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The latest Tom Cruise movie, American Made, manages the incredible — to sympathize
with an amoral drug smuggler and government informer whose lies sparked a deadly, early
example of fake news. The target of the disinformation was Nicaragua, the authors were the
President and his men, and the Big Lie was that Sandinista leaders had struck a deal with
the Medellin cartel to smuggle drugs into America.

While director Doug Limon’s thrill ride version of Barry Seal‘s story does acknowledge his
questionable role in the Contra war, the film is really about an exuberant flyboy — Maverick
is back as an anti-hero — who stumbles into high adventures and government conspiracies.
The twist (spoiler) is that this time Cruise dies.

Think Air America meets Mission Impossible and The Parallax View. We’ve seen this movie
before, only this time it’s a whitewash of some relevant history.

Bay of Pigs veterans Rene Corvo and Felipe Vidal were “lieutenants” for John Hull and provided a link
between Contras and Cuban exiles. From Iran-Contra Scandal Trading Cards by Salim Yaqub.

Let’s begin with a televised speech by President Ronald Reagan on March 16, 1986.
During this appearance Reagan displayed a photograph taken in Nicaragua, reportedly
proving that top Nicaraguan officials were involved in cocaine trafficking. As it turned out,
this was a lie. There was no real evidence, and the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) was
later forced to issue a low-key “clarification.”
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Still, the smear proved effective as a narrative changer. Like a series of Trump tweets, it
distracted attention from an ongoing investigation of Contra involvement in the drug trade.
And Barry Seal, apparently the only person who knew the truth about the grainy picture of
men loading a plane near Managua, was already dead.

A DEA informant and pilot, Seal was murdered in Baton Rouge on February 19, 1986 — a
month before Reagan’s fake news address — reportedly on orders from the Columbian
cocaine boss who had arranged the shipments in association with the Contra network.
Although the assassins were captured and convicted, some believe that the CIA was also
complicit in Seal’s death.

His activities, and their Contra-cocaine connections, were the subject of several in-depth
investigations at the time. But Cruise sought the role because of his interest in Seal as a
character.

“l don’t agree with what he was doing, but you can’t help but be utterly
fascinated by it,” he told People Magazine. “One of my favorite authors is
Mark Twain, and Seal reminds me of one of his characters. It’s not every day
you get to play a character who is a devoted husband and father and a drug
runner, a CIA operative working for the DEA.”

That’s one way to see it. Another appeared in a report by the International Center for
Development Policy, which was directed by former UN Ambassador to El Salvador Robert
White. For them, Seal was a dangerous pawn who knew too much. For example, he knew
that Columbia’s Medellin cartel was using a ranch owned by John Hull as a shipping point.
Hull was a US citizen with CIA and National Security Council connections, and his ranch was
also a Contra base for weapons shipments and recruits.

John Hull owned the ranch used by Contras and drug smugglers.

More to the point, Seal knew that the famous photo shown on TV by Reagan was actually
taken on US government orders. He had flown into a Nicaraguan airstrip with CIA cameras
installed on his plane, snapping pictures that purportedly showed Pablo Escobar and other
members of the Medellin cartel loading kilos of cocaine onto a plane. Seal claimed they were
being assisted Sandinista soldiers. He even alleged that one of those present was a close
associate of Tomas Borge, Nicaragua’s Minister of the Interior. In short, he was circulating
disinformation.



Wall Street Journal reporter Jonathan Kwitny effectively debunked the accusations,
establishing that there was no evidence tying any Nicaraguan officials to the drug shipment.
But someone in the White House wasn’t satisfied, and leaked a story about Sandinista links
with the Medellin cartel, along with the photo, to The Washington Times. Among other
revelations, Edmond Jacoby's report discussed Seal’s role and appeared to out him as a
government agent. As a result, noted Ambassador White, the Columbian cartel put a $2
million price on his head.

After Seal’s death, Louisiana attorney general William Guste protested the government’s
failure to protect their “extremely valuable witness and informant in the country’s fight
against illegal drugs.” For him, Seal’s murder warranted a serious inquiry, one that
explained why “an important witness was not given protection whether he wanted it or
not?”

American Made, which is slated for US release in late September, doesn’t settle this
question. But there is an obvious answer: Seal was a loose end and his shipments were just
a small part of @ much larger, ongoing operation to transport cocaine in exchange for funds
to purchase arms. Hull and anti-Castro Cubans had begun to work together in 1983,
providing refueling and packaging services on his Costa Rican ranch in exchange for up to
$25,000 per shipment from the Columbians.

According to Dan Sheehan, whose interfaith law and policy center dug deeply into the
private network that fueled the Contras, the same team continued to smuggle a ton of
cocaine into the US each week for several more years. Its street value was $25 million per
shipment. Sheehan also claimed that some of the profits were deposited in Miami and
Central American banks, then later withdrawn to purchase weapons.

Similar charges were leveled in a civil complaint filed by journalists Tony Avirgan and
Martha Honey. They charged that the network was responsible for a bombing in Costa Rica
in which Contra leader Eden Pastora and several others were injured or killed.

Honey and Avirgan discovered that a deal was struck between Hull, the Cuban-Americans
and Contra leaders to get rid of Pastora, who had refused to merge his operations with other
anti-Sandinista forces. From their Costa Rica base on Hull's ranch drugs flowed to several
distribution points in the US. The profits paid for weapons from Florida, Israel and South
Korea, according to the White report. When Pastora declined to cooperate, the network
hired a professional assassin to eliminate him. Avirgan was one of those injured in the
attack.

Now that would make a great political action thriller, one in which the heroes are
independent journalists on the trail of an international conspiracy rather than a
smuggler/snitch who facilitated it and got himself killed.

On January 20, 1987, the New York Times revealed that the DEA had known for months that
US flight crews transporting arms to the Contras were also smuggling cocaine on their
return trips to the US. When told about the investigation, however, one crew member
reportedly warned a reporter that he was under the protection of a White House official,
Let. Col. Oliver North.

Predictably, the State Department denied all knowledge of Contra involvement in cocaine
deals. And the US Customs Service claimed to know nothing about any arms shipments



leaving Florida without official clearance. Nevertheless, both the weapons and drugs
reached their destinations, and the same network — in which Barry Seal was one cog —
conducted both operations.

Oliver North defended the “enterprise” in Congressional Testimony.

Over time, various elements of this covert network, which became known as the Secret
Team, were exposed. For example, we learned — and subsequently overlooked — that as
Vice President George H.W. Bush and his national security advisers had close ties with
the covert air supply operation. Elliott Abrams, then in the State Department and still a
foreign policy player, was directly involved in coordinating Contra activities, bringing
together State, the NSC and CIA. The Department of Defense organized air drops over
Nicaragua and helped to build the Contra infrastructure. The entire inter-agency program
was initially under the control of CIA Director William Casey.

The private network that emerged from all these connections used the money obtained from
Iran arms sales and other sources to buy weapons and ship them to Central America, South
Africa, and Angola. They also worked with operations in both El Salvador and Costa Rica,
moving drugs and guns back and forth. But this bigger picture doesn’t feature in
Limon’s Catch Me If You Can take on covert war in Central America.

After elements of the Contra-cocaine conspiracy were exposed, Seal was not the only key
witness to die under mysterious circumstances. Still others were threatened, while groups
attempting to bring those responsible to justice were burglarized and harassed. It sounded
like high-pitched rhetoric at the time, but Christic Institute lawyer Dan Sheehan charged
that ultra-right elements were responsible for a pattern of intimidation. In its Central
American embassies, he claimed, the US had embedded “a series of fascist and Hitlerite
cells.” It’s not as hard to believe thirty years later.

Of course, not everything can be tracked back to the White House, or even to the
Intelligence community. But covert operations like those chronicled in American Made did
become almost standard operation procedure during the 1980s. And although they were
sometimes clearly illegal, they were also widely rationalized as acceptable “initiatives” in
defense of democracy.

One powerful excuse, made by President Reagan himself, was that any laws restricting
military intervention did not apply to him or his national security staff. It was a bold
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assertion of unilateral executive power. He and his aides even claimed that, by extension,
any attempts to “protect the initiative” — and that included covering it up — are part of the
authority flowing from the sovereign president. We may soon hear the same argument
again, as more damaging details emerge about Russia, Trump and today’s Secret Team.

Greg Guma is the Vermont-based author of “Dons of Time,” “Uneasy Empire,” “Spirits of
Desire,” Big Lies, and “The People’s Republic: Vermont and the Sanders Revolution.” His
latest book is “Green Mountain Politics: Restless Spirits, Popular Movements.”
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