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  Disclaimer


The events and characters in this book are true to the best of the author’s knowledge. However, names, places, and events may have been changed or fictionalized for the purposes of privacy and narrative coherence. The intent of this book is to provide an accurate portrayal of the cases and individuals involved, but readers should be aware that it is based on available information, which may be incomplete or subject to interpretation. 
The author and publisher have made every effort to ensure the accuracy and completeness of the content. However, they assume no responsibility for errors or omissions. This book is not intended to serve as legal advice or a comprehensive account of the cases discussed.
The opinions expressed in this book are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the views of the publisher. The publisher does not endorse or assume responsibility for the views expressed by the author.






  
  Dedication and Praise for Reign of Terror


   Dedicated to the memory of my mentor and confidante, Mario L. Alvarez. Thank you for your guidance and all your teachings both on and off the job. 

To my second mentor, Robert L. Brightwell aka: “Bobby” aka: “Bad Dope” thank you for inspiring me to endeavor to always be the best that I can be, no matter the circumstances.

To Tony Tamayo, thank you for believing in me and introducing me to the world of Law Enforcement. Nothing that is in this book would be possible if it weren’t for you.

To my best friend Christopher “the Pole” Polanco. Thank you for being there through thick and thin, good times and bad, happiness and grief. Rest in peace my friend.

 Above all to my little brother, Angel Luis Collazo, your spirit will forever serve as the wind beneath my wings. Love you little brother. Till we meet again.






  
  “In Reign of Terror, Leo Silva masterfully recounts the rise and fall of the notorious and ultra-violent Los Zetas cartel. But more than just retelling the story, Leo’s work is filled with inside information and insights that bring the reader into the world of those tasked with dismantling Los Zetas. Compelling, Leo brings profound humanity to the fight against the Zetas, a fight that brought both victories and tragedies, all of which are deeply felt by the reader.”
Jack Luellen, Author of  Someone Had to Die 
Podcast  Host: “Cartels, Conspiracies and Camarena”


“Reign of Terror takes you on an educational and unique internal view of the DEA combating the Northeast Mexican Cartels, especially the Zetas. Special Agent Leo Silva shares firsthand knowledge of this ongoing war in this page turner. A must read!”
Victor Avila, Former ICE Supervisory Special Agent and 
author of Agent Under Fire







  
  “Reign of Terror by Leo Silva brings the Mexican drug war to life. His descriptions of characters and events, along with his experience as a DEA Special Agent working in Mexico, makes you feel like the drug war is happening around you. The book details the rise of Los Zeta’s in northern Mexico and how they expanded throughout Mexico and internationally. I’d highly recommend this book for anyone who likes true crime, but it’s a MUST READ for those with an interest in the D.E.A., International Drug Cartels, or how complex international crime can be.”
Doug Lamplugh, Retired DEA Supervisor and Author of  Murder at Mardi Gras








  
  























“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; thy rod and thy staff comfort me.” 

(Psalm 23:4)
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  Prologue


I have a story to tell. I cordially invite you to follow me as I lead you on a journey through the mysteriously infernal and bone-chilling world of Cartel warfare in Mexico, where evil thrives and where men and women with no hearts or souls operate with impunity. Along the way, I want to share with you the grief, excitement, pain, and anger that my colleagues in the Drug Enforcement Administration and I endured during our time fighting the Gulf cartel and Zetas in Monterrey Nuevo Leon, Mexico. It was an extremely challenging yet rewarding time for many of us down there. I hope this story enlightens you to the challenges faced by US Drug Enforcement agents stationed in Mexico and many other countries worldwide. I also hope this story enlightens you about the dark, brutal, and malevolent world of drug traffickers. Although this may not be the most extraordinary story about the DEA or its agents, it is mine, and I’d like to tell you if you will listen. Some stories may seem unfathomable, but they are authentic, save for some name changes for safety reasons. In telling you this story, I will relive some painful moments in my life, but I must tell it, before time and the human body’s self-defense mechanism erases it from my brain forever. So be my guest as I welcome you into this dark underworld, where the sights are haunting and the atmosphere is suffocating, a shadowy, parallel world that exists alongside ours. Feel the pain with me, shed the tears with me, laugh at the good times with me, curse Satan with me, and, if nothing else, listen to me and believe me. 






  
  Chapter 1: Hometown


I grew up in a small, historic, and beautiful town near the sea, known as Brownsville, Texas, which is separated from Matamoros, Mexico by the Rio Grande River. The river flows from South Central Colorado to the Gulf of Mexico and serves as a natural boundary between the United States and Mexico, where Brownsville and Matamoros coexist. The Texas Gulf coastal land flows from South Padre Island to Port Arthur in east Texas. On the Mexican side, it stretches south from Matamoros to the Mexican state of Quintana Roo. The Rio Grande Valley encompasses the entire area from Brownsville to Roma, TX, which is situated eighty miles west of Brownsville. In my humble—and admittedly biased—opinion, Brownsville has arguably the richest history of any Valley city, having served as a major Confederate stronghold during the Civil War. Fort Brown, headquartered in Brownsville, Texas, was a crucial and strategic fort during the Civil War because of its proximity to Mexico, facilitating the smuggling of Confederate goods into Mexico to European ships docked on the Mexican Gulf coast. 
Aside from its historic importance, Brownsville is a beautiful city surrounded by freshwater lakes, a mixture of bright, colorful tropical foliage, rare birds, the nearby coastal waters of the Gulf, and, of course, Mexico. My family came from humble beginnings, like many families in the United States. My siblings and I enjoyed a happy childhood. As kids, in 1974, we didn’t know what we didn’t know. We didn’t know that my mom, a single mom, struggled to put food on the table; we didn’t know that the divorce from our father caused her an infinite amount of grief, pain, anxiety, and overwhelming financial burdens. But she was a strong, resourceful woman and found respite in the beauty of the Gulf Coast city known as South Padre Island. The island was a stone’s throw from Brownsville, and we visited often. It was not uncommon for my mom to spontaneously pack up a bunch of clothes, towels, and sandwiches, load my sister, brother and me into the car and head for the beach, which served as our playground. Utterly oblivious to our mom’s silent suffering, we played in the surf, built sandcastles, searched for the ever-elusive sand dollars, fished, hunted for unique-looking shells, tiny hermit crabs, clams, mullet, or just frolicked happily in the refreshing saltwater surf of the Gulf of Mexico.
In retrospect, as much as she wanted to see me and my siblings happy, the trips to the island were therapeutic for her and brought her peace, tranquility, and much-needed escape from the cruel realities of a single mom’s life in 1974. For the cost of a tank of gasoline and whatever soft drinks, chips, a loaf of bread, and bologna cost in 1974, we had the time of our lives. With our bellies full of bologna sandwiches and potato chips, we couldn’t resist teasing the seagulls, by tossing chips as high as we could into the sky, thrilled to see them up close as they dove for the chips we tossed to them, their shrill laughter blending with our own before we finally had to head home. Reality set in as we drove across the South Padre Island causeway as Elton John’s “Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on Me” played softly on AM radio. As we drove across the causeway, God treated us to a canvas of the most unforgettably breathtaking mixture of pink, blue, orange, and gray meshed sunsets, whose reflection off the Laguna Madre, resembled a shimmering, golden paradise, beckoning us to return soon. The song made my young heart yearn to stay in those happy moments and never return to Brownsville. I hoped desperately that the sun would never go down and keep us on the beaches in perpetual happiness.
Sunburned and exhausted, with the odor of seawater permeating every pore of our hair and skin, we returned to our home in Brownsville to face the cruel realities of life that most kids face such as school, chores, and neighborhood bullies, far removed from the wonderful beach life we had discovered and loved. In my young, innocent mind, Brownsville was a peacefully idyllic little town where my friends and I played baseball, football, and golf, raced on our bikes and skateboards, hunted white-winged doves, rabbits, squirrels, and lizards long after sunset and well into the evening. After coming home drenched in sweat and covered in dirt, my grandparents had supper waiting, which comprised of arroz con pollo (chicken and rice), a side of refried beans, and a stack of freshly made, steaming hot flour tortillas—not a fancy meal. Still, we felt like royalty, and I’d give anything to have and enjoy that dish today. Of course, I can buy this dish at any Mexican restaurant worth its salt, but it won’t ever have the magical touch that my grandparents applied whenever they prepared this dish for me and my siblings. Not even close.
After supper and after showering off the grime from the day’s adventures, bedtime came. I usually stayed overnight with my grandparents because school was walking distance for me. My grandparents’ house sat directly in front of the railroad tracks, and most times, in the wee morning hours, the train came rumbling by, shaking the entire house as if an earthquake had struck, it appeared the conductor would blow the train’s whistle right as the engine passed by our house. But neither the train nor the whistle bothered me. They actually soothed and comforted me and gave me a sense of security, in that all was well in our little world in Brownsville, Texas. To this day, whenever I hear the train’s whistle in the wee early morning hours, in the comfort of my home, I am projected back in time to those treasured moments in the sanctum of my grandparents’ house, when life was simple, innocent, and wholesome. I had no idea what the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) was or what narcotics were, for that matter. I did not know that right across the Rio Grande River from Brownsville in the Mexican city of Matamoros, Tamaulipas, a sinister and dark underworld existed; The predecessor of what is now the Gulf Cartel, thrived off the drug trade and other illicit activities that organized crime usually perpetuates, such as prostitution, gambling, extortion, murder for hire, kidnappings, and bribery of high-level public officials both in the United States and Mexico. I didn’t know what I didn’t know.

      [image: image-placeholder]Crime, especially smuggling contraband, is a recurring theme in music (narco-corridos), Mexican television shows (novellas), literature, and daily news in the Rio Grande Valley. Narco-corridos are Mexican folk ballads that tell a story and glorify the protagonist, although mostly the protagonist has a character flaw related to smuggling narcotics, gambling or infidelity, or a combination of all three. This recurring theme is embedded in the Mexican culture and is a part of everyday life in the Rio Grande Valley. Many young men in the Valley aspire to be like the characters glorified in narco-corridos, who live dangerous but apparent glamorous lives, surrounded by guns, drugs, beautiful women, a limitless supply of money, fast cars, opulent homes, and the best liquors in the world; Conversely, many young women aspire to hook up with this type of guy, thinking her bad boy would protect her and live an everlasting life of luxury, like the Kardashians. Most times, however, the drug dealer will cheat on her with anything that breathes, beat her down physically or psychologically or both and make her feel like the scum of the earth to satisfy his ego. She may have money and the comforts that come with it, but she will never have peace. Television and movies often portray the life of a drug dealer in a glamorous way, but in reality, it is not all that it seems. Drug dealers do not trust anyone, not girlfriends or boyfriends, wives or husbands, brothers, sisters, cousins, or friends. In fact, the majority have no real friends.
A drug dealer is always worried about getting ripped off by the seller, the buyer, the distributor, or an independent cowboy who wants to rip people off, and this is not counting the Federal, State, or local police, all of whom are trying to nail them to the wall and take away the most valuable thing any human possesses, and that is freedom. They are a paranoid bunch, always looking over their respective shoulders for the police or maybe a rival, trying to take advantage of a lapse in judgment to assassinate him. Conversely, they are always trying to take advantage of less street-savvy individuals to make an easy score. They are manipulative and cunning, always planning their next score. Nevertheless, no matter how successful they are, how many millions or billions they have, or how untrusting they are, they are never untouchable.

      [image: image-placeholder]In 1978, at the age of fourteen, I landed my first job as a busboy at the renowned Fort Brown restaurant, a culinary gem in Brownsville, TX back then. The restaurant closed in the evenings, and the Resaca Club, an adjoining restaurant and nightclub, opened for business.
The Resaca club offered the finest dining available and featured some of the best nightclub acts south of San Antonio, Texas. Elegant dishes of prime rib, luscious steaks, succulent lobster, jumbo sized shrimp, crab, fish, and oysters freshly caught from the Gulf of Mexico were offered on the menu along with exquisite desserts, freshly prepared by the executive chef. The restaurant had an exclusive wine cellar with a variety of fine wines and spirits. The tables in the dining room were elegantly set and decorated, with cloth table covers and napkins shaped in exotic forms such as swans, peacocks, or roses, all of this melded with a picturesque window providing a breathtaking view of Brownsville’s historic Horseshoe Lake. Customers came from all over the state to enjoy the show bands, dine and experience the highly entertaining, table side, flamed pepper steak and the flaming table side Bananas Foster for dessert. The restaurant was about five minutes from the Gateway International bridge that adjoined Brownsville, Texas to Matamoros, Mexico and it was a popular spot for many people in the valley, and also the Matamoros crime bosses. During my employment there, I caught a glimpse of the immense power that organized crime wielded.
I witnessed people being asked to leave their dinner tables to make room for the Matamoros crime bosses. Occasionally, I had to awkwardly inform a group of people that there was a reservation error, and they needed to switch tables. If the party resisted, which was often, the head waiter was called upon to explain the reason for the inconvenience, usually whispered into the ear of the leader of the group. They always complied and for their trouble, a complimentary bottle of wine or round of drinks was sent to their table. As a child, I was curious about why these things occurred, and when I asked about it, I was simply told to shut up, do as I was told, and go about my business—which I did. But the curiosity never left my mind. The way these people could move an entire family from their dinner table fascinated me. My father got me the job, because he was the Food and Beverage manager at the restaurant, and he wanted to keep me off the streets.
One weekend, I gathered the courage to ask my father to explain who these people were. I remember to this day, my father took a deep breath and told me, “Son, these people are like the mafia; just do as you are told; don’t ask questions; don’t upset them, make sure they are happy and collect your tip money at the end of the night and just go home.” So, I did as I was told, unwittingly serving some of the biggest crime bosses in the area. I lit their cigarettes or cigars on command, refilling their wine or whiskey glasses, laughing with them as they made jokes at my expense, much like the Scorsese movie “Goodfellas” where the protagonists make fun of Spider, the waiter. I was probably the original Spider, in retrospect, except I didn’t mouth off at them and didn’t get killed. I did as I was told, but never forgot the power they wielded, and I believe this curiosity led me to my eventual career choice.
The jokes and ribbing were humiliating, but I was a good soldier and did my job with a smile. As most red-blooded, gullible fourteen-year-olds of modest means are, I was very impressionable. These guys spent an incredible amount of money, the majority of which was spent on booze, with actual food taking a slight backseat to the entire bill. They’d often leave the head waiter a tip as high as $500, of which I and my other partner made $20 each. For a fourteen-year-old kid in 1978, to make twenty bucks in one night was empowering. Of course, the majority would go to my mom for our family living expenses, but I still had some left over for movies, albums, magazines and other stupid things fourteen-year-old boys enjoyed.
I remember talking to my grandfather about these people, and how the power they projected intrigued me. His mood changed from peaceful to somber and stern when he told me that those people had what they had by doing bad things, and that one day they would either be in jail or dead. He told me that if I did the right thing, I would never have to fear anything; no matter how poor or rich you are, always do the right thing. My grandfather’s prediction about these people’s fate was soon proven right. One of the mob bosses that frequented the Resaca club was shot in an assassination attempt in Matamoros; the man survived and was taken to a Matamoros hospital, where within 24 hours, a team of hitmen entered the hospital to finish him off. They failed, however, and he survived. They whisked him out of the Matamoros hospital and transported him to Monterrey, Nuevo Leon, Mexico, where he eventually succumbed to his wounds. I realized right then and there that this was not the movies, a novella, or a corrido and you don’t get to run off to some exotic island with a sexy girlfriend if you are involved in that business.
I remained captivated, despite the assassination attempt—or perhaps because of it. Their lifestyle mystified me. How did they get to be in that position? I didn’t know at the time that my fascination would eventually lead me—30-years later—to be the leader of a team that would make their lives miserable and engage into in all-out war with them. Eventually, I would become a Special Agent with the DEA, and the DEA chose me to lead the DEA office in Monterrey as the Resident Agent in Charge. I didn’t know what I didn’t know.



[image: image-placeholder]
My siblings enjoying the sunset on South Padre Island.








  
  Chapter 2: History of DEA and its Role in Mexico


During my time with the DEA, I often found it surprising that many people were unaware of DEA’s mission or the vast scope of its global operations. It maintains offices in over sixty-six countries within US Embassies or US Consulates worldwide. The DEA traces its roots back to the early 1900’s, a time when cocaine was legal and used in the soft drink Coca-Cola, and when cough remedies contained heroin and opium. Just before the Pure Food and Drug Act was passed, Coca Cola removed cocaine from its beloved soft drink and replaced it with caffeine. The sale and distribution of heroin during that era had no oversight or control. After the Spanish American war, President Theodore Roosevelt convoked an international conference to control opium traffic, especially in the Far East, while doing nothing to combat the problem in the United States. The government enacted the Harrison Narcotics Act in 1914, which mandated the registration and taxation of individuals involved in the production and distribution of morphine, heroin, or coca products. 
The law strictly prohibited individuals without medical credentials from obtaining a registration to sell, distribute, or manufacture narcotics. The Department of Treasury, Bureau of Internal Revenue enforced the narcotics laws under the Harrison Act, as it was classified as a tax law. When Prohibition was enacted in 1920, narcotics agents became part of the Prohibition unit within the Bureau of Internal Revenue, Treasury Department. Fifteen hundred agents were assigned to enforce the prohibition law. These agents were essentially battling against both narcotics smugglers and bootleggers, effectively fighting a two-front war. The birth of prohibition led to the closure of many breweries within the United States, allowing our border countries of Canada and Mexico to fill in the gap and keep up with the demand.
The prohibition era gave rise to professional Mexican smuggling groups, who were more than willing to supply the United States demand and capitalize on the huge profits made from the sale of alcohol on the black market. In South Texas specifically, Juan N. Guerra, who was the founder of what is now the Gulf Cartel and considered the Godfather of Cartel traffickers in Mexico and the US Border, started his empire by smuggling whiskey across the border from Matamoros to Texas and other cities in the Northern United States. Organized crime flourished during this era and also raked in huge profits on the black market with the establishment of speak easy lounges and private bars.
The agents found the work insurmountable, and in 1927, the prohibition unit separated from the Internal Revenue service. It became known as the Bureau of Prohibition, thus dividing responsibilities for Narcotic enforcement and Liquor enforcement between the two agencies. In 1930, President Herbert Hoover formed The Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN) and appointed Harry Ainslinger as the Commissioner of the newly established agency. During the 1930’s, reports were being received of a marijuana use epidemic along the Mexican border as smugglers were now bringing marijuana along with liquor into the United States. The FBN, however, did not give marijuana investigations much priority as it would infringe on time spent on cocaine and heroin investigations, a mindset that still exists among certain regions of the country for DEA. In the 1950’s, reports of Mexican opium surfaced in New York City, and individuals started refining the opium for distribution to other major cities in the United States. Also, The Herrera family based in Durango, Durango, Mexico were distributing multi hundred kilogram quantities of Mexican brown heroin into Chicago. In 1966, the Food and Drug Administration formed an enforcement arm called the Bureau of Drug Abuse Control (BDAC), whose responsibility was to control methamphetamine and hallucinogens. Their lifespan was short-lived as in 1968 the Johnson administration merged the FBN and BDAC into the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs (BNDD).
It should be noted that in 1963, the first offices of what is now DEA in Mexico opened in the United States Embassy in Mexico City and the United States Consulate in Monterrey, followed by offices in Guadalajara, Jalisco in 1969, Hermosillo in 1971, Mazatlán in 1973 and Merida in 1976, marking the beginning of their presence in the country. In 1973, President Nixon submitted a plan to Congress that would merge all Federal narcotics enforcement agencies to work to form one unit. The merging of the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs and the US Customs Service Drug Investigations Unit on July 1st, 1973 marked the birth of the US Drug Enforcement Administration—an agency that would forever change the landscape of drug enforcement in the United States.
In the early 1970’s, my mentor and partner, Mario Alvarez, a BNDD agent, was stationed in Guadalajara. He shared stories with me about conducting undercover heroin buys on the bustling streets of Guadalajara alongside the Mexican Federal Judicial Police. Heroin that came directly from the Herrera family. During the 1970’s, the cultivation and distribution of Mexican heroin increased because of intense law enforcement pressure on European heroin smugglers, in particular, the conspirators popularly known as the French Connection. The French connection involved the smuggling of raw opium from Turkey to Marseille, France, for refinement and eventual shipment into the United States through the Canadian Border. The French connection supplied as much as 90 percent of the heroin in the United States. Demand for Mexican heroin skyrocketed after the arrests of the French Connection conspirators and again, as they did during prohibition, Mexican traffickers were more than happy to meet the demand. By the mid-1970’s, Mexican traffickers had gained control over three-quarters of the heroin market in the United States, thanks to the increasing presence of poppy fields in Durango, Guerrero, Sinaloa, Oaxaca, Chihuahua, Michoacan, and Jalisco. The United States experienced a rapid and concerning increase in heroin use during this time, largely because of the accessibility and affordability of Mexican heroin.
In 1974, astonishingly enough, the Government of Mexico requested technical assistance from the United States to eradicate poppy fields in the States of Sinaloa, and Guerrero but the effort was short-lived because of a lack of resources. In 1976, the United States and Mexico teamed up to form an opium eradication program targeting poppy fields throughout Mexico and spraying them with agent orange. The operation known as Operation Trizo was highly successful. Over 20,000 acres of poppy fields were destroyed in the operation—enough to produce eight tons of heroin. The operation led to the arrest of over four thousand people and caused a significant decrease in the purity of Mexican heroin. It was so successful that many villages in the poppy growing regions experienced an economic crisis. Because of the social unrest caused by the economic crisis, Mexico put an end to the eradication effort.
As the demand for heroin grew, so did the number of heroin investigations along the southwest border. US Agents, at the time, could cross the border into Mexico to expand their investigations and identify the heroin’s source of supply. These cross border undercover operations came at great risk to the safety of DEA agents, as they had no Law Enforcement authority in Mexico. Usually when one thinks of DEA in Mexico, what immediately comes to mind is the tragic kidnap murder of Enrique “Kiki” Camarena, but there were other agents before Camarena who also suffered tragedies because of working in Mexico. For example, in June 1975, Special Agent Don Ware and his partner took part in one of these cross-border operations and attempted to make an undercover heroin purchase in San Luis Rio Colorado, Sonora. While they were on their way to make the buy, four individuals intercepted them and forced them to exit their vehicle. Then, the men searched them and found a gun on Ware’s partner. They were then severely beaten and forced into the back of a pickup truck and driven into the vast Sonoran Desert, where they both believed they would be killed. Luckily, the men did not find Agent Ware’s gun. The moment the truck stopped, Ware, in a heroic effort to escape death, opened fire, killing the driver instantly. A major shootout ensued with the other men, resulting in both Ware and his partner being hit twice by M-16 rounds. Ware survived despite being severely wounded. Ware would later recover and return to work for the DEA in a limited capacity but passed away in 2011 because of his wounds.
There is also the story of DEA pilots Ralph Shaw and James Lunn, who were both killed during a poppy eradication detail when their plane flew into a box canyon at low altitude. Pilot Lunn could not maneuver the airplane out of the canyon and the plane crashed north of Acapulco Guerrero in May 1976, during Operation Trizo.
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