
CHAPTER 1

First Comes Cocaine, Then Comes Crack:
Origin Stories

W ithout a steady supply of cocaine there is no

crack. Without the global war on cocaine, the crack trade
would be neither so profitable nor so punishing. Thus to understand
crack, it helps to first understand cocaine, how that drug went from
widely available pharmaceutical marvel to illicit and glamorous narcotic.
First comes cocaine, then comes crack.1

Not that long ago, cocaine was just another thing a person could buy.
It was legal in the United States and pretty much everywhere else. It was
cheap. It was made by a small group of major pharmaceutical houses.
And while cocaine was sold in powder form it also was a critical ingredient
in medicinal syrups, patent medicine elixirs, and, to use an anachronistic
term, energy drinks. Procurement of powder cocaine or a cocaine-
infused consumer product took no more than a walk to a corner store.

Cocaine was made illegal in increments. In the United States, that
process began at the local and state level in the late nineteenth century.2

Cocaine drew federal attention in 1906, when legislators who were con-
cerned about the promiscuous and habit-forming use of cocaine, opium,
and morphine in a bevy of popular elixirs, patent medicines, and even
children’s cough suppressants, passed the Pure Food and Drug Act. This
act mandated that such substances and others, including alcohol, be
clearly labeled as ingredients if they were included in products. Such
packaging did not always lead directly to reduced consumption. Only in
1914, by which time all forty-eight states had legislated some form of
regulatory or punitive cocaine regime, did the federal government
directly take on the open sale of cocaine. At this point the Treasury
Department, by virtue of theHarrisonNarcotic Tax Act, began to enforce
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Figure 3 Bricks of cocaine: In the 1980s, Mexican cartels began smugglingmassive loads of
cocaine into the United States. Some of the cartels branded their kilos with attention-
grabbing logos. (United States Drug Enforcement Administration.)

Figure 2 Cocaine toothache drops: In the late nineteenth century, consumers could
purchase cocaine remedies for all sorts of needs. This charming print ad appeared in the
1890s. (NLM/Science Source via Getty Images.)
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regulations that made it increasingly difficult to purchase cocaine legally.
And in 1922, the Narcotic Drug Import and Export Act put the weight of
the federal government behind the drive to criminalize most everyone
connected to the sale, distribution, and use of cocaine.

This full-court press by every level of government in the United States
did not end the sale and use of cocaine; instead, it inspired an illegal,
international cocaine supply line. By the early 1980s, that international
supply line would enable the production and distribution of crack
cocaine in the United States.

* * *

Before cocaine became illegal throughout the United States, a lot of
people had fallen in love with it. Scientists marveled at its properties
and medical doctors cheered its use as an anesthetic. Consumers, both
famous and infamous, relished its effects. Sigmund Freud, whose inter-
national reputation as the father of psychoanalysis was still on the hor-
izon, championed its stimulative and curative power in his 1884 article
“Über Coca” and, for a time, doled out the powder to his patients and to
himself with a liberal hand.Writing around the same time, Arthur Conan
Doyle had his indomitable consulting detective, Sherlock Holmes, inject
a “seven percent solution” of cocaine to fight ennui and boredom
between cases. Doyle, a frequent user, knew of what he wrote. In 1885,
former President Ulysses S. Grant, dying painfully from throat cancer
and desperate to finish writing his memoirs, which would, when pub-
lished, assure his family’s financial security, relied on a steady flow of a
cocaine elixir (and later a more potent doctor-prescribed cocaine solu-
tion) to get through his work day – a fact the elixir’s manufacturer
advertised to good effect.3 By the end of the nineteenth century, con-
sumers in the United States, Germany, France, Great Britain, and a great
many other nations throughout the globe embraced cocaine, across class
and racial lines, as a pick-me-up, a health tonic, a recreational uplift, and
a general cure-all. Taming that enthusiasm took a good deal of effort on
the part of the reformers who feared that cocaine was toomuch of a good
thing.

For centuries, Europeans had been aware of the coca leaf chewing
habits of the indigenous peoples of the South American Andean realm.
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These outsiders were quite impressed by the stamina and general good
health these coca chewers enjoyed. The Bishop of Cuzco in Peru, in a
cheery sixteenth-century note to the King of Spain, reported, “There is a
leaf of a small tree … the Indians always have in their mouths when
walking, and they say it sustains and refreshes them… in this country it is
worth like gold.”4 By themid nineteenth century, scientists curious about
the chemical properties of the leaves of the coca bush had begun to
experiment, seeking the properties that produced its effects. In 1860,
German chemists had isolated the alkaloid that gave coca its kick and
named it cocaine. (To the question of nomenclature: “Ine” is the scien-
tific indicator of an alkaloid. Alkaloids, of which scientists have isolated
some 3,000, are “a class of nitrogenous organic compounds of plant
origin that have pronounced physiological actions on humans.” They
include morphine, nicotine, caffeine, and mescaline, as well as other
substances with a host of uses, from the medicinal to the recreational.)5

As scientists investigated the properties and potential uses of cocaine,
more entrepreneurial sorts rushed in. A Frenchman of Corsican roots,
Angelo Mariani, had followed the very early research on coca’s stimula-
tory effects. In 1863 he concocted a tonic, Vin Mariani, that combined
red wine and coca leaves, which he marketed to consumers looking for a
pick-me-up. By mixing the coca directly into the wine, Mariani had
actually come up with a simple, if crude, way of extracting the alkaloid
in the leaves. The ethanol in the wine acted as a solvent on the coca
leaves, which resulted in … cocaine wine.

People in Europe and the United States thrilled to Mariani’s heavily
advertised drink. His cocaine wine was among the first celebrity-advertised
consumer products; Pope Leo XIII was one of the product’s many famous
endorsers. Covering all bases, Mariani also reached out to the medical
community. By 1902 he had received letters of praise for his tonic from
some 8,000 doctors. Once the drink became popular in theUnited States –
the inventor Thomas Edison raved about it and formally endorsed its use –
it inspired many imitators. Among them was the “French Coca Wine”
formulated in 1884 by Atlanta pharmacist John Pemberton. In 1885,
when Atlanta became one of the first cities in the United States to ban
the purchase of alcoholic beverages, Pemberton removed the
alcohol from his version of coca-leaf infused wine. He added more sugar,
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along with caffeine from the cola nut, then constituted his beverage with a
bit of pure cocaine – thus was born Coca-Cola.

By the 1890s, coca and its alkaloid, cocaine, had become international
products. The Peruvian government supported the development of the
coca leaf and national production of raw cocaine, both of which made
their way to the United States and to Europe, where they were used in a
slew of consumer-oriented products.6 Among those products were an
abundance of patent medicines, many of which, reasonably enough,
targeted inflammation of the nasal mucus membranes; e.g., symptoms
of the common cold, as well as seasonal allergies. In the early twentieth-
century United States, one of the most popular was the cleverly titled
“Ryno’s Hay Fever-n-Catarrh Remedy.” It was 99.5 percent pure cocaine
and definitely left users feeling better.7 And no history of cocaine’s early
days is complete without reference to an 1885 product sold across the
counter in pharmacies throughout the United States. “Cocaine
Toothache Drops” was charmingly advertised with a color illustration of
a young boy and girl playing enthusiastically, apparently after a successful
dosing of the drops.

The links between Andean producers of the raw material and recrea-
tional consumers elsewhere had been forged. Increasingly key to that
connection were the major pharmaceutical companies that manufac-
tured and marketed highly refined cocaine. In the United States, those
included Merck and Parke-Davis (now a subsidiary of Big Pharma stan-
dard-bearer Pfizer). Peruvian entrepreneurs, including those of
Croatian, Chinese, and German background, played a major role in the
supply chain. With government support, and sometimes in concert with
European partners, such Peruvian entrepreneurs sold not only coca leaf
but also refined the leaves into a crude cocaine that would be further
refined by their European or North American associates.

By 1900, Peru was exporting around two million pounds of coca –

most of it to the United States – and more than 22,000 pounds of crude
cocaine, mostly to Germany.8 Americans preferred importing coca leaves
and not crude cocaine for a good reason: coca leaves, as a raw product,
could be imported to the United States duty-free and then processed;
crude cocaine, like most manufactured goods in protectionist-domi-
nated America, faced heavy import tariffs.9 US demands helped shape
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the industry. Even as, at the turn of the century, cocaine was a big,
international business with markets all over the world, the United
States – even then – was the biggest of those markets. By 1900, cocaine
historian Paul Gootenberg states, “Americans were the world’s largest,
most avid consumers and boosters” of coca and cocaine.10

* * *

Coca and cocaine, like opium and the newly crafted super opiate, heroin,
were still almost completely unregulated and licit in the late nineteenth
century. In the United States, all that began to change rapidly in the first
years of the twentieth century. Americans, as would be true over the
course of the twentieth century, took global leadership in efforts to end
the legal, widespread use of “narcotics,” including cocaine. Within the
United States, this emerging anti-cocaine coalition was an unlikely-
appearing alliance of concerned medical and health professionals,
white supremacists, and prohibitionists. Incredibly, from the perspective
of themultitudes who, in the “Gay ’90s,” found their kick in the pleasures
of a snort or dram of cocaine, by 1922 coke had become a heavily
regulated, often illegal substance. Except under increasingly circum-
scribed conditions, sale of coke had become a criminal offense enforced
by a bevy of local, state, and federal authorities. Under this punitive
regime, the production, distribution, and sale of cocaine became, step
by step, a criminal enterprise that depended on an underground supply
line.

Doctors, both in Europe and the United States, were among the first
to reconsider the popular and professional enthusiasm for cocaine.
Some people, these medical professionals observed, had become for all
practical purposes addicted to the narcotic. (Unlike opiates, which pro-
duces agonizing physical symptoms in withdrawal, cocaine withdrawal
mostly is characterized by a hard-to-resist, fierce craving for the drug.) By
the late 1880s, these “cocaine fiends” had begun to appear, in relatively
small numbers, across the United States.

Charles A. Bunting, the head administrator of the New York City
Christian Home for Intemperate Men, saw such “fiends” at their lowest
ebb. He was shocked by the effects of cocaine use on the men who came
to him for help, many of whom had started using cocaine under a
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doctor’s supervision. Mr. Bunting was accustomed to caring for long-
term alcoholics and they were, by and large, a sorry lot. But they did not
compare, in his mind, to those who had fallen prey to what he called
“THE COCAINE HABIT.” In 1888, he wrote:

This cocaine habit seems to be the very acme of pernicious appetite, and

reduces its slave to the lowest depths… a very caricature of manhood, with

a look like a hunted beast, the shrunken frame trembling, the will-power

utterly wrecked, every lingering sense of personal honor and cleanliness

destroyed, and but onemadding desire – to use the awful drug at all cost, at

any peril.11

Cocaine, some had begun to realize, was not necessarily a risk-free solu-
tion to life’s travails or a harmless form of stimulatory recreation.

In the early years of the twentieth century, scientists, as well as other
health professionals, increasingly spoke out against intemperate – and
often inadvertent – use of cocaine. At a 1910 meeting of the American
Association for the Advancement of Science, the state chemist of
Oklahoma reported that eighty-four of the eighty-seven “soft drinks” he
had tested contained cocaine. He insisted, “The cocaine is used in order
to make people form a habit for the particular drink.” The Cincinnati
Enquirer headlined its story on the report: “Deadly Dope.”12 That same
day, a small-town newspaper in Pennsylvania warned its readers about
popular cold medicines; “Beware of Cocaine in Catarrh Remedies” cau-
tioned that “Thousands of Drug Fiends have been started on their down-
ward course through Catarrh snuffs containing this habit forming
drug.”13 Such claims were gross exaggerations of the danger of cocaine;
few people who snagged an occasional cocaine beverage or took a cold
remedy became dissolute fiends. But some did, and that risk scared
people.

Those concerned about cocaine’s habit-forming qualities were not
alone in reconsidering the open and easy availability of the coca alkaloid.
Particularly in the American south, white supremacists took to arguing
that cocaine made African Americans particularly crazy, dangerous, and
lustful. “[M]any of the horrible crimes committed in the Southern States
by the colored people can be traced directly to the cocaine habit,”
reported a Georgia-based correspondent for the New York Tribune.
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White racists in theNorth agreed: “Most attacks upon the white women of
the South are the direct result of a coke-crazed brain,” the director of the
Pharmacy Board of Pennsylvania, Dr. Christopher Koch, testified before
Congress in 1914 during hearings to determine the legal fate of cocaine.
That Dr. Koch offered no proof of his claim seemed to matter little to
members of Congress or to the newspapers that reported on his
testimony.14

In the first years of the twentieth century, African Americans did,
evidence suggests, use cocaine disproportionately as compared to whites.
Some limited evidence demonstrates that black southerners, at least,
were twice as likely as white southerners to use cocaine.15 Writing about
such evidence, the eminent drug historian David Courtwright reminds us
that scholars have to account for the toxins of racism that poison the Jim
Crow-era evidentiary record. Still, he finds it likely that African
Americans in the Deep South used cocaine more than their white coun-
terparts for reasons that were both practical and recreational.16

African Americans probably first used cocaine for the same reason
that Sigmund Freud took it up and for the same reason the coca-chewers
of the Andean realm found coca leaves useful: it gave them a boost of
energy. Late nineteenth-century observers noted that black stevedores
and roustabouts in New Orleans snorted cocaine to push through their
grueling labors unloading steamboats; these men sometimes worked
seventy straight hours in fulfilling their duties. Cocaine was a lifesaver.
Other black manual laborers, those stuck with the most physically
demanding, grueling work, soon began using coke on the job.17 And
while African Americans may first have used cocaine to increase stamina
for backbreaking work, soon enough some began to indulge for another
reason: cocaine made a person feel good.

A second reason African Americans in the early twentieth century
were more likely to use cocaine than were whites is because drug usage,
like most of life in the United States at that time, was racially inflected.
White Americans used proportionately less cocaine than did black
Americans, but they used quite a lot of opiates. That is in large part
because whites, overall, had greater access to medical professionals
than did African Americans. And it was doctors, in the late nineteenth
century and early twentieth century, who directed – pushed? – people,
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especially women of the middle and upper classes, to use opiates to
mitigate ailments of almost every mental and physical sort. Opiates,
doctors assured their patients, were a scientifically authorized, medically
indicated sort of drug, appropriate for respectable white people.

Ironically, then, white racism and the black poverty it produced made
it less likely that African Americans would be in a position to consult with
thosemedical professionals who peddled opiates. African Americans, as a
result, were less likely to be addicted to heroin or other opiates than were
whites. That doesn’t mean that they eschewed all forms of easily available
alkaloids (heroin is derived from the opiate alkaloid morphine) and the
varyingly desirable effects they produced. But rather than fall prey to the
“white”-linked opiates, more chose to get their kick from cocaine.

White authorities in the south noted, with great unease, black men’s
enthusiasm for cocaine. Cocaine, they argued, made black men aggres-
sive. Cocaine, they reported, made black men crazy. Cocaine, they
insisted, unleashed blacks’ innate criminality and depraved hyper-
sexuality.

Historians have rightly pointed out the long history of overt racism
that motivated such claims. The claims whites made are fully embedded
in ideas of racial hierarchy; these white critics were distraught, above all,
about black men’s use of cocaine because, they believed, it led black men
to challenge white authority. Nonetheless, in pointing out these racist
assumptions, historians have downplayed the effects of the drug itself.

Cocaine stimulates the release of dopamine; it increases noradrena-
line and serotonin. These changes in brain chemistry make a person feel
good, more confident, more capable, and more energetic. They can also
impair judgment and increase the likelihood of impulsive, risky behavior.
Cocaine induces most people to move more extravagantly across the
social stage. Such self-confident – often overly self-confident – behavior
can cause individuals to reject or ignore the social conventions that
govern everyday life. For African Americans in the Jim Crow south of
the early twentieth century, men and women who were forced to appear
subservient before whites under threat of violent reprisals, cocaine was a
dangerous drug. Cocaine made it more difficult to wear the public mask
of subservience. Like other alkaloids, it made people less amenable to the
social conventions and social hierarchies that regulate everyday life.
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Black people on cocaine – at least some of them – did challenge the racial
hierarchy. Whites who pointed out that fact were racist, but they were not
wrong.

White authorities, in decrying African Americans’ use of cocaine,
argued that the drug did more than increase blacks’ propensity to act
“uppity.” Cocaine, they insisted, unleashed black criminality. Here, in all
likelihood, the authorities had the matter mostly backwards. By the early
twentieth century, it was not so much that cocaine made people, African
American or otherwise, criminals. It was more that criminals of many
races and ethnicities in the United States, increasingly, were using
cocaine.

Even as doctors and other health professionals were warning “respect-
able” people away from indiscriminate use of cocaine, the alkaloid was
increasingly used by a melange of people considered by the mainstream
to be of the lower orders. The demi-monde and the criminal underworld
were taking up cocaine with a vengeance. By 1900, cocaine was ubiqui-
tous in New Orleans’s Storyville, America’s most notorious red-light
district. At New Orleans dance halls – the Hot Cat, the Honky Tonk,
and the Pig Ankle – black patrons, as well as the occasional white visitor,
slammed back potent cocaine wine that sold for ten cents a glass (whiskey
was cheaper, at five cents a shot). New Orleans prostitutes, black, white,
and creole, estimated to number well over 2,000, were voracious users.
According to the New Orleans Daily States, cocaine had become a neces-
sary anodyne, “a merciful friend,” for the city’s poor and disreputable
men and women, for it “spread[s] a golden cloud over a wretched past
and hopeless future and evoke[s] visions of wealth, contentment and
happiness.”18 Cocaine then, as would be true later of crack, appealed to
those who needed its particular kick to veil their difficult circumstances
and to embolden their claims on a society that disdained them.

Police and other authorities claimed that white prostitutes in cities
around the country, as well as other white “lowlifes” and criminals, picked
up the cocaine habit from their black counterparts. Evidence exists to
support this claim, but cocaine was also becoming popular in bohemian
and underworld circles that had little or no contact with African
Americans. Hollywood’s brand new silent film industry abounded with
cocaine. Most notoriously, the Keystone studio, home of such risqué stars
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as Mabel Normand and Fatty Arbuckle (both cocaine users), had its own
in-resident dealer, “the Count.”19 In San Francisco’s underworld, white
criminals gathered in dope houses to inject cocaine. As reported by Fred
Williams in The Hop-Heads: “The men in the party were young and well, if
not expensively, dressed. I knew them to be yeggs [burglars and safe-
crackers] … The women, on the other hand, were sisters in crime –

‘boosters’ [shoplifters] and ‘dips’ [pickpockets] as well as prostitutes
in times of emergency.”20 For men and women, using cocaine – and
opiates – was part of the underworld life in San Francisco.

Likewise, in New York City, a number of the Jewish gangsters who,
according to NYC police commissioner Theodore A. Bingham, made up
50 percent of the city’s underworld, used cocaine.21 Notoriously, Jewish
hit men “Lefty” Louie Rosenberg and Harry “Gyp the Blood” Horowitz
were “coked to the gills” at 4 a.m. July 12, 1912 when they gunned down
fellow Jew, gambler-turned-stool-pigeon Harry Rosenthal.22 The crimin-
ologist Alan A. Block states that Jewish gangsters used cocaine, sold
cocaine, and made cocaine an integral part of New York City nightlife.
He goes so far as to say that the Jewish-run cocaine racket brought
together New York’s multi-ethnic underworld.23 Cocaine had become a
drug of choice for those who had slipped the bounds of propriety.

Main Street Americans observed cocaine’s fall from grace with fear
and disgust. What had once been seen as a healthy pick-me-up and
general curative was now broadly perceived as a dangerous, addictive
drug evermore associated with the undesirable lower orders of American
society. In little more than twenty years, respectable Americans had
turned against cocaine. Their increasing disdain for cocaine was not
occurring in a cultural vacuum. The anti-cocaine groundswell was a
piece of a much bigger prohibitionist movement.

American prohibitionists had been battling their pleasure-seeking
neighbors for a long time. Pietistic Christians – mostly Baptists,
Methodists, and Presbyterians who believe in individual holiness, moral
purity, and aggressively ridding the world of sin – led the fight. Their
battle against intoxication took root in 1825 with the organization of the
American Temperance Society. By the mid 1830s the Society had well
over a million members. Their “Dry Crusade” ebbed and flowed over the
next several decades, gaining political traction in the post-Civil War era
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with the founding of theWoman’s Christian Temperance Union in 1873.
In 1881, Kansas became the first state to ban the sale of alcoholic bev-
erages. This religiously inspired anti-alcohol crusade gained power in the
late nineteenth century when it joined forces withmore secular-oriented,
so-called progressive reformers, who feared the unruly and unassimilated
behaviors of the millions of Catholic and Jewish immigrants who were
pouring into American cities. By the early twentieth century, this broad-
based coalition had the political might to work its will on the nation,
expanding its temperance crusade to include not just alcohol but most
every other form of intoxication.

By 1922, cocaine, opiates, marijuana, and alcoholic beverages were all
broadly and legally forbidden at both the state and federal level in the
United States. The Prohibitionists, working in tandem with medical and
scientific authorities, white supremacists, and progressive social-control
advocates had won their war against the most visible and potent forms of
altered consciousness.

To ban alcohol nationwide, the Prohibitionists successfully engi-
neered passage of the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution in
1919. Congress passed the Volstead Act later that same year, and so
provided federal funds to enforce the new law. Beginning in January
1920, the manufacture, sale, and distribution of alcoholic beverages
was outlawed.24 Cocaine, marijuana, and opiates were phased out
through normal statutory means at the local, state, and national
level. In 1922, the Narcotic Drugs Import and Export Act was the
final legal nail in the coffin for opiates, cocaine, and even coca leaves.
The act made it “unlawful to import any narcotic drug into the
United States or any territory under its control or jurisdiction.”
There was a loophole for “medical and legitimate uses” – think
Coca-Cola, which still used coca leaves – but the law was strict and
it was punitive:

That if any person fraudulently or knowingly imports or brings any

narcotic drug into the United States … or receives, conceals, buys, sells,

or in anymanner facilitates the transportation, concealment, or sale of any

such narcotic drug … [he] shall upon conviction be fined not more than

$5000 and imprisoned for not more than ten years.25
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The Harrison Act of 1914 had already charged the Treasury Department
with regulating the legal importation and sale of narcotic drugs. The
1922 Act strengthened the hand of the Treasury Department by giving its
agents full authority, under a newly created Federal Narcotics Control
Board, to administer all aspects of the law. In practice, the Treasury
Department would focus on stopping narcotics at the nation’s borders.
State and local authorities, working under their own laws, which also
called for fines and imprisonment, would police the sale and use of
cocaine within the United States. By 1922, cocaine was illegal everywhere
in theUnited States and people who imported it or sold it or used it could
be arrested and jailed by local police, state authorities, or federal officials,
depending on the exact nature of their relationship to the cocaine to
which law enforcement connected them.

The criminalization of cocaine made the once thriving and legal
cocaine distribution and sales business a very different kind of operation.
Between 1900 and 1920 or so, thousands of low-level purveyors kept
cocaine supply lines open for those who wanted the drug. Most of the
cocaine that found its way to criminals, thrill-seekers, actors and other
members of the demi-monde came by way of legal production that was
subverted and diverted for illegal use. During this period thousands and
thousands of newspaper stories appeared in local papers reporting on
the bust of local cocaine sales rings.

During the first twenty years of the new, punitive cocaine regime, most
cocaine that found its way into users’ hands (and then noses or veins) was
diverted from supplies still legally possessed by pharmacies and doctors,
creating what Joseph Spillane, historian of the early cocaine market in
the United States, calls the “shadow market.”26 During these years,
cocaine was still legally prescribed by doctors and, thus, was widely
stocked by pharmacists. But some pharmacists, overwhelmingly located
in the most disreputable parts of town, sold cocaine with little eye toward
confirming the legitimacy of their patients’ health needs or of a doctor’s
note. This business model would be replicated in the opioid trade
roughly a hundred years later. In New York City, in 1909, police investi-
gators reported that they had found sixty-three drugstores that sold
suspiciously large quantities of cocaine despite supposedly strict rules
limiting its usage. A muckraking reporter observed that “empty boxes” of
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cocaine remedies bought from local pharmacies could be seen “littering
the gutters of Broadway any Saturday night.”27

These disreputable, avaricious drugstore owners, found in small towns
as well as big cities in the first decades of the twentieth century, often
dodged narcotic laws and the men enforcing them. But that wayward
path was becoming more difficult in the 1910s. Progressive reformers,
muckraking journalists, and honest law-enforcement authorities were
cracking down on these gray market entrepreneurs, pushing cocaine
sales and the commodity chain that supplied such sales further
underground.

Increasingly, after the 1914Harrison Act and the crackdown on illegal
drugstore sales by local officials, cocaine users had to depend evermore
on smuggled cocaine supplied to them by underworld sources. Cocaine
was smuggled into theUnited States at numerous ports, including in New
York City and NewOrleans, but also up and down the Pacific coast. In the
1910s and early 1920s, these smugglers appear to have been overwhel-
mingly small-time operators, mostly ship’s crew, who bought a pound or
two of cocaine legally in Europe or Latin America with hopes of making
some side money off-loading it in the United States. For example, in
November 1920, a sailor brought in about $10,000 worth of cocaine, as
well as other narcotics, to San Francisco where he attempted to sell his
small load to a local pool hall operator. In this case the pool hall opera-
tor, with the assistance of two corrupt San Francisco police detectives,
ripped off the smuggler, who was so angry that he brazenly reported the
affair to the authorities.28

A few days after that incident, one Adolph Candis, captain of the
steamer-ship the Cuzco (smuggling cocaine on a ship named after a
major Peruvian city is probably a bad idea), was arrested in New York
City after attempting to bring in seventy-three bottles of cocaine, valued
at $7,500.29 In Portland, authorities claimed that it was “Orientals” who
were “smuggling cocaine andmorphine into this country on almost every
boat that lands at any port on the Pacific coast.” The task force, however,
was only able to arrest four white “boys,” who worked for a messenger
service that was distributing drugs throughout the city. They were caught
red-handed supplying “cocaine parties, where cocaine is ‘served’ instead
of liquor… [The] boys are said to have purchased their wholesale supply
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in a North End Chinese den.” No mention is made of where the
“Orientals” got their supply of cocaine.30

That same year, a tragic smuggling tale was reported from New
York. There, Manuel Garcia Cayon, a fireman on the steamer the
Atlantic Son, lost his nerve just before docking after a trip from
Rotterdam. He killed himself after telling his crewmates that he was
afraid of being caught on his second smuggling voyage. Under his
bunk 240 bottles of cocaine were found, most likely purchased legally
in the Netherlands or in Germany.31

It is hard to know how many relatively amateur smugglers were bring-
ing cocaine into the United States during the late 1910s and early 1920s.
What is known is that cocaine sales and arrests were, during this time, very
much in the news. In 1920 alone at least 4,648 newspaper stories about
cocaine appeared throughout the nation, almost all of them involving
arrests or reports on illegal sales.32 Given the low priority local law
officials and the Treasury Department gave cocaine arrests during this
first year of alcohol prohibition, such numbers indicate that the cocaine
business remained extensive, if small-scale. The American market for
cocaine had, of course, fallen precipitously since its legal heyday in the
1890s and the first years of the twentieth century, in the days when
powder cocaine was sold as a pick-me-up and cocaine-laced patent med-
icines and beverages were available in pharmacies and groceries. By 1920,
so-called respectable people were rarely, if ever, buying cocaine. But the
demand for coke by less reputable folk remained, and deviant entrepre-
neurs who participated in a rinky-dink, global supply chain were happy to
meet it.

Cocaine demand, soon enough, caught the attention of the kind of
people who specialized in organizing businesses that existed outside the
law. The first illegal organized effort to meet the demand for cocaine
emerged in theNew York-based Jewish underworld.33 Jewish gangsters, as
was noted earlier, were drawn to cocaine. In part, cocaine was a natural
ally for men who made their living illegally at night, gambling, running
rackets, hanging out at clubs, managing speakeasies, and prowling city
streets. Perhaps, too, Jewish gangsters enjoyed the bravado and fearless-
ness cocaine gave them as they hustled their way through a straight world
that was largely controlled by anti-Semites.
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Jewish gangsters, however, were particularly well positioned for the
cocaine trade. They tended to have international connections based on
the ethnic and religious ties that made for trustworthy business relation-
ships; these ties extended especially but not only to Europe, where
cocaine was still mostly legal and relatively easy to buy. Jewish control of
underworld casinos, shadowy nightclubs, and an array of other illegal
operations, meant that they already had a network perfect for selling
illegal commodities of various sorts. For them, smuggling and selling
illegal cocaine was just another way to make money. Most of the heavy
Jewish gangsters involved in the cocaine business in the late 1910s and
1920s were involved in any number of rackets and sold other narcotics, as
well as cocaine. Heroin, in fact, was their number one commodity.34

Sometime in the 1920s, the Jewish-run drug business became more
organized and better capitalized. The loads came in large shipments
from Europe. Until 1925 cocaine, heroin, and the other drugs remained
legal and easily purchased there; after 1925, when most of Europe
followed the American lead and adopted anti-drug laws, purchase was
less easy but far from impossible.35 Helping to finance and organize this
drug smuggling and distribution trade, until his murder in 1928, was the
notorious underworld kingpin Arnold Rothstein. (Rothstein was most
infamous for his never-proven but almost certain role in fixing the 1919
World Series.)

Rothstein was known in New York City during this era, and ever after,
as a big-time gambler, which he was.36 He was also involved in most every
other form of organized crime in New York City. Sometime in the mid
1920s, though possibly earlier, Rothstein became the head of a massive
drug-smuggling ring. Rothstein used connections he had made smug-
gling alcohol from Europe into the United States to set up his drug-
smuggling enterprise; he used the same network within the United States
to distribute loads of cocaine and heroin from France, Germany, and the
Netherlands.37 Rothstein brought the drugs in on freighters.

Rothstein was protected by New York City’s political establishment,
especially after James J. Walker, a bon vivant speakeasy regular, became
mayor in 1925. Rothstein also hired the dissolute and only son of Harry
M. Dougherty, the Attorney General of the United States, to “work” in
one of his front businesses; the son and the son-in-law of the Chief of the
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Treasury Department’s Narcotics Division, as well as the top New York
City federal narcotics agent, worked for him as well. Rothstein was a
generous man; he “lent” tens of thousands of dollars to many well-placed
New York politicians.38

Despite Rothstein’s corrupt political connections, he was not immune
to law enforcement, at least not at the federal level. In 1926, a 1220-
pound shipload of heroin, morphine, and cocaine – listed on the freight
manifest as bowling balls and pins – from Germany was busted by custom
agents in New York City. Rothstein brazenly posted cash bail of $25,000
(that is about $350,000 in 2018 dollars) for each of his arrested associates.
Federal agents, who believed that the Rothstein ring had brought over
some 3000 more pounds of narcotics in the months prior to the bust,
deduced that they had a smuggling problem. They tightened their cus-
toms inspections as a federally-led task force, composed of agents from
the FBI and Treasury Department along with investigators from the
office of the District Attorney for the Southern District of New York,
began to close in on Rothstein’s narcotics ring.39

On November 4, 1928 – before authorities could arrest Rothstein –

New York’s gangster mastermind was mysteriously gunned down. In
investigating the murder, government agents quickly began to realize
howmuch cocaine and heroin they hadmissed, even after their supposed
crackdown. Authorities discovered Rothstein’s meticulously maintained
business ledgers, spelling out a host of ongoing drug deals. Those federal
authorities, despite being warned directly by telephone by gangsters that
“you want to lay off or you won’t stay healthy,” made bust after bust.40

They grabbed $2 million worth of heroin, opium and cocaine on a train
baggage car that had left New York for Chicago. They seized $500,000 in
narcotics in the hotel stash room of a former “actress” on the north side
of Chicago. They seized $4 million in narcotics, including at least 1,000
ounces of cocaine, on the docks in Jersey City where cargo was being
unloaded from the French ocean liner Rochambeau. According to Charles
Tuttle, the United States district attorney leading the Rothstein task
force, “This seizure and the one made the other day shows the existence
of a big international drug ring with headquarters in France or
Switzerland.”41 Not surprisingly, given the numerous relatives and associ-
ates of important government officials on Rothstein’s payroll, most of
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Rothstein’s scrupulously kept business records somehow disappeared,
and only one major member of the narcotics ring ended up going to jail.

* * *

The investigation into Rothstein’s drug ring fizzled out, but the drug
enterprise continued. Associates of Rothstein, most importantly “Lucky”
Luciano, took over leadership. Luciano focused on heroin. So did the
other gangsters, mostly Jews and Italians. Heroin had a nice steady
market of hard-core addicts and it was relatively easy to buy, first in
France, and then after the US government began pressuring the
French, in Turkey. And as heroin became a growth industry in the
United States, cocaine began to lose its customer base during the 1930s
and 1940s.

No one can say for sure why cocaine seemed to lose its allure in the
1930s. Heroin was more easily available and with the repeal of
Prohibition in 1933, alcohol – Americans’ traditional party drug – was
once again legal. Even more relevant, perhaps, was the new legal alter-
native to cocaine, one that provided some of the same kicks.

In 1933, pharmaceutical giant Smith, Kline, and French introduced
amphetamines to the American public. Their over-the-counter
Benzedrine inhalers, supposedly intended to reduce “congestion,” con-
tained 325 mg of amphetamine base. They were cheap, legal, and readily
purchased at any neighborhood pharmacy. While the high was not
identical to cocaine, amphetamines gave users a similar, though longer
lasting, burst of energy, sense of confidence, and general feeling of well-
being. Amphetamines were, then, generally regarded as safe, and they
were prescribed by doctors for reasons including weight loss and depres-
sion, and for a general pick-me-up. During World War II, amphetamines
were regularly provided to servicemen in combat zones to keep them
alert. Over half a million Americans were regular consumers by 1945. In
1962, Americans legally purchased enough amphetamines to supply
every American man, woman, and child with forty-three standard doses
a year. Illegal cocaine had a hard time competing with legal, easy-to-
access amphetamines.42

Cocaine was not only illegal in the United States, it was also increas-
ingly difficult to get. During the 1930s, authorities in France, Germany,
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and the Netherlands clamped down on the gray market, making it
increasingly difficult to divert supplies to illicit markets. To a small
extent, European sources were replaced by cocaine smuggled in from
Japan. The Japanese had their own coca plantations in one of their
colonies, Taiwan, and had constructed major cocaine production facil-
ities. In 1935, custom agents in Long Beach arrested a ring of Japanese
and Chinese drug traffickers after finding nearly 12 pounds of cocaine, as
well as 200 pounds of opium, on a ship from Japan.43

The head of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, Harry Anslinger,
warned then that cocaine “has been regularly smuggled from Japan
to the Pacific coast for some time past.”44 Anslinger, known to posterity
for his hysterical claims about the evils of marijuana, was always looking
to increase his agency’s budget; he was prone to exaggeration. It is
hard to judge his claim, especially since just two years earlier he had
claimed that cocaine smuggling had become just “a rivulet compared
to the river which was emptying into the country for a long period of
time.”45 Anslinger’s claims aside, in July 1940 custom agents seized
another 17 pounds of cocaine in Oakland that had been brought in
on a Japanese freighter. A Japanese crewman was arrested; newspapers
blared that he was part of “one of the Coast’s biggest narcotics smug-
gling plots.”46 Little has been discovered about the Japanese cocaine-
smuggling rings; the targets of these busts may have been anomalies,
or their hauls may represent just a small amount of the cocaine
smuggled into the West Coast of the United States before the outbreak
of World War II.

During World War II, the amount of illegal narcotics smuggled into
the United States declined greatly. Cocaine imports declined along with
the others. Japanese and German sources, obviously, were out of the
picture, as were any sort of goods from the rest of Nazi-occupied
Europe. Both Atlantic and Pacific Ocean shipping lanes were war
zones, which put a premium on cargo space on every freighter; to prevent
enemy sabotage, American ports were rigorously scrutinized and
guarded. Notorious gangster “Lucky” Luciano, whose cronies played a
major corrupting role on New York’s waterfront docks, helped US autho-
rities with port security during the war, and his efforts were seemingly
honest. But illegal narcotics still crossed US borders. Smugglers brought
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loads in from Mexico. Cuba, too, became an important trans-shipment
point for illegal drugs, mostly heroin but including cocaine.

After the war, and for the next couple of decades, the illegal cocaine
business staged a slow but steady comeback. In part, the cocaine business
could grow because the Federal Bureau of Narcotics was focused on the
heroin trade. In the post–World War II years, in response to public
outcries and Cold War concerns, FBN agents went after heroin manu-
facturers and distributors in Europe and the Middle East, as well as the
ethnic Italian and Jewish gangsters who controlled the American heroin
market. Cocaine was largely off their radar.

Thus during the 1940s and 1950s, with drug enforcement efforts
directed elsewhere, Latin American smugglers worked steadily to bring
cocaine back into the United States market. With European and Asian
pharmaceutical cocaine producers largely out of the business, Latin
America filled the gap. Pure cocaine was being brought up from the
Andean countries of South America, as well as from Chile and Cuba.
Demand for the drug was not large but in the 1950s it was growing. The
modern cocaine business, in which cocaine from South America is
smuggled into the United States by organized rings of drug dealers,
had begun.

Judging by the busts made in the immediate post–World War II
years, the amount of cocaine smuggled into the United States was still
relatively small. Demand was still limited to the demi-monde and
criminal set that had kept cocaine sales up in the 1920s. Jazz musi-
cians indulged, sometimes taking speedballs of heroin mixed with
coke.47 Gangsters, black and white, snorted coke, as did prostitutes.
Malcolm X – still Malcolm Little and a smalltime hoodlum in the
1940s – snorted regularly before he was jailed in 1946. An outré crew
of wealthy white socialites and Hollywood celebrities were still aficio-
nados of the drug. But cocaine was not the drug of choice for most
Americans looking to get high. In the 1950s, heroin use had
exploded. Suburban housewives abused “downers.” Middle-class
whites and a racially mixed assortment of bohemians took “speed.”
Millions of Americans indulged daily in a drink or two. Cocaine users,
between the end of World War II and the advent of the 1960s, were a
fairly small niche market.
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Sometime in the mid 1960s, however, that niche market began to
grow. Custom agents were among the first to see the change. In 1964,
agents at New York City’s newly renamedKennedy Airport picked up on a
suspicious pattern. They began to notice “fast”-looking, single white
women, carrying large suitcases, passing through customs after quick
trips to Chile.

In December 1964, an agent took an interest in one Juanita Bradbie.
When he opened her suitcase, it appeared that her clothes were too
“shallow.” He worked out that her suitcases had false compartments.
Bradbie, who had been arrested previously on prostitution charges, was
carrying 10 kilos of coke. A few days later, Sybil Horowitz, with a big black
bouffant hair-do and heavily mascaraed eyes, was caught with 10 kilos of
pure cocaine in three false-bottomed suitcases. Miss Horowitz was a
traveling con artist, or “grifter,” who had been in and out of jail since
she was in her early twenties. Though Horowitz and Bradbie were terri-
fied of the people who had hired them, they told the custom agents
everything they could, naming names, in hopes of reduced sentences.48

Horowitz said she had been paid $5,000 – the contemporary equiva-
lent of around $40,000 – plus another $2,000 for expenses to smuggle the
coke from Santiago, Chile. According to authorities, she was one of
several white women who muled the coke for a major international
drug-smuggling ring, which they identified as one of the biggest distri-
butors of cocaine operating in the United States.

The US ringleader was a career criminal named Raphael Santana;
associates knew him as “Red Nova.” (Santana would serve time for this
cocaine bust but, after his release, went back to the drug trade in a major
way and eventually served a life term for conspiracy to import 1,000 kilos
of heroin into the United States.) The Federal Bureau of Narcotics was
able to trace the coke back to its source in Chile. With the cooperation of
Chilean authorities, they arrested four people, including a senior mem-
ber of one of the major narco-trafficking families in South America who
had roots in theMiddle East and long-standing connections to growers in
Bolivia. According to the United States Attorney’s office in Brooklyn,
which handled the case, the ring had brought in around $25 million in
cocaine – the contemporary equivalent of some $200million – before the
arrests were made.49
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These busts were made in December 1964, well before cocaine, let
alone crack, had become an object of mass desire in the United States.
According to a government agent asked to comment on the case –

probably a member of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics – cocaine had a
limited market in the United States. Cocaine, he said, was most popular
“in the fur and jewelry set.” It was, he said, “a society narcotic … If you
want to set a party really swinging, you sniff the stuff.” He did not,
however, mean to endorse its use. “[C]oke is the hook,” he warned
readers. “Once you start sniffing, you belong to the junkies.”50 While
the agent was convinced of cocaine’s dangers, an increasing number of
Americans were beginning to think differently about cocaine, specifi-
cally, and illegal drugs, more generally.

No one has offered an easy or definitive answer as to why the use of
illegal drugs exploded among white, middle-class youths during the late
1960s and, evenmore so, in the early 1970s. Elsewhere, I have argued that
“at the most conventional level, drug use was handed down from parents
to children.”51 In 1965, those middle-class parents were the primary
beneficiaries of 123 million prescriptions for tranquilizers and sedatives
and 24 million prescriptions for amphetamines. They boozed it up and a
majority smoked. The white, middle-class “Baby Boomers,” however, did
not stick to alcohol, nicotine, and doctor-prescribed uppers and down-
ers. They went on the prowl for their own, generation-specific highs.

This open-minded search for alternative, illegal highs was surely
stoked by rebellion against those cultural and political authorities who
had both championed the failed Vietnam War and maintained a racist,
sexist society. Combine those factors with broad national prosperity and
an unprecedented consumer cornucopia and many young Americans
saw the opportunity to reinvent both the medicine chest and the liquor
cabinet. While some discovered brand new drugs, most famously LSD,
others turned to the traditional highs of the underground and the
bohemian set. As marijuana became the biggest-selling illegal high, it
created a massive market that was first served by imported product from
Mexico, and then, increasingly, from Colombia. This marijuana trade –

both in terms of demand and supply – did not end in the 1970s. Indeed,
the market exploded, working its way down to younger and younger
teenagers and across race, ethnic, and class lines.52 But despite the
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promise of LSD and the growing use of marijuana, for drug cognoscenti
in the 1970s, cocaine was becoming the drug of choice. At least for those
who could afford it.

In 1977, rock guitar icon Eric Clapton released the song, “Cocaine.”
Though not a simple celebration of the drug, its driving beat drove home
the song’s lyrical message: cocaine kept you riding high; cocaine drove
away the “blues”; cocaine kept the night alive. Such promise was a long
way from the Beatles’ whimsical acid masterpiece, “Lucy in the Sky with
Diamonds,” or the Jefferson Airplane’s homage to tripping, “White
Rabbit.” In the 1970s, white youth’s cultural arbiters, rock musicians,
were advocating for a different kind of high.

The managing editor of Rolling Stone magazine, Charles Perry, saw
broader implications. He mournfully recalled, “There was no longer the
feeling during the psychedelic days of the rapport of seeing Janis [Joplin]
on the street or of sharing a joint with Jerry Garcia … Rock and roll was
becoming a big business. It was the time of big recording contracts and
international tours.”53 In that music industry, cocaine was a tool not of
introspection or mind expansion, as marijuana and LSD had been.
Cocaine was a confidence-building energy driver. It was a drug made
for professionals who put in long nights and then wanted to let loose with
some hard partying. Cocaine was fun and sexy, perfect for touring
musicians whose down-time often began well after midnight.

Some 1960s veterans mourned this changing drug culture. Music
producer David Rothchild believed that cocaine, unlike marijuana and
acid, drove people apart. Within the rock community, he believed,
cocaine fed people’s competitive and selfish desires, exacerbating the
music industry’s money-driven ethos. “One consciousness,” the one sti-
mulated by marijuana and LSD, he insisted, “brought about sharing, the
other,” stimulated by cocaine, “brought about greed.”54 While Rothchild
can be accused of overly romanticizing the drug culture – and the music
industry – of the 1960s, many others shared his view.55

Rockmusicians were by nomeans the only ones adapting their taste in
drugs to their changing circumstances. To quote David Rothchild once
again: “I knew all was lost when I saw what used to be the artists’ world of
drugs and creative exchange in the hands of lawyers and accountants,
and when I saw the lawyers doing blow, I knew that an era had truly
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ended.”56 Cocaine was fast becoming America’s new party drug, a perfect
stimulant for both the eroticized 1970s and the risk-taking, entrepreneur-
ial fever of the early 1980s. Cocaine drove its growing ranks of users to do
everything harder and faster.

Media mavens and trendsetters hyped the cocaine rush. In 1974,
slightly ahead of the curve, the editors of the New York Times Magazine
ran a long story: “Cocaine: The Champagne of Drugs.” While
recounting some of the risks associated with regular use of coke,
the writer claimed that its enthusiasts encompassed “all social and
economic categories, but are particularly concentrated among what
one specialist calls ‘the glitter people’: a Who’s Who of Hollywood
and Hollywood-on-the-Hudson that includes actors, models, athletes,
artists, jazz musicians, designers and ad men.”57 Three years later,
Newsweek described “The Cocaine Scene.” According to the news-
weekly, “pinstriped Wall Street lawyers take it from a 14-karat gold
spoon at elegant parties.”58 Cocaine, which had spent decades in
relative obscurity as the drug of the criminal underworld and the
demi-monde, was back in the mainstream. Not since the late nine-
teenth century had cocaine received such a positive press.

By 1979, almost 20 percent of Americans between the age of eighteen
and twenty-five claimed that they had used cocaine at least once in the
previous year. Over 9 percent of all Americans over the age of twenty-six
reported the same.59 By 1980, cocaine was the fuel of a significant
segment of America’s hard-charging young urban professionals –

Yuppies.
Cocaine’s fast-rising popularity, especially among more affluent

whites, created powerful demand. By 1979, a kilo of cocaine sold for
$51,000, up about 50 percent from just a year earlier. And that was in
Miami, where wholesale prices were at their lowest.60 To meet that
lucrative demand, a range of international drug-trafficking organiza-
tions, led by Colombians, rose to the fore.

The Colombians had not, at first, dominated the modern cocaine
business. In the immediate post–World War II decades, Chileans had
developed cocaine as a “cottage industry.” They bought raw materials
from Peru and Bolivia and refined it in their own laboratories. They did
use Colombians, often, to do the actual smuggling into the United States.
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Many of those Colombians were headquartered in Medellin, which had a
long, if not distinguished, history as a smuggling center.61

In 1973, the rules of the cocaine industry changed. General Augusto
Pinochet led a coup that overthrew the democratically elected, if not
always effective, government of Chile. As part of his brutal law-and-order
campaign, he smashed Chile’s relatively small cocaine industry. The
Chilean coke merchants tried to set up shop in Colombia but their
Colombian smuggler partners saw their chance and they took it. They
forced out – violently – the Chileans. They took control of the industry.
The Colombian government, unlike the brutal Pinochet regime, lacked
the authority, legitimacy, or the will to stop the cocaine industry. The
Colombian entrepreneurs’ timing could not have been better. The mar-
ket, most especially in the United States, was taking off.

Many of the people invested in the new cocaine industry had a
distinct advantage over their Chilean predecessors. They were profes-
sional smugglers. Some were deeply involved in flying huge quantities
of high grade Colombian marijuana to the United States. They had a
business model ready for easy adaptation to their new, far more lucra-
tive commodity.

Prior to 1974, cocaine chroniclers Guy Gugliotta and Jeff Leen
explain, coke smuggling was done a few kilos at a time. Like the women
who were caught in the mid 1960s at Kennedy Airport, “mules” generally
brought in small bags of coke hidden in their suitcases or taped to their
bodies. In the 1960s, such simple methods were sufficient to meet the
limited demand. Not so, even by the early 1970s. The solution was
obvious. The same small planes that had been smuggling bales of
“Colombian Red,” “Colombian Gold,” and other high grade types of
weed could be used, instead, to fly in kilos of coke. Pound for pound,
cocaine was much more profitable than marijuana.

Two men imprisoned together at the federal penitentiary at Danbury,
Connecticut on marijuana charges, Colombian smuggler Carlos Lehder
and American wholesaler George Jung, plotted out the new aviation-
based business model. Lehder, who had the Colombian connections,
explained to Jung that they could buy a kilo of coke in Colombia for
$2,000 and sell it for more than $50,000 in the United States. Once out of
prison, they began to implement the plan.
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Lehder and Jung knew that flying big loads of cocaine would be risky;
American interdiction efforts aimed at the marijuana trade meant that
pilots would be caught and loads would be lost. But the profits were so
insanely good that the risks were worth it. Air Cocaine was in business.
The Bahamas served as a stopping-off spot, both for refueling and to
confuse interdiction efforts. Lehder set up a smuggler’s paradise, com-
plete with a private airstrip, a couple of dozen or so Doberman Pinschers,
and armed German guards in Norman Key in the Bahamas. By 1977,
instead of one or two kilos smuggled in by one person at a time, air cargo
loads of 250 kilos moved from Colombia to the Bahamas to rural,
often makeshift air strips in southern Florida and other parts of the US
south, and then, generally, on to Miami for distribution. Demand was so
strong and growing so fast that prices remained high, despite the ever-
increasing loads coming into the United States. Inside the United States,
a new breed of networked drug dealers emerged to move the coke.
Colombian émigrés in the United States, especially in the New York
City metropolitan area, played major roles in the distribution end.62

The money involved in moving somuch cocaine bred risk, mostly from
rivals, and with risk came violence. In their account of the cocaine trade,
Gugliotta and Leen quote the era’s conventional wisdom: “A marijuana
deal is done with a handshake and a cocaine deal is done with a gun.”63 In
Colombia, fierce gangsters such as Pablo Escobar murdered their way to
the top of the food chain. In Miami, wars broke out between Cuban
gangsters and competing groups of Colombians over control of the
trade. As the battles escalated,Miami’smurder rate soared from an already
high figure of 349 in 1979 to a catastrophic 621 in 1981. The rat-a-tat of
Mac-10 machine guns became the soundtrack to Miami’s cocaine wars.

The 1983 film Scarface brought home the violence to a national
audience in a remake of the 1932 classic. The original had paid homage
to the 1920s prohibition gangster Al Capone. The new film featured a
fictional character, Miami-based Cuban refugee cocaine baron Tony
Montana. At the film’s end, Montana fearlessly takes on an army of
assassins, screaming, “Say hello to my little friend” – a fully automatic,
converted AR-15 with a grenade launcher. The move to fiction, near
enough, matched the city’s reality. Cocaine wars had turned early 1980s
Miami into 1920s gangland Chicago.
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Thanks to Colombian cartels, by the early 1980s America was awash in
cocaine. The Drug Enforcement Administration estimated that about
65 tons were smuggled into the United States in 1983.64 And supply was
difficult to interrupt. When the Reagan administration began to throw
money and resources at the Caribbean-based smuggling trade, setting up
the South Florida Task Force under the able direction of Vice President
George H.W. Bush, the Colombians simply redrew their supply routes.
Mexican drug smugglers soon offered their service to the Colombian
cartels. They had long experience bringing illegal drugs – primarily heroin
and marijuana – across the border. These Mexican drug-trafficking
organizations took on the lion’s share of the cocaine brought into the
United States, dominating the smuggling trade by the mid 1980s. They
demanded and received a sizeable cut of the price for their diligent work.
Mexican-delivered coke poured into Houston, El Paso, Phoenix, and Los
Angeles. And while the wholesale price of coke oscillated, driven up by the
occasional major bust and down by heavy supply, retail costs in the United
States generally remained high – though lower than they had been in the
late 1970s.65

The cocaine business was lucrative. But the consumermarketplace for
the drug did have a limit. Coke, back then, generally cost about $100
(about $250 in today’s dollars) a gram retail. To get reasonably high and
stay that way took a fair amount of powder – a gram did not last long in
the hands of “cokeheads.” Moreover, lots of people did not have that
kind of cash just lying around. Coke, as a result, was an upmarket drug; it
inspired DEA agents and Hollywood celebrities to share the same joke:
“Cocaine is God’s way of telling you that you have too much money.”66

And if coke was expensive to purchase, it took even more money to get
into the cocaine dealership game. An ounce of high-quality cocaine,
pretty much the least a dealer needed to get started and keep his custo-
mers happy, could go for as much as $1,000.

For the entrepreneurial cocaine dealer, the questions were clear:
Could the cokemarket be expanded?Was there a way to deliver a cocaine
high to a broader base of customers, those who could not afford the $100
entry level price or who felt that the high they got from snorting expen-
sive powder cocaine was not worth the cost? In other words, could
cocaine, somehow, be sold at a cheaper price even as it generated a

CRACK
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stronger high? Likewise, young hustlers began to wonder, might there be
a way to buy into the cocaine wholesale market at a lower start-up cost?
Could a mere gram of coke, say, be somehow processed into small but
highly potent doses that could be sold at low cost, offering a high rate of
return on a small capital investment?

Enter crack cocaine.

FIRST COMES COCAINE, THEN COMES CRACK
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