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Introducing the brand new 2009 Maxima.
With a luxurious plush leather interior and a new level of comfort and space, the brand new Maxima really
is an evolution in Nissan thinking. The effortless power from a smooth V6 now comes with two engine
choices – the traditional 3.5L and now the new 2.5L, both with enhanced fuel efficiency. Dual Climate air
conditioning, a 6 disc stereo with MP3 input add to the sense of luxury you’ll feel when driving the Maxima.
And with enhanced safety features, such as ABS braking, 6 airbags and front seatbelt pretensioners, you
can be assured of a well protected drive. From only $43,995 (plus on-road costs) Maxima emerges as the
stand-out choice for those looking for a medium or large sedan. Visit www.nissan.co.nz for more details.
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Army officer Jorge Sanabria
stumbled upon a hugh cache of
drug dollars buried in the
Colombian mountains. He let his
tired and hungry soldiers keep it.
Jonathan Franklin reports on the
world of cocaine cash

SOLDIERS OF FORTUNE: Colombian soldiers play with the cash found in the mountains. PICTURE / MORTEN ANDERSEN

$222M
JUNGLE
JACKPOT

I thought it was
counterfeit,
there was really
no way to
believe that was
real money
JORGE SANABRIA

➥■ Continued on B2

THERE is still a hundred
million dollars out there in
the hills — cash,’’ muses Lieu-
tenant Jorge Sanabria of the

Colombian Army as he sips a beer then
picks up a thick beef rib.

Sanabria rips apart the meat like a
happy dog. Beef blood slides down his
right arm and drips off his elbow. His
young daughter smiles proudly.

I am drinking with a wanted man in
the hills outside of Bogota, Colombia.
As he slurps and burps, Sanabria looks
relaxed for a man who received nasty
threats for years and insinuates that
the cute little girl next to him would be
snatched.

‘‘He’s like Hitler, sleeps in a differ-
ent place every night, never tells people
where he really is,’’ says Jorg Hiller, a
Colombian screenwriter who guided
me to this remote rendezvous. ‘‘Five
people have already been murdered
because of this money.

Sanabria might just be the luckiest

millionaire in the entirely mad, and
ultimately futile War On Cocaine. He
never sold cocaine. He didn’t launder
cocaine money (well at least for most of
his life).

He found US$150 million (NZ$222
million) in cocaine cash. One hundred
and fifty million dollars. Stashed inside
oil drums, buried in a remote corner of
Colombia.

Each oil drum had US$8 million in
stacks and bricks of US$100 bills. At
least 20 barrels were unearthed, prob-
ably more. Sanabria is planning to go
back and get the money he left behind,
so he keeps most of his insider details
top secret.

The pile of cow ribs disappears, and
the cast of empty beer bottles extends
across the picnic table.

As the sun tracks across the hori-
zon, Sanabria and a growing coterie of
associates tell me about the history of
hidden treasure in Colombia.

‘‘They are called a Guaca

[pronounced Walk-A]. It is an indigen-
ous word,’’ says Adriana Chacon,
Sanabria’s lawyer, who often sounds
like his spokesman.

‘‘In the aboriginal history, they hid
their treasures in clay pots and hid
them in the ground. In the begining of
the 20th centuries we created Los
Guacqueros [Walk-Keros] who went to
find and unearth the guacas . . . the sol-
diers called this su guaca [their
treasure] because it was a treasure
they found.’’

‘‘I was sent to unbury a huge for-
tune, probably several hundred
million, a huge treasure,’’ said Colonel
Hernan Mejia, an elite commander in
the Colombian Army Special Forces.
‘‘This guy had so many exits from his
ranch. At every exit he had a suitcase
with US$6 million hidden under the
floors, in the roof, behind a mirror. No
matter which way he left, there was
always a bag of cash.’’

Describing the huge number of hid-

den treasures in Colombia, Adriana
Chacon, Sanabria’s lawyer points to
the shaggy green mountains surround-
ing Bogota. ‘‘The mountains of
Colombia? That’s our Central Bank.’’

SANABRIA and his men were
practically starving to death
on the morning one of his
young soldiers came running

back to the base camp, fistfuls of US
$100 bills falling out of his hands. After
months of fighting guerrillas and
insects (and losing on both fronts) the
72 men of Sanabria’s patrol, known as
Hunter Batallion, lived in tents sur-
rounded by monkeys. ‘‘We had been
fighting the guerillas for weeks, and
this camp was theirs. We took it over
and were resting for a few weeks; the
guys were tired and we had no food.’’

The rustic campsite had recently
been used by Colombia’s largest guer-
rilla group, known as the FARC. Once
a feared insurgency waging civil war,

the FARC long ago dropped their revo-
lutionary rhetoric and became cocaine
dealers, moving thousands of pounds
of pure cocaine into Mexico, earning
an estimated US$500 million a year.
Sanabria and his men, without know-
ing it, had been camping for days atop
the FARC’s Central Bank, millions in
drug cash, buried below their sleeping
bags.

‘‘I thought it was counterfeit, there
was really no way to believe that was
real money,’’ explains Sanabria. ‘‘From
the first moment, I decided not to
report it because of the bad treatment
they [Colombian Army officials] had
given my men. If you could see the sad
faces of these dudes. They began to tell
me how their mum suffered from
hunger, about a sick sister who needed
a house . . . there was never any doubt
[that we would keep the money.]’’

As commander it was his call.
Sanabria kept it simple — finders
keepers. Over the next week, the men

abandoned their fight against the
guerillas as they dug up barrel after
barrel, each stuffed with as much as
US$8 million.

The soldiers sat around the camp-
fire, dreaming of the houses, the
women, the new life that beckoned.
After two weeks in the bush, the young
millionaires developed their own econ-
omy. Toilet paper sold for US$100. A
radio with batteries for $1000. ‘‘You can
have a half million dollars,’’ said one
soldier, ‘‘but you can’t put a price on a
new toothbrush.’’

But with army helicopters busy in
other operations, the men were
stranded. And hungry.

‘‘We were millionaires but had
nothing to eat,’’ said one soldier who
survived by cooking slugs on the fire
and shooting animals out of the
treetops.

Sanabria organised a hunting
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Then make sure you advertise in VIVA AT HOME, a new monthly
feature published within The New Zealand Herald’s popular

VIVA lift-out.VIVA AT HOME is a great opportunity to showcase
interiors, decorating and design products and services in an

environment set to inspire.

Next publication date: Wednesday,August 26, 2009
Booking deadline: Wednesday,August 19, 2009

To advertise contact your APN Account Manager or Kerry Leonard on
tel (09) 373 6014, 021 489 819 or email kerry.leonard@apn.co.nz

Source: Nielsen Media Research, National Readership Survey,Apr 08 to Mar 09. AP10+
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STIHL SHOP™ Botany
Home Base, 16 Bishop Dunn Place
09 271 3000
OPEN 7 DAYS

Hurry, sale ends this Sunday

Portable Gas Convectors
• Clean, instant heat at the touch of a button
Enduro $899

NOW $749 Save $150

Deco Woodfire Package
• Quadruple the efficiency of your old open fire
• 4 other models available
• Includes fire, single story flue

& installation
Package Deal $3649

NOW $3299 Save $350

Hi-Wall Premier
• NZ’s favourite air
• Models for all homes
• Highly efficient fan design improves

airflow with whisper quiet operation

INSTALLED FROM $2649

Heating Clearance

Siena Woodfire Package
• 17kW - ideal for medium homes
• Includes fire, slate floor protector, single story

flue & installation
Package Deal $4299

NOW $3799 Save $500

Dynamo $999

NOW $849 Save $150
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$222million jungle jackpot

MOUNTAINS OF CASH: Lieutenant Jorge Sanabria shows reporter Jonathan Franklin where he found the US$150 million drug stash. PICTURES / MORTEN ANDERSEN

Army officers
heard strange
tales from the
field. A mass of
rich soldiers
partying like
kings.

schedule. Every day the group went
out and shot monkeys. Morale slipped
away as disease, hunger and snakes
kept Sanabria’s unit perpetually
uncomfortable.

‘‘The jungle eats you,’’ said Chris
Ryan, a former British SAS commando
and author of The One Who Got Away.
‘‘After being in the jungle for weeks, I
remember taking a bath and had these
red spots on my knee and an itch down
around my ankle. I scratched and
scratched and then the skin broke
open. Like 15 spiders crawled out.’’

When the helicopters arrived the
troops piled aboard. The men had so
much cash they simply could not carry
it all. So each man made a painful
decision — he filled his rucksack and
pockets with wads of cash. Even the
canteens were emptied of water so that
rolls of bills could be stuffed inside. All
the rest was put back in the barrels and
reburied in the hills. The men were
able to carry out an estimated US$46
million. But twice that much, nearly
US$100 million, was left behind.

One of the
pilots commented
on the unusually
heavy load as he
gunned the heli-
copter engines.
‘‘You guys are
really loaded
down.’’

No one dared
answer.

Sanabria
repeated his
orders as the heli-
copter headed
back to base. Don’t
tell anyone. Don’t
spend it. Follow my instructions, he
said, and we’ll all be rich.

Within hours of landing back at
their army base near the town of
Popoyan, the young troops went mad.
One soldier bought a new Ford pickup,
decked with tinted windows and a
sound system like a night club.
Another soldier roared on to base atop
a sparkling motorcycle.

Downtown Popoyan was awash in
gossip, a group of soldiers had entered
the brothel, kicked everyone out and
paid US$60,000 cash for the beginning
of what would be a two-day orgy.

Other soldiers converted local taxi
drivers into their personal chauffeurs.
They piled into shoe stores and filled
the taxi trunk with boxes of new
sneakers and sweat suits. One man
bought a bottle of expensive perfume
and then drank it on the spot. A soldier
who found the local hairdresser cute
had his haircut three times in the same
day. The Casa de Cambio, money
changing shops, simply ran out of local
Colombian currency.

Army officers immediately heard
strange tales from the field. A mass of
rich soldiers partying like kings. A
group meeting was called. Hunter Bat-
talion were to present themselves at
formation the following morning.

The soldiers who showed up were
arrested. A manhunt was launched
throughout Colombia for the majority
of soldiers, who deserted en masse.

Each man took his own route. Some
went home, but many came up with
creative escape plans.

One soldier fled to Margarita Island
in the Caribbean and bought a small
hotel which he ran under a fake ident-

ity, also purchased for cash. Another
bought an Argentine bus company and
laundered his cash by running empty
buses back and forth across South
America.

Private Lenin was the most origi-
nal. A young gay, he had joined the
army to earn some cash for his family.
But in the homophobic army he was
terrified of being discovered and
dreamed of having a sex change oper-
ation and converting himself into a
woman.

Now he had the cash to pay for his
dream, Lenin travelled to Ecuador,
successfully changed sex and moved
back to the picturesque town of
Armenia where he opened a nail salon
and spa, happily married to a police-
man.

Though the Colombian Govern-
ment tried to portray the soldiers as
criminals, the Colombian public
adopted them as folk heroes.

‘‘The majority of Colombians
believe it was just for those soldiers to
keep the money. They are guys who
risked their lives,’’ said Rodrigo
Triana, a Colombian movie director

who is directing
‘‘Regreso a la
Guaca’’ [Return to
the Treasure] a
soap opera based
on the adventures
and tragedies of
the soldiers who
found the cash.

‘‘They didn’t
go looking for it.
They found it.
That is war booty.
And war booty is
for whoever finds
it.’’

Eventually all
the soldiers were released. Many were
allowed to keep the money. But for
many of the soldiers, the discovery
became known as ‘‘The Cursed
Treasure’’ [La Guaca Maldita], as vio-
lence followed the trail of drug money.
‘‘It [the discovery] was a tragedy. Sev-
eral soldiers were murdered, others
had their families kidnapped, threat-
ened or were robbed blind of all their
money,’’ says Triana.

‘‘They had an illusion for and then
lost it. For most of them it was more of
a tragedy than good news.’’

‘‘They found a lot of money out
there,’’ says Chacon. ‘‘But they also
found a stash of trouble.’’

Sanabria is still looking for trouble
as he plans to sneak back into the
jungle, retrieve the remaining loot and
divide it among his men. It is five years
since he first found the cocaine cash.

His first mission ended in total fail-
ure as the guerrillas were waiting with
an ambush.

‘‘We found wooden stakes, like 2-3
metres high, sticks with cyanide on the
points. We found a tower with a .50
calibre machine gun to go after the
helicopters that would land there,’’
Sanabria describes the guerrilla infra-
structure near the buried treasure.
‘‘That meant they were waiting for us.’’

Dozens of anti-personnel mines
were buried around the cash stash.
‘‘On the first night, they entered [the
area] a captain died from a landmine
and two soldiers also died,’’ said Mejia.
The mission was aborted, but Sanabria
lives with the dream of that cash. No
one else has the co-ordinates. Only he
can find the US$100 million in his
secret stash.

LUCRATIVE AND
DEADLY BUSINESS

FINDING A FORTUNE: A soldier with one of the packs of US$100 bills.

For a decade theUnitedStates has pouredbillions of dollars in
military and civilian aid intowiping outColombia’s drug trade.

The investment has yet to payoff. In June, theUnitedNations
reported that coca cultivation inColombia surged27per cent in
2007,whichmeant the country remained theworld’s largest
cocaproducer.

Cocaine has overtaken coffee asColombia’s top export,
churning out over 610 tonnes a year.

Behind these figures lies a toll of humanmisery. Asmanyas
fourmillion people have been forced from their homesby armed
rebels andparamilitaries engaged in abitter conflict with the
ColombianArmy.

Human rights groups say illegal groups assert territorial
control by engaging in acts of terror, including the useof
selective assassinations, tomaintain strict control over
communities. Landminesprotect guerrilla territory inmany
parts of the country.

The lucrative cocaine trade continues to flourish despite the
smashingofmajor cartels. In the 1990s, theCali andMedellin
cartelswere dismantled and just thisweek another drug kingpin,
DiegoMontoyaSanchez, admitted counts of drug-trafficking,
racketeering andmurder.

At its peak, his cartel supplied theUSwith60per cent of its
cocainedemand—a tradeworth aboutUS$10billion ($14.7
billion) over twodecades.

Despite his capture the business goeson. Last year
Colombia’s crop accounted for 62per cent of theworld’s
cocaineproduction, a trade theUNestimates to beworthUS$70
billionworldwide.


