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STEP 13 – PUTTING ON A SHERIFF’S BADGE ON THE BORDER  
Nuevo Laredo, México 2000–2003
!is was a start down a di"erent path. A leadership path. !e department had 
done away with the Environment Science and Technology track. I was now a 
Political O#cer. I heard later that the Under Secretary for Global A"airs wasn’t 
impressed with the EST o#cers – too nerdy – he preferred the high-$ying polit-
ical o#cers, often considered – especially by themselves – the cream of the crop. 
Most of the science o#cers became econ o#cers, but I never knew much about 
economics, so I embarked on my third career track.

My %rst interview with the Mexican media took place in the consul general’s 
backyard.

!e %rst question, “What is your %rst priority, Mr. Consul General?”

I said, “I believe drug tra#cking is the gravest challenge facing us on the border, 
but the U.S. and Mexico can work together as we have done over the years to 
solve the problem. Drug tra#cking erodes institutions, is harmful to our kids, 
and leads to violence.”

!e journalist paused, was about to say something, then went on to other ques-
tions. !e next day in the news, the article about the new consul said, “Consul 
Armbruster’s %rst priority is to promote tourism.” He was trying to give me a 
chance not to get killed my %rst week on the job. I hope his instincts protected 
him. Many Nuevo Laredo journalists were killed, even if they wrote innocuous 
stories, simply because they were journalists and knew too much.

Most of our challenges in the consulate stemmed from drug violence or Ameri-
cans in prison. My introduction wasn’t an easy one. Arturo, the Foreign Service 
National, was at my elbow and seemed nervous. “What’s up?” I asked.

“!ere’s an American in the prison and he’s not %tting in.”

“What do you mean, he’s not %tting in?” I asked.

“He’s just not %tting in.”
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“Well, it’s not a social club. He doesn’t have to be popular.”

“I know, but it makes me nervous.”

Maybe I could get out to the prison in the next couple of days. !e prisoner had 
been visited twice, but it sounded like I should go. We were the third busiest visa 
post in the world, so we had plenty of issues and plenty of work, but protection 
of American citizens is always at the top of the agenda. I often visited the 30 
odd Americans we had in prisons up and down the border in our jurisdiction 
stretching from Nuevo Laredo, to Piedras Negras, to Ciudad Acuña. In this 
instance I %led the information away and did not set a date to go. My advice to 
you: when one of the locals is nervous, you should get nervous.

Two days later we got word that the American in question was dead. Beaten to 
death by fellow inmates, apparently because he was raving and urinated on his 
cellmates. He was in withdrawal from drug addiction and not coping well. !e 
American was buried in a pauper’s grave when we failed to %nd American next 
of kin. Six weeks later, my deputy, Lana Chumley, received a call asking if we’d 
had any contact with a man named Willis. She said, “No, but we had a recent 
prisoner by another name.” It didn’t take Lana long to connect the dots; Willis 
had provided a false name upon arrest and imprisonment.

I contacted the Mexican authorities and we met at the pauper’s grave. !ey 
exhumed the body, by then a skeleton and I can still see one of the diggers 
holding up his skull like someone in a Shakespeare play. We got the remains 
transported over the border to the U.S. side. I met with the mother and tried 
to sympathetically weather her venting of grief, frustration, and anger.

!e lessons for me were to follow up on any lead, no matter how seemingly 
trivial, like “someone not %tting in” and to always seek a Privacy Act Waiver 
from Americans in trouble. Privacy Act Waivers allow us to get in touch with 
the families. In some cases, the families don’t want anything to do with the indi-
vidual, but more often they come through with money or help. I don’t know 
how we could have gotten his real name, since prisoners don’t always have ID 
on them, we just accept what they write on the form but try to establish the 
identity and get the waiver.
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!e New York Times reported:

During the night of Sept. 17, Mr. Abell became agitated and wandered 
around the cell where he was being held with 60 other inmates, according 
to Mexican o!cials. Mumbling incoherently, the o!cials said, he stumbled 
repeatedly over prisoners who were trying to sleep.

At least four prisoners and one guard severely beat Mr. Abell, who then lay 
unconscious until he was taken to a hospital on Sept. 21, where he was 
pronounced dead.

Mexican o!cials have pledged to prosecute those responsible. And as a 
corrective measure, the Mexican government has now agreed that Amer-
icans at La Loma will be housed together, which the inmates believe will 
improve their safety, Tom Armbruster, an o!cial with the United States 
consulate here, said today.

It took six weeks for Mrs. Blount, 68, of San Antonio, to be noti"ed by 
consular o!cials of her son’s arrest, and by then he was already dead.

‘’If they had just told me he was there,’’ she said, ‘’I would have gotten him 
out that very day, and he would still be alive.’’

!at was not our only case of unknown identity. I was lucky to have a retired 
o#cer working on American citizen issues. Dick McCoy was sent to the consul-
ate because of the increase in border violence. Mexican authorities were hold-
ing a “John Doe.” Dick used all of his consular instincts to %rst establish that 
the man was American, since he had no documentation. !e man was a 50 
or 60-year-old black man who was picked up in Nuevo Laredo as a vagrant. 
He claimed he had walked there from Honduras. Other than that, no further 
information.

On a hunch, McCoy started naming Vietnamese towns and villages. “Khe 
Sanh bad place.” John Doe said. In the end, border o#cials accepted our a#-
davit stating John Doe was an American and the psychiatric ward in Laredo, 
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Texas took custody of him while the consulate started working with Veterans 
A"airs to get an ID. !en, against all assurances to McCoy, the Texas hospital 
prescribed “Greyhound therapy.” !ey put John Doe on a bus and sent him 
north to Cleveland, another place he had mentioned.

You might think diplomatic events are receptions heavy with hors d’oeuvres and 
champagne, but the Cabalgata was a typical border annual diplomatic event. 
It was a horseback ride along the Rio Grande, or Rio Bravo as they say on the 
Mexican side. !ousands of people and horses participate, and I joined in.

My horse was “Comanche,” a slight horse, but he looked %ne. I had been on 
some Cuban horses that were so big and powerful you just could not rein them 
in when they wanted to gallop. I talked to Comanche’s owner and asked if I 
could take him for a ride the night before the event. !e owner agreed. I hopped 
on, I didn’t worry too much that the stirrups were a little out of reach, I %gured 
I’d get the horse set up perfectly in the morning. !e reins didn’t close in a circle 
of leather either as I was used to, but rather had two leather strands, one on 
each side. !ere were a lot of extra strips of leather too. I was unfamiliar with 
this set-up, so I just balled the strands up in my %st and took o". Comanche 
seemed nervous but I got him to trot and then gallop. My cowboy hat $ew o" 
and I circled back to get it. One of the caballeros from the ranch picked it up 
and handed it to me, just brushing Comanche’s withers with it.

He took o" like he was being whipped and headed straight toward a metal gate. 
!e gate was too high to jump. If he hit it at that speed he could die and I’d be 
crushed. I bailed out at the last second, not able to rein him in because my feet 
didn’t have a good purchase on the stirrups. I hit the ground hard. Comanche 
eased up and just missed the fence.

I stayed up in my tent that night in lots of pain and learned that the reins were 
designed to whip the horse. Since I balled up the reins, Comanche thought I 
was going to whip him any second. !at’s why he took o" when he felt the hat, 
he thought that was the start of the whipping.

I got back on the horse in the morning, having learned my lesson, and went at 
a slow, painful walking pace. I saw one horse die from the heat. I didn’t make 
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the whole trail ride, that would go on for another couple of days. I headed 
home. Kathy said she had never seen anyone as black, blue, and purple as me. 
My body looked like one big bruise.

Several months later the owners invited me to their ranch to ride one of their 
racehorses around the property. I took care to make sure the reins were right, 
the stirrups set, the cinch just tight enough. No more rushing o" half prepared. 
It was glorious.

!ings are about to get heavy, so let me pause with some of the good things. 
Real Mexican food. Not Tex-Mex, not Taco Bell, but the real thing is delicious, 
if challenging in terms of spice. !e real border hands would bring their own 
peppers in envelopes to a restaurant and put their peppers in the food. Man. 
Kathy said sometimes it was so hot she just wanted to get up from the table 
and run around to cool o"!

Another good thing… horseback riding with Kalia. !is was one of my favor-
ite father-daughter things. Kalia would grab some of her friends on the Texas 
side where she went to school and we’d ride along the Rio Grande, enjoying 
the peace and quiet, the birds, and the dash back to the ranch when we turned 
around. It is hard to imagine a wall along that beautiful stretch of river. We 
always followed up with a smoothie at a local place and it was a nice Sunday 
ritual. And volleyball with the guards. I lived in the compound and we played 
after work all the time. We had some great rallies and lots of fun.

But back to Consulate Nuevo Laredo business. !ose same guards came through 
when we spotted a child in a car seat in 110-degree weather with all the windows 
rolled up and the doors locked. I ordered them to smash the window and let air 
into the car. !e parents later wanted the consulate to pay for the damage. No.

!e next exhumation, or attempt anyway, was based on a tip called in about 
a missing American presumed murdered. !e Mexican authorities thought 
they knew the location and they asked for an American police dog. I got an 
American team from across the river to agree and we went to the abandoned 
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ranch. Inside the house we found a false trapdoor under the toilet that led to a 
basement, but that wasn’t where the dog alerted. !e dog smelled something 
in the corral. !e Mexican authorities brought shovels and the guys went to 
work. In no time we found a watch. !en the diggers claimed the ground was 
too hard and it was impossible for there to be a body underneath. !is was a 
Mexican operation, we were there to support, so we reluctantly called o" the 
dog. I imagine the dog was right and the diggers were told they would be killed 
if they found something. Another dog died in his car when the border patrol 

“forgot” about him. Again, my guess is that the cartel had a bounty out for the 
dog due to his e"ectiveness in %nding drugs.

We did have wins. Some with the help of Mexican o#cials. And I should say on 
the Texas side of the border that Mexico had extremely good consular o#cials, 
good diplomats and good people who cared about looking out for their Mexi-
can nationals lost in the desert or in prison. !ey were doing the same job as 
us %ve miles away on the Mexican side. !e only di"erence was that while we 
were dealing with dozens of Americans, they dealt with hundreds of Mexicans.

We cooperated through the Border Liaison Mechanism (BLM) which had 
regular meetings chaired by the two consuls. We would get the mayors, police 
chiefs and border o#cials together and set times for the international bridges 
and share intelligence and just work things out like neighbors. Relations with 
other federal agencies were good. !e FBI and the U.S. Marshalls were always 
ready to share information and the Secret Service would always let us know 
when President Bush’s girls were in our consular district partying with friends 
on the Mexican side.

Several cases required creativity on both sides. My deputy, Joe DeMaria felt 
his antennae go up when a middle-aged man showed up at the consulate with 
his 14-year-old “niece.” !e man seemed uncomfortable and the relationship 
didn’t seem easy and familial. Joe checked the databases and found the man 
was wanted in New Jersey for sex with minors.

We went to the Mexican authorities, %guring it would be a quick arrest and 
deportation. Instead, the Chief of Police said, “It’s not a crime in Mexico. Living 
with a 14-year-old girl. It’s bad, but it’s no crime.”
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“So what do we do?”

“Nothing, go play tennis.”

I didn’t say anything. Shocked. !ere was a long pause. He said, “You say the 
Marshals want him?”

“Yes, and I want him out of here too and the girl protected.”

“Let me see what I can do,” the Chief said.

Soon after we were back in touch. I sat in the Chief ’s o#ce.

“Bad news for your American. He needs a residency permit if he wants to stay 
in Mexico. He needs a permit after Day 12 of his stay here. He can only get 
that at the Mexican Consulate on the Texas side. If you want, we’ll pick him 
up, drive him to the international bridge and you can walk him over to Laredo 
to apply for the residency card. Be at customs at 2 p.m. And by the way, my 
aunt needs a visa.”

No promises, but as a very experienced consul general once told me, “I lost my 
virginity over visas a long time ago.” Sometimes, the greater good is an element 
in decision-making.

At %ve after two I was walking across the bridge with our suspect. He was a big 
man, but big in the way someone is who sits in front of a computer for too long. 
At mid-bridge a hand took him %rmly by the arm.

!e U.S. Marshal asked for his identity. He gave it.

“Please come with my partner and me.”

!e man’s head dropped, and he walked quietly to the other side of the bridge 
with the two very tall men with shoulder pistols under their jackets. !e suspect 
never looked back at me.
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Despite the press of American citizen services, we did do some public diplomacy. 
For the 150th anniversary of the consulate we invited the ambassador to come 
and give remarks. He was actually our second choice. I wrote to Texas author 
Larry McMurtry to see if he could come, knowing that he understood Western 
history better than anyone. I was a big fan of Lonesome Dove. Mr. McMurtry 
answered, saying, alas, he did not do public events anymore. I tried to work 

“alas” into as many of my writings as possible after that.

Every post had a special family activity. In Mexico, it was 
riding horses along the Rio Grande or “Rio Bravo.”


