Then there was the evidence we had developed on 
Tino Geddes, the alibi witness turned informant for the 
government. We had proved how he had lied with respect 
to almost every element of his testimony at trial, but we had 
struggled to understand why – until a friend had been 
digging around Jamaica while on holiday, and learned of the 
link between Geddes and the Shower Posse. Jamaica was, like 
the Bahamas, another favoured transit point for drugs, as it 
was halfway across the Caribbean, between the north coast 
of Colombia and the south coast of the U.S. 

“Well, if you use an aircraft or -- or vessels, boats, all 
fast boats, you -- I mean, from the north coast of Colombia 
is a staging point to -- to move drugs. I mean, if you head 
straight north, the first location you're going to hit is 
Jamaica,” Cuervo explained.  

“And so the Shower Posse in Jamaica, what was it 
exactly, or what is it?” I asked.  

“It is a criminal organization involved in -- with 
moving guns and drugs.” 

“And how significant would it be to you if there was 
evidence that another individual, as a witness in this case, 
was linked to the Shower Posse?” 

“Yeah, it would be another red flag that we were 
looking into a criminal organization.” 

We now turned to the central focus of the case. Back 
around the time of the Moo Young murders, Cuervo had 
also been deeply involved in the investigation against the 
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man I had met in Medellín, and who would be our next 
witness.  

“Now,” I began, “who is Jorge Maya?” 

“Jorge Maya, I know this individual,” Cuervo said, 
as if surprised to hear the name of an old acquaintance crop 
up in unusual circumstances. “He was a target of an 
investigation that was conducted in Miami back in the '80s 
–” 

“Um-hmm.” 

“-- and '90s. And he and his brothers --“ 

“How many brothers were there?” 

“Three or four brothers. And they were the 
representatives for Pablo Escobar in South Florida,” he 
explained. There were three older siblings, including Jorge, 
and a much younger fourth – Sigifredo, who was the only 
one ultimately to plead guilty to the indictment.  

“And when you say representatives, they 
represented Escobar in what?” 

“In making sure that the drugs that were smuggled 
in or the money that was being laundered or moved, 
everything was accounted for,” Cuervo said. “And also, they 
were used to -- if you have to pay someone for any kind of 
services, they were the ones that would provide the funds to 
-- to pay people for different things. Jorge, his job with the 
brothers, he made sure -- he was the enforcer.” 

“Now, with Jorge, did you actually know him?” I 
asked.  

“Well, I did see him. Yes, I saw him.” 
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“And under what sort of circumstances did you 
actually –” 

“Well, we conducted surveillances and -- so we’d see 
him on a regular basis.” Cuervo went on. Indeed, they had 
almost got close in the cat-and-mouse narcotics game. “And 
one time my partners and I were at lunch at a restaurant, and 
him and his brothers walked in and sat next to us.” 

“And were you involved in building any cases 
against the Mayas?” 

“Yes, I -- yes, I was.” 

“I'm going to show you what's been marked 
Petitioner’s Exhibit 505,” I said as I approached him on the 
witness stand, handing him a sheaf of paper 29 pages thick, 
“and ask you if you're familiar with that document?” 

“Yes, I'm familiar with it.” 

“What is it?” 

“This is the indictment against Jorge and his 
brothers from the Southern District of Florida.” 

“And accused in that document of laundering $2.5 
billion; is that right?” 

“That's correct.” 

 Henry Cuervo had been intrigued to hear that I had 
actually met Jorge Maya and talked to him for a couple of 
hours. As a law enforcement officer, it is an ironic truth that 
he never got to sit down with one of the people he 
suspected. [It reminded me of a time when, quite by 
accident, my wife and I had separately invited two people to 
stay for the same weekend in Dorset: John “JT” Thompson, 
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an African-American exonerated 18 years after being 
sentenced to death in Louisiana, and Captain Kirk Black, a 
white SWAT team and US Army Reserve officer from 
Baltimore who played a bit part in The Wire in between 
spending time serving in Afghanistan. Kirk had helped me 
get an innocent Afghan sheepherder out of the secretive 
Bagram prison, an act all the more commendable given 
Kirk’s true-blue commitment to all things American. When 
JT, Kirk and I went to the local pub for a pint, Kirk was a 
little uncertain about how to talk to our other guest. “JT,” 
he began, “when I meet someone like you I normally begin 
by reading you your rights.”]  

Cuervo had learned a lot about Jorge but he had 
never met him. According to DEA intelligence back then, 
Jorge was the enforcer who actually ran assassins, including 
Cuchilla. 

“And what was his association, to your knowledge, 
with Cuchilla?” I asked him.  

“Well, he -- when Cuchilla traveled to the U.S., it was 
Jorge who -- who dealt with Cuchilla or handled him,” said 
Cuervo, remembering all this clearly from thirty years 
before.  

“And when you say ‘dealt with him’, you mean 
what?” 

“Gave him orders or assisted him. And this is all 
orders coming from Pablo. And Jorge would assist Cuchilla 
in whenever he was in the States -- whatever he was going 
to do in the States.” 

Penny Brill tried to object to my next line of 
questions, but I got them out in the end. “From your 
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knowledge -  extensive knowledge - investigating Jorge Maya 
and his brothers, would you expect them to have known, 
been familiar with, even been involved in whatever criminal 
conduct Cuchilla was -- was up to here in South Florida?” 

“Yes.” 

“And if, for example, Pablo Escobar wanted to pay 
someone for a hit or whatever, how would he have done 
that if that person he was trying to pay was in South 
Florida?” 

“If the person, or whatever they were doing, was in 
South Florida or the southern part of the United States, he 
would get ahold of Luis Maya and Jorge and give them the 
instructions on what to do,” Cuervo concluded. This was 
vital. This meant that according to the DEA at the time 
(1986) and place (Miami), Jorge Maya would almost certainly 
have known about any hit that Pablo Escobar had ordered.  

I turned then to another person who fascinated 
Cuervo. “There's a guy called Jhon Jairo, that's J-H-O-N, 
Jairo J-A-I-R-O, Velasquez, V-E-L-A-S-Q-U-E-Z, 
Vasquez, V-A-S-Q-U-E-Z, aka, Popeye. Who's he?” 

“He was a hit man or assassin for Pablo Escobar,” 
the former DEA agent replied. “He was also someone I 
would say in the inner circle of Pablo Escobar.” 

Cuervo had been very excited about this. The judge 
had previously excluded   Popeye’s important statement 
because nobody could authenticate it as being written by 
Popeye. What we had done, then, was set up a cloak-and-
dagger opportunity for this former DEA agent to talk 
directly to the man he had been chasing for much of his 
career. It had been complicated. Through an intermediary, 
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we had established that Popeye would call a burner phone we 
had bought that had never been used before, and would 
never be used again. He would identify himself not as Popeye 
but according to an alias that only we knew (through a close 
friend of his). Popeye had insisted on these steps because, 
while he was now out of prison, his life was in much more 
danger than it had been in a cell. Over the weekend we had 
tried once – sitting around in Henry Cuervo’s South Florida 
apartment for a couple of hours hoping for a call, but none 
came.  

We had got a message that he would try again, early 
in the morning before court. The prosecutors howled their 
objections, but they had argued that we could not prove who 
had signed the statement, and we had set about trying to deal 
with their complaint. Popeye had, as Pablo Escobar’s right-
hand man, provided a full description of how the cartel had 
committed the crime, and who had been involved in it.  

“Will you describe to the Court, please, the incident 
that took place at your house at 6:59 in the morning 
yesterday?” I asked.  

“Okay,” he turned to the judge. “I was with part of 
Mr. Stafford Smith's staff that coordinated a phone call that 
-- we received a phone call from an individual from 
Colombia.” 

“Did you do anything to identify who that person 
was?” I continued, knowing full well what the answer would 
be. I had been sitting right there through the whole 
operation, as nervous as anyone else that Popeye would fail to 
call again.  
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“Well, one of the questions is that we wanted to 
verify who it was. This individual had used an alias when he 
was traveling in Colombia and hardly anyone knew that 
name, and so –” 

“Is that the name Alexander Alvarez Molina?” The 
alias we had been told by Popeye’s friend.  

“That was the name that this individual gave, 
correct.” 

“And what is -- who is this individual?” 

“This is Jhon Jairo Velasquez Vasquez.” 

“The chap that goes by the name of Popeye?” 

“Popeye, correct.” 

“And what did you ask Popeye?” 

“I asked him if he was the one that had given that 
statement.” 

“May I just interrupt and pass you what previously 
had been provided to the government and the Court has it, 
marked Exhibit 503. Is that what you're talking about?” 

“Correct. I asked him if he was the individual that 
had written this statement while he was in prison. And I read 
part of the statement, paragraph 3, of which he finished 
saying what the paragraph was.” 

“And were you satisfied that he was the author of 
that statement?” 

“Yes.” 
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“And what else did you discuss with him?” I asked. 
It was important to put it into perspective so everyone 
understood why we could not get Popeye on a Skype 
connection, as we hoped to get Jorge Maya.  

“Also, he said that because he wanted to clear his 
conscience - that he wanted to say who had killed the Moo 
Youngs.” 

“And who did he say was behind it?” 

“He said it was Pablo Escobar and his people.” 

“And did he tell you anything about his own fear of 
death at this point?” 

“He said that he had given this statement prior to 
before he left prison, that he wanted to make this statement 
because after that it was going to be kind of impossible 
because there were a lot of people that wanted to kill him,” 
Cuervo continued. “He was looking for the Colombian 
police or the authorities to give him protection. I don't think 
he was going to get it; and so once he got out of jail, he was 
going to be hiding.” 

“And did he tell you about any incidents in the last 
week that had given him particular concern for his own 
safety?” This had all been very real, reported in the 
Colombian newspapers.  

“Yes. He said that people are close to killing him, 
that they actually killed someone and they thought they had 
killed him, but it was another individual,” Cuervo explained. 
“And to make matters worse, Pablo Escobar's son published 
a book that mentioned him and some things about him.” 
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Cuervo had also compared the written statement to 
what Popeye had said in an interview that was screened on 
BBC Newsnight – a programme about the Maharaj case. 
This was another way to identify who the person was, since 
after all these years trying to nail him down, obviously 
Cuervo could identify the person on camera.  It was certainly 
Escobar’s lieutenant, saying the same things in the statement 
he had signed – that Escobar had ordered the killing, and 
that Cuchilla had been the one to ensure it was carried out. 
Kris Maharaj had nothing whatsoever to do with it.  

Gary Winston went after Cuervo on cross-
examination on a number of grounds. First, the DEA agent 
had said he would have “squeezed” Jaime Vallejo Mejia, 
when he learned that the Colombian was in the room 
opposite the murder. To Winston, this smacked of police 
racism. Detective Buhrmaster had testified that he knocked 
on Vallejo Mejia’s door and peered into Room 1214. He had 
taken a brief three-page statement where the man from 
Pereira had essentially denied any knowledge about 
anything, or any wrongdoing. He appeared “legit”.  

“You would have dealt with that person differently, 
wouldn't you?” Winston challenged Cuervo.  

“Yes.” 

“What was the word -- the verb you used for how 
you would have described your treatment? Remember?” 

Cuervo made no response, not understanding why 
Winston was seemingly making something out of nothing. 
After all, this was a three-decade DEA agent talking to a 
three-decade prosecutor – they knew what time of day it 
was. When the police want to get something out of a 
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witness, they have their methods – everyone in the 
courtroom knew that.  

“It's kind of -- it sounds like hug, but it's not hug,” 
Winston was milking the point.  

“I would have squeezed him,” Cuervo said, finally 
working out what the prosecutor was talking about.  

“Ah. Can you spell that, please, for the record?” 
Winston was not going to let go.  

“S-Q-U-E-E-Z-E.” 

“Yeah. Now, when you say squeeze, we're not 
talking about hug, are we?” 

“Nah. No.” Cuervo looked as if he had suddenly 
found himself in the Primary School courtroom.  

“Okay. Now, and the reason why you would've done 
that was because you perceived him to be a golden witness, 
didn't you?” 

“No, not a golden witness,” said Cuervo. “Well, an 
individual that -- certainty to look at in the investigation 
more closely.” 

Later I revisited this on my redirect examination of 
the retired agent - when I was allowed to ask more questions 
after Winston’s cross-examination - because it made no 
sense for experienced people to pretend that the police 
would not put pressure on a witness. They always do, and if 
Detective Buhrmaster had pressed witnesses the way he 
normally would he would rapidly have “There was this issue 
about squeezing Jaime Vallejo Mejia,” I began, prefacing the 
question. “Now, apparently the allegation is that the 
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detectives in this case didn't squeeze him. It's sort of naive 
to pretend that police officers or law enforcement officers 
don't put pressure on witnesses, isn't it; or on potential 
suspects?” I was not entirely sure what Cuervo would say, 
as it was an obvious truth – everyone in the courtroom knew 
it – but the police do not like to admit that they coerce 
suspects.  

“Well, in investigations, yes,” Cuervo began, 
choosing his words carefully.  “You -- you want to get to the 
truth or find out and get someone to say something. There's 
different techniques of conducting these interviews.” 

“If someone had put a little bit pressure on Jaime 
Vallejo Mejia, or maybe done a modicum of investigation, 
they might have found out that he was a drug dealer, right? 
Or a drug money launderer? Because we know he was.” It 
was all so self-evident. Vallejo Mejia had been under 
indictment at the time of Kris Maharaj’s trial, so clearly 
“squeezing” him could only have helped get to the truth, as 
we now knew it to be.  

“I believe they would have.” 

“So that three-page document sure didn't get to the 
truth in that case, did it?” I pulled out the thin exhibit that 
was the three-page interview of Jaime Vallejo Mejia.  

“Not from that document…” 

“And you have no idea why such a chamois leather 
job was done on it, do you?” I asked.  

“I don't know. I don't have any idea.” 

I was confident he would say that, but he did know 
and I knew and everyone who was listening in the 
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courtroom knew that Detective Buhrmaster had been 
wholly uninterested in chasing up on any suspect but the 
one he had in handcuffs – Kris Maharaj.  

Gary Winston also confronted Cuervo with the trial 
testimony of Neville Butler – they had an eyewitness who 
was present at the scene of the crime, who swore under oath 
that he watched Kris Maharaj commit the murder.  

“Well, you were asked and answering quite a number 
of questions about red flags. I'm asking, is there a green 
flag?” Winston said, meaning apparently a flag that would 
wave the state through to a conviction of Kris Maharaj. 
“Can an eyewitness say, ‘That's the man who killed the Moo 
Youngs’? You call that a green flag?” 

“No,” said the former DEA agent.  “I don't call it 
anything if someone says that that's the individual that killed 
someone. It all depends on why it's being said to me. Yeah, 
it's got to have more than just that. I don't understand why 
it would have, like, a red flag. I’m confused about the 
question.” 

“Just going back over what counsel asked you,” I 
began, following up on this. (All the way through the appeals 
of Kris Maharaj’s case, for decades now, the prosecution 
had insisted that nothing we adduced impeached their star 
eyewitness, which was simply not true. Butler had been 
dubious from the very beginning.) “He asked you about this 
eyewitness in the room. If you learned that the eyewitness -
- was himself associated with drugs, would that be another 
red flag for you, as opposed to green?” 

“Yes.” That was pretty obvious, but now another 
state witness, Prince Ellis, had insisted that Butler was 
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involved in drugs with the elusive Eddie Dames, in whose 
name Room 1215 had been booked.  

“And if you learned that that eyewitness himself had 
failed, at least in part, a polygraph, based on all your 
experience as a federal agent, what would that say to you?” 

“Well, it would really taint that individual as a 
witness.” In truth, Cuervo had been horrified at this when I 
brought it up with him before court. They trust their lie 
detectors, and if their main witness failed one, that would be 
the kiss of death to their relationship with him.  

*      *      * 

Next up as a witness came Jorge Maya, who I had 
interviewed in Medellín. There was no way to bring him to 
the U.S. – he would be arrested on the spot and sent to face 
his $2.5 billion money laundering indictment. Instead, he 
appeared by satellite.  

“I'm not willing to travel to the United States 
because I do have in my criminal record an indictment,” he 
said at the start of the testimony, speaking through the 
state’s translator in a rather formal way. “I, Jorge Maya, want 
to give testimony today before you at my own will. No one 
is threatening, no one is paying me, I'm not under anyone's 
pressure. I'm doing this because of humanitarian reasons. 
After 20 years, human rights organizations have found me 
and I'm here to testify before you all through video 
conference. I will provide you with all the information you 
need.”  

So he testified over Skype in a cramped room in the 
Office of the State’s Attorney. Ben Kuehne and I sat on one 
side of the table, Gary Winston and Penny Brill were to my 
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immediate right, and the state translator was across from 
me.  We all looked up, cricking our necks, at the large screen 
TV to my left. Meanwhile, a camera eye peered down at us 
to send the return images to Medellín.  

It was messy. Gary Winston did the cross-
examination, which was made much easier for him, and 
confusing for Jorge, because the satellite system that was not 
very good, Jorge had a lawyer sitting next to him who kept 
interrupting, and everyone was speaking different languages. 
However, we gradually waded through the chaos.  

Jorge explained how he was in Miami between 1981 
and 1992, along with his three brothers. He knew the Moo 
Youngs as the Jamaiquinos Bahameses – which was logical, 
since they were from Jamaica originally, but a significant 
portion of their scams (through their front company, Cargil 
International) ran out of the Bahamas.  

“They had this issue with the  Bahameses,” Jorge 
continued. “Escobar found out that they were stealing all 
the money, and that's when he began acting, that's when he 
acted up. That's when my brother Luis Carlos confessed to 
me that these people started coming to Miami, among them 
a man named Guillermo Zuluaga, alias Cuchilla.” 

Cuchilla again. “Let me show you…” I began, 
searching for a photograph of Cuchilla among the materials 
on the table in front of me, that I had kept from prying eyes 
until this moment. “Can I show you a picture?” 

“Sure.” 

“And who is that person?” I had to hold it up to the 
Skype camera. 
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“That thin man with a lot of hair is Mr. Guillermo 
Zuluaga, alias Cuchilla,” he said. “Why do I know him? Why? 
Because on one occasion…” Suddenly he went silent, 
obviously interrupted by his lawyer. She was doubtless 
concerned about what he was about to say.  

“Guillermo Zuluaga, alias Cuchilla…” Jorge 
continued, “…he went on behalf of this man Pablo, to do 
something to these Jamaiquinos Bahameses, and during the 
same time, I'm not exactly sure about the time frame, also 
Mr. Barry Seal. My brother Luis Carlos gave money to 
Guillermo Zuluaga, alias Cuchilla, but never knew what it 
was for. It was afterwards that he got very scared because he 
found out what it was for, what it was for. And he then told 
me he was scared.” 

Jorge’s testimony was quite brief, but important. It 
does not take much imagination to understand how hard it 
is to get someone from Colombia to testify about a crime 
such as this and I was ultimately grateful that he was willing 
to go as far as he did. It was hard to see why he would lie 
about the cartel being involved in the Dupont murders. 
However, if the extensive and long-term DEA investigation 
was correct, there was every chance that he knew more than 
he was telling.  Luis might indeed have passed along 
Escobar’s payment to Cuchilla for carrying out both the 
Barry Seal assassination and the Moo Young murder, and he 
would certainly have had a good idea what it was for. Jorge 
could readily implicate him, as he was now dead. But if Jorge 
was the enforcer among the brothers, there was every 
chance that he was actually running Cuchilla when he was in 
the U.S. and that was not something he wanted to say clearly. 
There is no statute of limitations on murder, no time limit. 
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*     *     * 

We called Brenton Ver Ploeg next. My co-counsel 
Ben Kuehne took him as a witness, as it was one well-
dressed local member of the bar talking to another. Ben 
invariably sports a bow tie – he is a year or two older than 
me, and while he still does Iron Man competitions, I secretly 
suspect he wears a tie even then. Ver Ploeg had represented 
William Penn Life Insurance against the family after the deaths 
of Derrick and Duane Moo Young. Back in 1997, he had 
turned over his files to us, and they had contained a vast 
quantity of information that fleshed out the intriguing notes 
in the Moo Young briefcase. In 2014 we had gone back to 
him on the off chance that I had missed something the first 
time around – there had been so many developments in 17 
years that I feared something might not have seemed 
relevant back then. As it turned out, when he ordered up the 
massive file in 1997, the storage company had missed some 
boxes which we had never seen. This included fascinating 
material concerning, in particular, Duane, who was being 
pursued by the IRS (Internal Revenue Service) for almost a 
quarter of a million dollars in unpaid taxes – meaning they 
must have thought he made a huge amount of money, 
particularly given that he would only have been 22 or 23-
years-old at the time.  

I sat back and enjoyed Ben. I always like to have a 
break in a hearing while my co-counsel is at work, but Ben 
is a master. I never understand how lawyers can ask so many 
very sincere and serious sounding questions. It is a real art 
and it sometime makes a rather innocuous witness sound 
much more significant. I always cut to the point. Ben and 
Brenton Ver Ploeg were like two highly trained 
professionals sweeping around the Bolshoi. They both knew 
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precisely what the other meant long before the question or 
answer was out, and they added weight to a presentation that 
was, with the exception of Henry Cuervo, mainly made up 
of people who the prosecution (at least) would consider ne-
er do wells.  

It was not until half an hour into his examination of 
the other lawyer that Ben got to the nub of the case. “In 
preparation for the civil case that you have talked about, did 
you gather material that raised a question as to the bona fides 
of the insurance claim?” he asked.  

“It did in at least two respects.  The more general 
respect –” Ver Ploeg began.  

“Can you summarize those?” 

“The more general respect was the sense in which I 
was looking at a collection of documents which 
demonstrated that the Moo Youngs –” he began. He paused 
to choose his words carefully. “Let me put that back in a 
different way. When the case was presented to me by the in-
house counsel at the insurance company, the suggestion was 
that the claim had been denied because of a suspicion of 
drug trafficking and money laundering and a host of illegal 
activities, and perhaps a misrepresentation of the income 
level of the Moo Youngs, because they had represented a 
net worth well into seven figures. And yet the income tax 
returns showed that Derrick was a disabled businessman, 
and the son was unemployed.  And, let's see, this was the 
income tax return which showed, I think, $24,000 of income 
which consisted of the wife's income as a school teacher in 
Broward County.”  

He went on to explain that the problems the Moo 
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Youngs faced were that Derrick had taken out Key Man 
insurance, which meant the claimants (here the Moo Young 
family) had to prove how each of the victims was a “key” 
person in a legitimate enterprise, and that their demise 
would cost the corporation a particular amount. To deny 
that Derrick and Duane were meaningfully contributing to 
a legitimate enterprise was a simple way to defend against 
the large claim, much easier than showing that the entire 
business was illegal, so that is the route Ver Ploeg took.  

“Nevertheless, were concerns about money 
laundering and tax issues evident from your review of these 
records?” Ben asked.  

“Well, it sprang out immediately from looking at the 
overall records that came in,” replied Ver Ploeg. “And that's 
what I mean by looking at a snow storm of complexity and 
trying to find a way to get to the bottom line without going 
through all that.” 

Ver Ploeg also explained how the Moo Youngs 
would use the name of a famous company – slightly changed 
– to lend legitimacy to their business scams. One such 
example was Cargil International, the main entity they used in 
their money laundering. The name seemed to have been 
chosen to create a semblance of credibility (or confusion) as 
there was a multinational called Cargill International, with two 
l’s.  

“And was Cargil one of the business entities that you 
were tracking down and your investigator was investigating 
as part of your -- your inquiry?” 

“It was.” 

“And what did you understand that to be regarding 
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real Cargill?” 

“Well, Cargill is a major international corporation, I 
think, dealing in food products,” said Ver Ploeg. “And this 
is a -- but for one letter, a suspiciously similar name which, 
based on other litigation I've done over the years in 
commercial litigation, sometimes buys a lawsuit from the 
company whose name is very similar.  And they got lots of 
expensive lawyers.” 

“And in connection with your investigation inquiry, 
were you or your investigators able to determine that the 
Cargil named in the papers pertaining to the Moo Youngs 
was not a part of the international Cargill company that you 
described?" 

“I think that’s pretty safe to say,” Ver Ploeg 
concluded sardonically. “Yes.”  

*     *     * 

He had been a solid witness, totally unimpeachable. 
Now, it was time for the most difficult person we had to 
present – Michael Flynn. Flynn was the former police officer 
I had tracked down. He had spent 23 years with the City of 
Miami Police Department, but was then convicted of the 
kidnapping of his former girlfriend and on drug distribution 
charges. I had some sympathy with the man as the State’s 
Attorney election campaign had focused on police 
corruption, and he had become the poster cop for what was 
wrong with the department. He had pled guilty but instead 
of the seven years he had been promised in the plea bargain, 
the State Attorney had done a grandstand act on the steps 
of the courthouse, resulting in him getting hammered with 
a 35-year sentence.  
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I had come upon Flynn in a circuitous way. Brian 
Doyle was another person who had fallen on bad times – he 
had once worked in Congress in Washington, but then he 
ended up in a prison block with Kris. They had become 
friends, until their mutual tormentor – a prison officer, the 
only person ever to try to give Kris a disciplinary report in 
more than thirty years – had got Doyle moved to another 
prison. There, he had ended up in the same block as the 
former policeman.  

Getting Flynn into the courtroom had been a saga. 
He had a lawyer as it was not going to go down well for a 
policeman to go fingering other police for corruption. 
Indeed, the reason Flynn knew about the corruption was 
that he had been deeply involved in it himself. I did not 
know how far he would be willing to go under oath, because 
he could still be held accountable. But he had described to 
me a system that had operated in the wild days of the 1980s, 
when the Miami police applied their motto in a rather 
unorthodox way.  

There was a significant portion of the force who 
were in the pay of the cartel. When the cartel wanted to 
commit a crime, ranging from off-loading a few tons of 
cocaine to murdering an enemy, they would check in with 
their main contact. This was, Flynn said, his old buddy 
Officer Pete Romero. Unless there was a good reason to 
veto the offence, Romero would then have one or more of 
the corrupt police at the scene to make sure that the cartel 
players did not get in trouble. That was the “Serve and 
Protect” bit, but they were not serving the people the 
taxpayers intended.  
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Flyn explained how he and Doyle, both Irish-
American Catholics, got to talking and eventually the subject 
of Kris Maharaj came up.  

“Okay,” I asked, “and what bells did that ring for 
you?” 

“Well, later on he told me that Maharaj was 
supposed to have been involved in a homicide at the 
DuPont Plaza,” said Flynn. “And automatically I knew 
about the homicide at the DuPont Plaza. I remember that.” 

“And so what did you tell Mr. Doyle about what you 
knew about this homicide in the DuPont Plaza?” 

“I told him I happened to know one of the 
detectives,” he said. “And that the detective had mentioned 
the name Maharaj before to me.” 

“And what did he mention the name Maharaj 
concerning?” I asked, in a fairly ungrammatical way.  

“Well, he told me that Maharaj was innocent. The 
individual that told me was Pete Romero,” he added. “That 
Maharaj was innocent, that he got hooked up for it, and that 
he thought a guy by the name of Oscar Cuni was behind it.” 
Cuni was another name that often came up with South 
Florida homicides. He had worked closely with the cartel 
over many years. I had not heard his name much before in 
the Moo Young case.  

“And when you say hooked up,” I went on, “what 
do you mean by hooked up?” 

“Set up. Held responsible for the -- for the 
homicide.” 
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This was the nub of Flynn’s testimony. I did not 
doubt that he was telling the truth, or at least a portion of 
the truth, as he had no motive to lie. He was gaining nothing 
but a headache from his involvement. From what he and I 
had discussed, I knew he knew a lot more than he was saying 
under oath. He was still intimidated by John Buhrmaster, the 
lead detective in Kris’ case, for reasons I suspected but did 
not fully understand. I did not press him on it in our hearing 
because it was not very relevant. And he had a long list of 
murders that had been committed by the cartel with police 
connivance. I did ask a couple of questions, lightly, on the 
broader issues, but it was clear he did not want to testify to 
everything he had told me and I saw little point in trying to 
force the issue.  

I had, however, scored an own goal with him. This 
was totally my fault, and there is no excuse. In order to get 
him down to Miami to testify, I had had to have him sign a 
statement. I had typed it up based on what he had told me, 
and made a typo in it, so I had sent him a corrected copy. 
The difference was inconsequential – it was a grammatical 
mistake, not a something factual – but I had turned both 
over to the prosecutors and Gary Winston leapt on it with 
glee, loudly proclaiming that Flynn signed whatever I put in 
front of him. That was not true, but it is an effective 
courtroom tactic. I was really irritated at myself for making 
a mess of something like that.  

*     *     * 

I wanted to end our part of the hearing on a strong 
note, so I had planned to have Baruch Vega testify towards 
the end. We began with as much as I could get away with on 
his background. Judge Thomas was generally impatient with 
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what he viewed as fluff - padding that was not directly 
relevant to the issues - but he took to Baruch and allowed 
me more latitude than normal. (I could never bring myself 
to call Baruch by his last name; he is such a gregarious and 
voluble character that it would seem totally inappropriate.) 

We discussed his time with the CIA, his accidental 
introduction into helping a cartel suspect out in New York, 
and how he eventually transplanted to South Florida.  His 
father-in-law ran the Mutiny Hotel, which was to Miami 
what Rick's Café was to Casablanca. It was in the bar at the 
hotel that Baruch would chat in Spanish with the various 
members of the cartel - the flamboyantly rich who would  
fritter thousands of dollars, glamorous models in tow.  

Jaime Vallejo Mejia had been a long-time patron of 
the Mutiny. In 2014 he was, Baruch said, still in the narcotics 
game and had been a significant financier in the recent 
campaigns of the former Colombian President, Álvaro 
Uribe Vélez. In the mid-1980s, Baruch met Derrick Moo 
Young in the hotel with Mr. Vallejo Mejia, though Derrick 
was introduced in the name El Chino Mao. Everyone used 
sobriquets, as they did not want to make life easy for the 
authorities, however the federal agents later confirmed 
Derrick’s real name to Baruch.  

“Jaime Vallejo utilized Chino Mau for banking 
instruments in exchange for cash,” Baruch explained to the 
judge. “They would provide, let's say, $1 million in cash and 
in Colombia they would get the money, less 15 percent, 
either by wire transfer or cashier checks or money orders.” 

Unfortunately, Derrick was thought to be ripping 
off the other launderers (and, ultimately, Pablo Escobar). 
After the murder, Jaime Vallejo Mejia admitted directly to 
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Baruch that he had to be killed. 

“Well, after the events of 1986, one day that I was 
meeting with Jaime Vallejo and Alvaro Zuluaga,” Baruch 
said, two of the laundering triumvirate that included his 
cousin Hernan Baron. “And this is when Jaime says -- and 
I'm going to say this in Spanish and I hope somebody help 
me to translate -- Tuvimos que matar a este Chine per puta por fran 
poso.” 

“Without the foul words, what does that mean?” I 
asked.  

“We had to kill this bastard SOB for being a crook,” 
said Baruch, with some relish. “That's what it means.” There 
was, of course, something ironic about Jaime Vallejo Mejia, 
working with the notorious Pablo Escobar, saying that a 
relatively small-time player like Derrick was a crook – but 
such are the ethics of the cartel world.  

As a confidential informant, Baruch also knew some 
of the other players involved. Cuchilla and Popeye were both 
sicarios (hitmen) for Escobar, and Jorge Maya worked for 
Escobar in Miami. The name Tino Geddes came up a fair 
amount in his narcotics investigations, he said, as did the 
name Adam Hosein. In other words, Baruch linked central 
figures in the Moo Young case to the drug conspiracy: the 
victims, the hit man (Cuchilla), the man in the room across 
the hall (Vallejo Mejia), the man who left a message in Room 
1215 (Hosein), and Tino Geddes (one of Kris’ half dozen 
alibi witnesses who, when he got in trouble himself in 
Jamaica, flipped to help the prosecution and avoid prison).  

Baruch’s testimony altered the whole picture of the 
trial. Now we knew where to look, a few inquiries was all it 
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took to discover that Jaime Vallejo Mejia’s cousin Mario 
Henao Vallejo was Pablo Escobar’s brother-in-law. Mario 
was later assassinated by Los Pepes – along with Luis Toro 
Zuluaga who was Cuchilla’s cousin.  

The government still had the power to ignore the 
spiral of narco-deceit that had placed Kris Maharaj on death 
row; after all, in 1616 the Vatican opposed Galileo’s theory 
that the Earth revolved around the Sun, and it took them 
until 1992 to admit that the Pope had not been infallible on 
that point. But the hearing had gone well. As I left the 
courtroom that Friday at the end of a gruelling week, I felt 
confident that Judge Thomas would bow to reality rather 
faster.  

*  *  * 

 I received a message that the judge would publish 
his ruling on January 9th, 2015. London to Miami was a long 
way to go, but I was hardly going to miss this momentous 
day. To be sure, Judge Thomas would probably have to 
order a new trial, rather than throw the whole case out, but 
I was confident that the prosecution would cave fairly 
quickly, and Kris would finally fly home with his long-
suffering wife Marita. Perhaps we could work it out before 
his 76th birthday on January 26th, 2015.  

On the flight over, I wrote a valedictory piece for 
the media, to publish when the decision was in. It would 
need some fine-tuning, but we needed to trumpet this 
victory, if only to encourage the British government to 
intervene on Kris’ behalf to ensure his rapid release. I stayed 
at the same hotel where we had worked long hours in the 
run up to the hearing. I had grown fond of the place. By 
now, the people working there treated me like family, and it 
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was fantastically cheap – under $50 in downtown Miami, 
almost walking distance from the court. I went to my 
favourite Japanese restaurant a couple of blocks away, taking 
in a little too much sake with dinner to suit the time 
difference from London. It was time to savour a long, long 
struggle – 22 years for me, and more for Kris – and prepare 
for victory.  

 On the morning of the ruling, my jetlag woke me 
early and I could not get the coffee machine to work. I 
focused on other things to pass the time before the 9:30 
hearing. I rode over to the courthouse with Marita. A few of 
her small band of supporters had come to show moral 
support, and the loyal British consul Mark Smithson was 
waiting in a suit outside the courtroom. Marita was nervous, 
of course, but I was relaxed. I had never been more 
confident of a ruling.  

 Normally, there would be a bustle of other cases in 
the courtroom each morning, even if we were about to 
spend the day on Kris’ hearing. Today, though, there was an 
atmosphere of muted excitement. Even the fact that Judge 
Thomas was half an hour late – his clerk said he had to fix 
some typos in the final judgment – barely touched me. Ben 
Kuehne, my co-counsel, was there in his habitual bow tie, 
likewise showing no sign of nerves. We had put on a good 
case. It was only a matter of how eloquent the judge’s 
condemnation of Kris’ conviction would be. 

 Judge Thomas swept in, apologising gracefully for 
the delay. He really is a pleasant man, I thought, with little 
judicial pomposity in him. He sat down and peered out at 
the full courtroom. It was an unimpressive place in a rather 
cheap, modern fashion – three or four rows of seats for 
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spectators, with room for perhaps 40 people at a squeeze. 
The tables for the lawyers were cramped just inside the bar, 
with pews for the jury stage left. The pews were used more 
often by the orange-clad prisoners; today Kris was the sole 
occupant. Behind the judge’s bench was an unprepossessing 
latticework of high-varnished wood with bright white 
fluorescent lighting in between.  

 The judge was all smiles, which further boosted my 
sense of well-being. He pulled out a document – his 
judgement – and began to read. “In the first instance, this 
Court finds that Counsel for Mr. Maharaj has been diligent 
in attempting to develop a factual basis to support the claims 
presented to this Court. The level of commitment is 
unquestionable and counsel exerted a considerable amount 
of time, money and effort to secure relief for Mr. Maharaj.  

“This court permitted the newly discovered 
evidence claim to proceed to an evidentiary hearing,” he 
continued, reading in a sing-song. “However, the granting 
of the evidentiary hearing does not mean that the alleged 
claims qualify as newly discovered evidence as a matter of 
law.” That much is true, but since he had just said Ben and 
I had been diligent, that meant effectively that it was newly 
discovered – as we had only just discovered it. So that was 
fine.  

“Brenton Ver Ploeg, the attorney representing the 
life insurance company, William Penn, in the lawsuit filed by 
the Moo Young family, was called by the defense. Through 
Mr. Ver Ploeg, the defense introduced additional documents 
from the William Penn file. The Court finds that these 
documents are newly discovered evidence. Mr. Ver Ploeg 
was unquestionably credible, trustworthy and reliable. 
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“This evidence is considered favorably by this Court 
in accessing Mr. Maharaj's newly discovered evidence 
claim,” he concluded, but with a caveat. “In light of the 
totality of the evidence presented at this evidentiary hearing, 
the original trial, and previous post-conviction proceedings 
little weight is assigned to Mr. Ver Ploeg's testimony.”  

Then he turned to the evidence from Popeye, Pablo 
Escobar’s lieutenant, who had been so elusive due to an 
attempt on his life the week before. I knew we were facing 
a challenge on the admissibility of his evidence, but it was 
still compelling: he was saying they did the murder not Kris. 
“For purposes of the evidentiary hearing, this Court 
permitted Mr. Maharaj to introduce a two-minute television 
interview conducted by the BBC of Jhon Jairo Velasquez 
Vasquez into evidence,” he began. “This Court assigns 
absolutely no weight to this ‘evidence’. The Court finds the 
testimony inadmissible hearsay with not even the slightest 
hint of authenticity.” That was a blow. But maybe this was 
just his way of giving the prosecution a bit of a break.   

He now turned to Baruch Vega and it was 
encouraging. “Baruch Vega's testimony is quite interesting. 
Mr. Vega is a former CIA informant. He worked with State 
and Federal law enforcement agencies in south Florida He 
testified that he formed a friendship with Jaime Vallejo 
Mejia, the man in the room across the hall from the murder 
scene. Mr. Vega also testified Jaime Vallejo Mejia was a 
member of Pablo Escobar's drug operation. Mr. Vega 
detailed a person he knew as ‘EI Chino Mao’ was used by 
Mr. Mejia to launder money. Mr. Vega testified that he 
actually met ‘El Chino Mao’ at a restaurant or at the Mutiny 
Hotel. According to Mr. Vega, not long after the murders, 
Mr. Mejia made a statement to him that ‘EI Chino Mao’ or 
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the ‘Chinese Crook’ had to be killed because he was stealing 
from Pablo Escobar. Through Mr. Vega, Mr. Maharaj 
believes he essentially established a connection between the 
Moo Youngs, the man in the room across the hall from the 
murder scene (Mr. Mejia) and the man who left a message 
in room 1215 (Mr. Hosein).  

“This Court finds the State's attempt to dismiss Mr. 
Vega's testimony as an over indulgent fantasy from a 
spotlight seeking media hound is simply misplaced. This 
Court finds Mr. Vega's testimony probative and also finds it 
establishes a credible claim of newly discovered evidence.” 
Well, that was all true, and very encouraging. 

But then Judge Thomas’ tone changed. “However, 
this Court also finds, Mr. Vega's testimony is profoundly 
weakened by his inability to identify a photograph of 
Derrick Moo Young a/k/a/ ‘EI Chino Mao’. Although this 
Court finds Mr. Vega's testimony compelling, it is fraught 
with inadmissible hearsay and is woefully insufficient to 
establish a reasonable probability of acquittal on retrial. 
Therefore, the materiality of Mr. Vega's testimony is 
questionable.”  

This was not good. It was also nonsense. The only 
picture he had been shown of Derrick Moo Young was a 
Xerox copy of a Xerox copy of a photograph from thirty 
years before. If anything, his refusal to say he could identify 
the pictures with certainty when I showed them to him was 
evidence that he had not been lying. And who else did the 
judge think he was talking about? There were not two 
Derrick Moo Youngs dealing drugs in and around the 
Dupont Plaza in 1986! And what was this rubbish about 
hearsay? None of it was hearsay. It was precisely the kind of 
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co-conspirator statement that the prosecution uses to put 
people in prison every day.  

Baruch had been the most powerful witness. I was 
worried where this was going, however I could not for a 
moment believe Judge Thomas would not grant a new trial; 
maybe, still, this was just a sop to the prosecution.  

He turned to John Brown. “Mr. John Brown 
testified that he worked for Pablo Escobar and the 
Colombian cartels from 1985-1990. Mr. Brown was a pilot 
who imported drugs into the United States for the cartels. 
Mr. Brown detailed how he met Pablo Escobar at his ranch 
in Los Napoles, Colombia in 1986. According to Mr. Brown 
Pablo Escobar told him that if he lied to him or stole from 
him, the penalty is death. Escobar told Mr. Brown that ‘El 
Chino’ or ‘Los Chinos’ stole from him and he had ‘El Chino’ 
or ‘Los Chinos’ killed at a hotel across the street from the 
Holiday Inn. Mr. Brown met Jaime Vallejo Mejia and 
understood that Mr. Mejia was a money launderer for the 
drug cartel. Mr. Brown testified the names Moo Young was 
never used by Escobar. He did not know the names of the 
victims Escobar was talking about and did not know who 
the killers were.”  

So far so good.   

But the ending was not so good.  

“This Court concludes that Mr. Brown's testimony 
is a textbook definition of hearsay. The Court further finds 
that the statement does not fall within any of the recognized 
hearsay exceptions that would make an otherwise 
inadmissible hearsay statement admissible.” 
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Now I was really worried. This was clearly nonsense. 
John Brown had testified to similar things for the 
prosecution in fifteen federal trials putting many people in 
prison. Again, none of what he said was hearsay. But if the 
judge mistakenly thought it was, this could be headed the 
wrong way.  

And soon I was convinced, numb, fairly sure it was 
going to come to the wrong result. He now came to Michael 
Flynn, the police officer who had testified to corruption in 
the department – corruption that was, to anyone who knew 
anything about Miami law enforcement in the 1980s, totally 
credible.  

“This Court finds Mr. Flynn's testimony absolutely 
incredible. Mr. Flynn has clearly shown that he is willing to 
lie, exaggerate and indict the reputation of hundreds of good 
and faithful police officers if doing so means he has the 
potential of possibly helping himself. If Mr. Flynn's 
testimony was not deemed totally unreliable by this Court, 
it would be based upon inadmissible hearsay and cannot be 
considered in any regard. This Court concludes that there is 
no credible evidence that the Miami Police Department 
framed Mr. Maharaj for the Moo Young murders. Based 
upon the record evidence, the claim that corrupt police 
officers framed Mr. Maharaj is preposterous.” 

This was itself preposterous. In 1985, the year 
before the Moo Young murders, fully 10 percent of the 
entire Miami police force had been arrested or fired for their 
crimes and misconduct. But it was now clear which way 
Judge Thomas was going to go. I looked over at Kris, 
worried. The last time a verdict like this had come down on 
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him, his original conviction, he had fainted. He was looking 
blank.  

“This Court fully considered all the newly 
discovered evidence which would be admissible and 
evaluated the weight of both the newly discovered evidence 
and the evidence that was introduced at trial. Such 
consideration commands this Court to conclude that the 
evidence presented is not of such a nature to create a. 
reasonable doubt. This is strengthened by the inherent 
credibility concerns and admissibility issues surrounding the 
newly discovered evidence when considered in conjunction 
with the evidence at Maharaj's trial and 3.850 proceedings. 
The newly discovered evidence is not of such nature that it 
weakens the State's case against Mr. Maharaj so as to give 
rise to a reasonable doubt as to Mr. Maharaj's guilt.” 

ORDERED AND ADJUDGED that KRISHNA 
MAHARAJ'S Successive Post- Conviction Relief Motion 
based upon Newly Discovered Evidence Pursuant to 3.850 
is denied.  
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